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Life transitions are predictable changes associ-
ated with a discontinuity from the past. With each 
change we must give up the structures that pro-
tect us and then face the world anew with a sense 
of fragility and vulnerability. These disruptive times 
may test the limits of our ability to adapt. How-
ever, with each transition we have the opportunity 
to learn a great deal about our inner resources and 
to ask ourselves what we really want out of life. 
This period of self-refl ection can then lead to 
self-renewal and a new phase of stability and 
eventual equilibrium. 

With each transition we have the opportunity to 
learn a great deal about our inner resources and to 
ask ourselves what we really want out of life.

Sometimes life thrusts change upon us dramati-
cally and unexpectedly. Disabling accidents, the 
deaths of loved ones, divorce, the loss of a job, a 
major illness — all of these events mean that we 
must leave something behind and then adjust to 
a new way of living, even if we feel totally unpre-
pared to do so. These events can strike without 
warning and leave us struggling with a personal 
crisis characterized by denial, anger, depression 
and withdrawal. But not all transitions arise from 
negative experiences. Marriage, a new job, a move 
to a new location, the birth of a child, reacquain-
tance with an old friend — these events, which 
may be planned and expected, may also lead us 
into a life transition. 

On other occasions, life transitions occur because 
we fi nd ourselves in a rut. We may have the nag-
ging feeling that something is wrong, although we 
can’t quite put our fi nger on the reasons. Our lives 
are not going the way we thought they would, 
and time is passing us by. We feel that it is time for 
a major change. This can happen at any time, but 
it is most common during what Gail Sheehy has 
called the “predictable crises of adult life” which 
often accompany our decade changes (that is, 
our twenties, our thirties, our mid-life years, older 
stages of life...)  

As William Bridges points out in his book, Transi-
tions, our life transitions are composed of an 
ending, a “neutral zone,” and a new beginning. 
When a transition occurs, we need to give up our 
old defi nitions of the world, our old ways of doing 
things, as we are challenged by the process of 
“letting go.” Endings are diffi cult for most people, 
even when we are unhappy with the way things 
used to be. What is known is more comfortable 
than the unknown. Once we let go, however, we 
enter a period of feeling disconnected from the 
past but not yet connected to the present — the 
neutral zone. This is a time which can engender 
great self-refl ection, an assessment of what 
we really want out of life, and a time to reori-
ent ourselves toward the future. Finally, the new 
beginning completes the successful transition. 
This is when we embark on a journey of new 
priorities and the sense of a renewed future.  

Negotiating Life Transitions

Change is an inevitable part of life. Transitions are as natural as night and day. In nature we 
observe times when things move slowly without visible change – and then suddenly accel-
eration occurs followed by a transformation. Tree leaves that have been green all summer 
suddenly turn red and gold and within a short time are blown to the ground, the tree’s 
branches left bare. In the spring the process begins again. Within this cycle of change, we 
must deal with both endings and beginnings.
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Letting Go of the Old and Embracing the New Is the Secret 
to Self-Renewal During Times of Change



Bringing Our Old 
Situation to an End

Most of us try to avoid endings – and this may Most of us try to avoid endings – and this may Most of us try to avoid endings –
be surprising since endings occur throughout the 
entire life cycle. Some people mistakenly deal with 
the task of letting go by clinging tenaciously to 
their old ways of living, forgetting that submitting 
to loss is a necessary condition for entering into a 
period of self-renewal. Think of the parent who is 
not able to let the children grow up and live inde-
pendent lives. This situation can cause substantial 
confl ict, both for the children and the parent. 
People sometimes think that if they can hold on to 
their old ways, they can avoid the pain of change 
— but in reality more pain results from holding on. 
In contrast, other people deal with the diffi culty of 
endings by dismissing the old as if it didn’t count. 
These are the people who see a therapist and 
announce that they are not interested in looking 
at the past and want to focus only on the present 
and future. They fail to recognize that we need 
closure on the past, a true appreciation of the life 
lessons we have accumulated from our histories, 
before we can continue with a productive transi-
tion. Refusing to look at the past is one way of 
allowing the past to continue to haunt us – and a 
condition which makes moving on diffi cult. A suc-
cessful transition takes courage. 

