
WELLNESS

Coping
with

changes
outside your control

Any real change implies the breakup of the world as one has always known it, the 
loss of all that gave one an identity, the end of safety. And at such a moment,  

unable to see and not daring to imagine what the future will now bring 
forth, one clings to what one knew, or dreamed that one possessed. 

Yet, it is only when a man is able, without bitterness or self-pity, 
to surrender a dream he has long cherished or a privilege he 

has long possessed that he is set free — he has set himself 
free — for higher dreams, for greater privileges. 

 
James Baldwin, “Faulkner and Desegregation”,  

Partisan Review (1956)

Coping with change is difficult for everyone, 
but there’s a particular variety of change – the 
kind that occurs outside our control – that 
has a special capacity to produce stress. 

Neuroscientists have discovered that our 
brains react in a powerfully negative way to 
uncertainty. Because of the importance, 

evolutionarily, to reacting quickly and appro-
priately to threats, our brains have evolved 
to crave certainty and predictability.1 When 
faced with unpredictable change, we may 
respond with worry and negative self-talk.

Because we see the world from our own 
perspective, we have a tendency to attribute a 

central role to ourselves in negative events 
that may have nothing to do with us.2 A classic 
example is that of a child who attributes the  
parents’ marital separation to his or her own 
misbehaviour. In a law practice context, a  
lawyer who is not chosen to assist with a  
coveted file may make completely unfounded  
assumptions about senior counsel’s reasons  

1	  See for example Copeland, Libby, “Why are we afraid of change? The science of uncertainty”, Unstuck (undated).
2	 This tendency is even more pronounced among individuals who suffer from depression; see for example Walton, Alice G. “Oh, The Guilt! Why You Blame Yourself For Everything When 

You’re Depressed”, Forbes, June 6, 2012.
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WELLNESS

for choosing someone else, especially where  
those assumptions align with a habitual 
internal narrative, for example: “people like 
me never get to work on high-profile cases.” 

For some of us, this theme of being under-
appreciated or subject to regular unfair 
treatment can become a comforting internal 
refrain. Seeing ourselves as the perpetual 
victims of others’ enmity or lack of discern-
ment may be appealing in that it absolves 
us of responsibility for self-reflection. 

Believing that others have a hidden agenda  
that targets us specifically has other risks as well.  
If we believe others are out to get us (rather 
than simply making their decisions based on  
unknown criteria), we may become resentful,  
behave defensively, or misinterpret innocent  
comments or actions.3 This attitude may 
influence others’ opinions of us, causing a 

dangerous feedback loop: we feel excluded,  
so we adopt a defensive posture, leading us to  
be actually excluded. In this way, our misinter-
pretation of neutral events as negative leads to  
actual negative events: a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Separating our biased internal self-talk from  
objective facts is challenging when life is 
predictable. When circumstances are uncertain 
or changeable, the resulting stress makes it  
even harder to see events clearly. During periods  
of stress, the first step toward gaining clarity  
about a situation may actually be to step away:  
taking the classic Canadian “long walk in the  
snow” to short-circuit unproductive rumination.  
Exercise, relaxation, social connection, or  
even time spent outdoors can help us put 
events into perspective and recognize that  
while some parts of our lives may be changing,  
everything is certainly not falling apart.

Finally, it can be helpful, in times of change,  
to remind ourselves that while it may be 
unsettling while it’s happening, change is 
the norm. Bill Gates is famous for having 
suggested that while people may overestimate 
what will happen in the next two years, we 
consistently underestimate what will happen 
in 10. We also tend to underestimate our 
own capacity for adaptation, a blind spot 
that can lead us to prefer the status quo to 
changes that may actually be positive for us.  
By learning to be open to the possibility that 
change will bring opportunities we have yet 
to imagine, we can learn to face uncertainty 
with less fear and greater curiosity. n

Nora Rock is Corporate Writer and Policy Analyst  
at LawPRO.

10 Ways to Stop Feeling Like a Victim Once and for AllSee George, Cylon “3	 ”, Huffington Post, September 25, 2016.

Feel like you’re in the middle of a bad reality TV show? Try these steps to regain your equanimity:

1. �Remember that it’s not about you: Accept that some developments have nothing to do with you, your strengths or weaknesses, or 
what you deserve or don’t deserve in life. 

2. �Notice negative self-talk: If you blame yourself for everything, see step #1. If you’re prone to fearing the worst outcome in every 
situation, remember that these worries cause you to suffer in advance for negative developments that may or may not materialize.

3. �Reframe: People who cope well with stress are generally better than average at identifying and challenging their own biases. Instead  
of assuming that your perspective is universal, consider whether you may be making unfounded assumptions about the others’ 
motivations or about the likely outcome of current changes. Even imperfect attempts to try a new perspective can reveal solutions 
you’d otherwise miss.

4. �Don’t mount a present defence against a past assault: The greatest danger of a victim mentality is that it influences how we  
interact with the world. When we allow past events to convince us that being wronged is central to our identity, we adopt a  
defensive stance even in the absence of threats. We go through life looking for fights to lose as a means of reinforcing our  
self-concept. Don’t do that.

5. �When in doubt, act: Evolutionary psychology has shown that taking action when faced with a stressor enhances our feelings of 
self-efficacy (even if the action alone won’t eliminate the problem). Been hearing rumours about layoffs? You could fret about it, or 
you could rein in your discretionary spending and update your résumé. You might be laid off either way, but from a mental health 
perspective, one course of action is definitely better than the other.
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