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We are built for stability. As humans we like to do what we’ve done 
before and keep doing it that way for as long as possible. It’s not 
stubbornness; It’s primal. If that way out of the forest kept us from 
being eaten by a bear, well, let’s go that way every time. And I see 
with my clients in large organizations the same resistance. They 
aren’t outrunning bears or even being irrational. Resistance to 
change in organizations often is simply because the status quo  
is seen as less risky.

Habits are great for self-preservation. They bring fewer surprises 
and more efficiency. We get better and better at doing whatever 
we’re doing. And a lot of the time, repetition works. It not only 
helps us do the same things better and faster. It also soothes us,  
it gives us predictability, and makes us more confident.

	▪ Habits comfort us and have psychological and practical 
value. But getting good at change is essential.

	▪ Disrupting your own routine, learning a new hobby or even 
just changing your commute forces adaptability.

	▪ Take risks voluntarily in real ways — but in safe places 
where you can fail without fear.

Key Points

Practicing change voluntarily 
will set you up for unplanned 
challenges. 

https://neurofied.com/the-psychology-of-resistance-to-change/
https://neurofied.com/the-psychology-of-resistance-to-change/
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Habits are comforting, and 
that’s part of the problem
The downside of habits is the same as the upside – the seductive 
comfort of consistency. The problem is that life is not a repeatable 
event. Your favorite coffee shop closes. The weather changes. 
There’s an accident up ahead on your commute. When we cling  
too closely to our preferred methods, we become dependent on 
them. Change is unfamiliar, and that can be deeply unsettling. It 
can be frightening or lead to anger when we have to change. But, 
we can practice it.
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This is why adaptability is such a core skill. It works against our 
(well-based) reliance on repetition. Disruption is what builds the 
muscle to adapt. The workplace is just one area where this kind 
of adaptability is so critical. When I work with leaders of large 
organizations, I can see that being able to adjust in the ever-
changing landscape of today’s economy requires learned flexibility. 
For almost all of them, it means getting out of their own comfort 
zone, intentionally and frequently.

But here’s the thing – those executives didn’t necessarily take those 
chances to get out of their comfort zones at the office. In fact, many 
of them used hobbies – past, present or never-before attempted – to 
help learn adaptability in a low-risk environment. This threads the 
needle: By taking risks, we build adaptability, and by making those 
risks low stakes we are more willing to take the risks necessary to 
learn a new way.

Take real chances… 
in safe settings
You can’t manufacture one part, though: The stakes must be high 
enough to matter for learning and adaptability to take place. In 
fact, in an article about a Carnegie Mellon study about learning 
something new, a researcher stated: “We were only seeing this 
change in the [laboratory mouse’s] brain if something was useful  
to learn. If there was nothing to learn, there was no change.”

https://www.cmu.edu/ni/news-events/2025/when-the-brain-learns-something-new
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That all tracks because my clients weren’t taking on hobbies out 
of casual interest. They were taking them on because they were 
under enormous stress and needed to learn how to balance the 
high stakes and their stress response. Or, they needed to maintain 
empathy and humility when working with team members with 
less experience. How, exactly, did they learn these things? I had one 
CEO client who learned a new hobby every five years. And not, like, 
bird watching. Think: sedentary-lifestyle-to-marathoner.

His reasoning was that the difficulty of doing something new 
with real stakes meant he re-learned failure and fatigue and the 
humility of not being good at something. When you are the CEO, 
few people will tell you when you are stagnating or out of touch or 
overly harsh. The discipline of the new hobby created undeniable 
feedback when he underperformed.

All of us can do this, and research shows that learning something 
new increases neural plasticity. So this kind of intentional 
disruption isn’t just about empathy and self-awareness (though 
that is reason enough!). With hobbies, the payoff is education and  
a sense of accomplishment.

(By the way – I try to practice what I preach. Read here how 
I hung up my running shoes for competitive ballroom dancing.  
Yes, really.)

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6871182/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6871182/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-psychology-of-work/202402/the-epidemic-of-loneliness
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-psychology-of-work/202402/the-epidemic-of-loneliness


“... failing at something low 
stakes helped put context 
around failure at work ...  
to fear change less and  
see failure as a challenge,  
not a catastrophe.”
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For that CEO client, failing at something low stakes helped 
him to put context around failure at work. It helped him to see, 
for instance, that if someone stated that an outcome at work 
wasn’t optimal, it was simply the statement of a fact, not a 
characterization of personal value. This helped him to fear  
change less and see failure as a challenge, not a catastrophe.

Even small disruptions  
to your habits can be 
incredibly useful
Making disruptions to your habits to learn adaptability doesn’t 
mean you have to push really hard. You can take a new way to 
work, you can stop at a different coffee shop in the morning. You 
will be surprised at the focus it takes when even a relatively small 
disruption “wakes up” your brain. You know how you can drive 
home and not even remember the drive? That’s the thing about 
always doing things the same way: You aren’t challenging yourself 
to think about why you do it or whether there’s a better way.

Of course, the goal of a new commute is not high stakes. But that’s 
the beauty of it – try something new where failure feels more 
like a challenge, not a catastrophe. You’ll build a resiliency and 
adaptability – and when a change does come at work or any other 
high-stakes area, you won’t be as unsettled by it.
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Did you find this  
useful? I’d love to  

hear from you! 
 
  

Drop me a line at  
robert@kovachpartners.com

Follow me on LinkedIn: 
linkedin.com/in/robertkovach

Sign up for my newsletter: 
robert-kovach.com/newsletter
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