Bridges has identifi ed four stages of the 
ending process.    

Disengagement – We need to make a break from 
the roles, activities, and settings of the former 
situation. Until this break occurs, we are prone to 
seeing the world in the old way, and this makes a 
successful transition diffi cult. Disengagement does 
not necessarily mean physically leaving or moving 
— as long as one can psychologically disengage 
from a situation, one can gain the perspective to 
begin to defi ne the old ways more objectively.  

Disidentifi cation – Not only do our activities Disidentifi cation – Not only do our activities Disidentifi cation –
change, but we begin to give up our former self-
defi nitions. A person in the so-called mid-life crisis, 
for example, needs to abandon his or her identity 
as a “younger” person. To avoid this change is to 
postpone the inevitable, to invite continuing inner 
confl ict, and to forego the advantages of moving 
into a different stage of life.   

Disenchantment – Once our situations and our Disenchantment – Once our situations and our Disenchantment –
former self-defi nitions change, we may wonder 
about what is real and what is not. In a sense the 
world is made up of many levels of reality. Our old 
lives helped us to create one way of looking at 
things — our old reality (“This relationship is for 
life,” or “I’ll always have this job,” or “My health will 
last forever”). Disenchantment occurs when we 
are no longer under the spell of the old reality. We 
question our assumptions and begin to see the 
world in new ways, to look at other levels of reality. 
This opens the door to a healthy transition. 

Disenchantment occurs when we are no longer 
under the spell of the old reality. We question 
our assumptions and begin to see the world in 
new ways.

Disorientation – This is a stage of discomfort. Disorientation – This is a stage of discomfort. Disorientation –
Our old situations, self-defi nitions, and views 
of reality have been challenged, and we are left 
confused with the feeling that we have jumped 
into the void. We get by everyday by taking things 
a step at a time. Things that we had once thought 
were meaningful are no longer so. We all have 
a tendency to hope that things are constantly 
improving throughout our lives, but it may be 
more realistic to view things as they occur in the 
natural world — a series of expansions and con-
tractions. We gain and we lose. Day becomes night 
— and then day again. We need to empty our 
cupboards before we can fi ll them up again.  

Letting Go of the Old and Embracing 
the New Is the Secret to Self-Renewal 
During Times of Change What’s New?

NEW COACHING 
FORMATS

The future looks exciting! JMA 
Coaching Gym memberships 
(for the mind that is!), Group 
coaching, Webinars, and 
e-products are all on the horizon 
and will be rolled out by year end. 
Corporate and Entrepreneurial 
Coaching gym memberships will 
be available as well as we set up 
bridge lines and internet 
functionality. All these and more 
will be offered exclusively to 
JMA’s current and past clientele 
that have worked with Jody 
Michael or an associate for 

3 months or longer.   
 

NEW ASSOCIATE

JMA would like to welcome 
Derek Lauber as our new asso-
ciate coach. Derek has com-
pleted a rigorous Georgetown 
Coaching Program and brings 
years of personal growth work 
and professional corporate 
experience to the coaching 
profession. Visit www.jodymi-
chael.com for his complete bio 
coming in May. 

TWENTY SOMETHING

JMA would like the opportunity 
of coaching to be provided for 
those individuals in their twenties 
whose fi nances have not yet 
grown to the level to be able to 
afford JMA coaching. We offer 
sliding scale coaching begin-
ning at $75.00 (less than half our 
regular fee) and up. Call for an 
appointment now…offer good 
through August 2006.



Some people try to initiate a beginning before 
they accomplish the work of the ending, mainly 
because endings can be painful. For example, they 
may try to fi nd a new relationship before putting 
closure on the old one. This creates a situation 
where the old structures, the old realities, are 
still in place and it blocks us from doing the work 
associated with a healthy transition into a new 
relationship. Before fi nding a new relationship, it is 
preferable to spend some time alone, think about 
what the old relationship meant and what was 
wrong with it, as well as to assess what this stage 
of life can now bring. To do this, we must confront 
the challenge of the ending and then move into 
the neutral zone. A life of integrity demands 
nothing less.

