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Chapter 4

The optimum stimulation level (OLS)
Having looked at the duality in the way that we, as humans, both seek change 
and fear it, it’s appropriate to ask: what is the optimum level of change?

Among others, Donald Hebb (1904-1955) (Hebb, 1955) touched on this 
question, and based on his findings, the figure below can be drawn:

The figure shows The optimum stimulation level (OSL) in which an individual 
thrives and where he is susceptible to change and responds constructively to it. 
Stimulation below this level leads to boredom, whereas stress and, in the worst 
case, panic and collapse are the result if the change exceeds the level equal to OLS.

There is, of course, a big difference between where each individual has 
their OLS. This means that an organization that is subjected to some influence 
(change) will see – in principle – three groups of employees:

• Those who think that the level of change is not sufficient and who are 
bored and not challenged.

• Those who think it is appropriate and who, therefore, thrive and work 
purposefully with the changes.

• Those who become stressed and may even collapse, and who, therefore, 
quit or call in sick.

Without going deeper into the subject, we should mention that several research-
ers believe that the location of the OLS depends on a number of factors, such as 
the genes, hormones, upbringing, environment, life circumstances, etc.
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