The Inner Work of the Neutral Zone

Other societies provide in their transition rituals 
some ways of dealing with the neutral zone. For 
example, the vision quest, where the person goes 
into the wilds alone in search of answers that may 
come intuitively, is a way in which some Native 
American tribes provide a transition between 
childhood and adulthood. Lacking such rituals in 
our society, we may not know what to do with 
the neutral zone. We may feel lost, confused, and 
disoriented, and may show symptoms of depres-
sion. This time of confusion, however, can set the 
stage for self-examination and answers which 
guide us out of the transitional phase and into the 
future. The neutral zone is a period of personal 
reorientation. 

Nothing much happens in the neutral zone, at 
least from the outsider’s perspective. People in 
the neutral zone often say that they need a few 
days, or even longer, alone just to think — or pray 
or meditate. Without the old defi nitions of the 

world and our accustomed activities to fall back 
on, time in the neutral zone can create substantial 
introspection and heightened self-awareness. And 
out of this primal stew can emerge intuitions and 
insights, which provide the recipe for the new 
beginning. This is a time to examine the course of 
our lives, to reacquaint ourselves with the nature 
of our inner selves, and to think of ways to make 
our dreams come true. Renewal arises from an 
examination of our inner resources. 

Embracing a New Life

Genuine new beginnings emerge when we realign 
our ways of looking at the world and renew our 
energy. We may mistakenly look for external 
signs to guide us into a beginning, but our inner 
attitudes toward life, our renewed self-knowledge, 
and our intuition are really the hallmarks of our 
new beginnings. By relying on our inner voice to 
tell us where to go in life, we are likely to have 
more motivation than if we were to depend on 
the traditional expectations provided to us by 
others. When the directions we must take in life 
become clear, it is time to take action to make 
things happen, identify ourselves as traveling on 
a new course, and then complete the process 
step by step. New beginnings incorporate some 
continuity from the past. We never give up the old 
completely, but use what we need from the past 
as a resource for our journey into the future.   

Transitions are a natural and inevitable part of life 
— and because we fi nd comfort in our old familiar 
ways, they can be diffi cult. Psychotherapy is an 
effective way to make the most of our transitions 
— a way to understand the old, to look inward, 
and to discover that fl ame which represents our 
true inner selves. In therapy, we can then deter-
mine the direction of our new beginning. 

We may mistakenly look for external signs to guide us into a beginning, but our inner attitudes toward life, our renewed self-knowledge, and our intuition are really the hallmarks of our new beginnings. Small Business 
Alliance 

Since inception, JMA has hand 
picked a small cadre of entrepre-
neurs that provide consistent high 
quality product and outstanding 
customer service at reasonable 
prices. If client needs arise that are 
specialized and are outside JMA’s 
expertise, we go to our trusty list 
of specialized SBA service provid-
ers that we and many of our past 
clients have come to trust. If you 
would like to meet the team and 
review their specialties, please visit 
the Small Business Alliance, located 
in the ‘About Us’ section of our 
website, www.jodymichael.com.

How a Coach 
Can Help You

Whether your career is not quite 
where you’d like it to be, you’re 
a small business owner in search of 
new ideas, or you’re an executive 
reaching for the next rung, a coach 
can prove instrumental in help-
ing you identify, accomplish, and 
achieve. Please refer to ‘Client Case 
Studies’ and read a few examples 
of how JMA coaches have helped 
their clients overcome obstacles 
and succeed. 

A Listening Exercise 
for Couples 

Reciprocal listening is a power-
ful tool for couples who need to 
improve their communication. 
Couples who try this may be-
come aware of how limited their 
communication has been in the 
past. They also learn an effective 
technique, which can increase 
the respect, trust, and intimacy 
of their relationship. This exercise 
may seem structured and perhaps 
contrived at fi rst, but stay with it. 
The rewards can be immense. 



When You Undergo 
a Life Transition...

Life transitions, diffi cult as they can be, afford us 
the opportunity to fi nd our true inner direction 
and engage in the process of self-renewal. 
Here are some guidelines to make the journey 
rewarding. 

1.  Give Yourself Enough Time. When our lives 
are disrupted, it takes time to reorient our inner 
feelings to the new reality. We may feel uncom-
fortable during a transition, especially when we 
give up our old activities. To create new activities 
prematurely, however, without giving ourselves 
the time to refl ect and reorient, may only serve 
to perpetuate the old ways — and a rewarding 
life opportunity may be missed. 

2.  Arrange Temporary Ways of Living.
Although transitions can be disruptive, hold on to 
those parts of your life which provide comfort and 
security. When we feel safe we are able to accom-
plish the task of the transition more productively. 
If your transition involves a job loss, fi nd tempo-
rary work until you discover what you want to do 
over the long run. If you have lost a relationship, 
there is no need to isolate yourself from all of your 
friends. Hold on to those who can comfort you. 

3.  Tolerate the Discomfort. Transitions can 
introduce confusion and disorientation into 
our lives. Expect to experience times of anxiety 
and insecurity. These are natural feelings and an 
important part of the process, but they are only 
temporary. Trust in your own ability to see your 
way through the transition. Above all, realize that 
using alcohol and drugs will only serve to subvert 
the process. Face your challenge with integrity.

4.  Take Care of Yourself During the Transition. 
The stress of transitions may wear you down, and 
you may feel so depressed that you don’t want to 
engage in normal, healthy activities. Do something 
for yourself everyday which you fi nd comforting 
and pleasurable. Get a normal amount of sleep and 
make sure your diet is healthy. If you can, try to 
get some exercise everyday, even if it is only a walk 
around the block. 

5.  Find the Support You Need. A time of 
transition is an excellent time to seek the support 
of a trained professional therapist who can guide 
you through the process in a safe and encourag-
ing setting. Finding the support of friends is also 
important — but avoid those who are only there 
to give advice. While advice may be helpful at 
times, your greater need at this time is to explore 
your own feelings and to fi nd the truth which 
emerges from your own inner resources. Therapy 
provides a safe and productive way to negotiate 
this part of your life journey. 

The couple decides on a minor 
disagreement that they need to 
talk about. Each partner takes 
turns being either the speaker or 
the listener. The speaker has fi ve 
minutes to speak without inter-
ruption. As speaker, talk about the 
problem as you see it. Present your 
argument briefl y and stick to the 
point. Be sure to use “I statements” 
to present your views and don’t 
place the blame on your partner 
(that is, just talk about how you 
feel about the confl ict without 
putting your partner in a defensive 
position). After fi ve minutes your 
partner (the listener) will verbally 
summarize what he or she has 
heard. This allows the speaker to 
let the listener know if anything 
has been left out or if it has been 
misinterpreted. Keep going until 
the speaker feels that the point 
has been completely heard. 

As the listener, pay close attention 
to what is being said and try to 

attune yourself to your partner’s 
needs. When you summarize what 
your partner has said, make sure 
you don’t disagree, argue, 
or criticize. Just repeat what you 
have heard.

Now switch positions. The speaker 
becomes the listener and the 
listener, the speaker. Follow the 
same procedures until the new 
speaker feels satisfi ed that his or 
her position has been understood. 
It is important to avoid letting this 
exercise turn into an argument. 
Because this is such a powerful way 
of learning to listen and to commu-
nicate better, many people prefer 
to try it with a therapist present, at 
least for the fi rst few attempts. 

Downtown Location

Continuing our tradition of offering 
comfortable and convenient loca-
tions for our clients, we announce 
the opening of our new downtown 
location at 405 N. Wabash. Solid 
natural materials and a birds-eye 
view of the Magnifi cent Mile create 
an ideal setting that prompts both 
relaxation and renewal. The ambi-
ence metaphorically refl ects the 
new heights and perspective our 
clients achieve in their one-on-one 
work with us. Please call and sched-
ule an appointment with us at this 
provocative setting today.

Do something for yourself everyday 

For Further Reading on Transitions

Bridges, William. Transitions (Second Edition). 2004; ISBN: 0-7382-0904-X; $15.95.
Sheehy, Gail and Joelle Delbourgo (Eds.) New Passages: Mapping Your Life Across Time. 1995; 
ISBN: 0-345-40445-9; $14.00.  


