


RECONCEIVING THE
CHALLENGE OF CHANGE

WHAT WILL DISTINGUISH your leadership from others’ in the years

ahead? As the subtitle of this book suggests, we believe it will be your
ability to develop yourself, your people, and your teams. Throughout the
world—and this is as true in the United States and Europe as it is in
China and India—human capability will be the critical variable in the
new century. But leaders who seek to win a war for talent by conceiving
of capability as a fixed resource to be found “out there” put themselves
and their organizations at a serious disadvantage.

In contrast, leaders who ask themselves, “What can | do to make my
setting the most fertile ground in the world for the growth of talent?” put
themselves in the best position to succeed. These leaders understand
that for each of us to deliver on our biggest aspirations—to take
advantage of new opportunities or meet new challenges—we must
grow into our future possibilities. These leaders know what makes that
more possible—and what prevents it.

The challenge to change and improve is often misunderstood as a
need to better “deal with” or “cope with” the greater complexity of the
world. Coping and dealing involve adding new skills or widening our
repertoire of responses. We are the same person we were before we
learned to cope; we have simply added some new resources. We have
learned, but we have not necessarily developed. Coping and dealing
are valuable skills, but they are actually insufficient for meeting today’s
change challenges.

In reality, the experience of complexity is not just a story about the
world. It is also a story about people. It is a story about the fit between
the demands of the world and the capacity of the person or the
organization. When we experience the world as “too complex” we are
not just experiencing the complexity of the world. We are experiencing
a mismatch between the world’'s complexity and our own at this
moment. There are only two logical ways to mend this mismatch—
reduce the world’s complexity or increase our own. The first isn’t going
to happen. The second has long seemed an impossibility in adulthood.



We (the authors of this book) have spent a generation now studying
the growth of mental complexity in adulthood. We think what we have
learned may help you to better understand yourself and those who work
with you and for you. In gaining that awareness, you will begin to see a
new frontier of human capabilities, the place where tomorrow’s most
successful leaders will focus their leadership attention.



AN UPDATED VIEW OF AGE AND MENTAL COMPLEXITY

The ideas and practices you will find in this book begin by identifying a
widespread misconception about the potential trajectory of mental
development across the lifespan. When we began our work, the
accepted picture of mental development was akin to the picture of
physical development—your growth was thought fundamentally to end
by your twenties. If, thirty years ago, you were to place “age” on one
axis and “mental complexity” on another, and you asked the experts in
the field to draw the graph as they understood it, they would have
produced something similar to figure 1-1: an upward sloping line until
the twenties and a flat line thereafter. And they would have drawn it with
confidence.

When we began reporting the results of our research in the 1980s,
suggesting that some (though not all) adults seemed to undergo
qualitative advances in their mental complexity akin to earlier, well-
documented quantum leaps from early childhood to later childhood and
from later childhood to adolescence, our brain-researcher colleagues
sitting next to us on distinguished panels would smile with polite
disdain.

FIGURE 1-1
Age and mental complexity: The view thirty years ago
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“You might think you can infer this from your longitudinal interviews,”
they would say, “but hard science doesn’t have to make inferences.
We're looking at the real thing. The brain simply doesn’t undergo any
significant change in capacity after late adolescence. Sorry.” Of course,
these “hard scientists” would grant that older people are often wiser or
more capable than younger people, but this they attributed to the
benefits of experience, a consequence of learning how to get more out
of the same mental equipment rather than any qualitative advances or
upgrades to the equipment itself.

Thirty years later? Whoops! It turns out everybody was making
inferences, even the brain scientists who thought they were looking at
“the thing itself.” The hard scientists have better instruments today, and
the brain doesn’t look to them the way it did thirty years ago. Today
they talk about neural plasticity and the phenomenal capacities of the
brain to keep adapting throughout life.

If we were to draw the graph showing age and mental complexity
today? On the basis of thirty years of longitudinal research by our
colleagues and us—as a result of thoroughly analyzing the transcripts
of hundreds of people, interviewed and reinterviewed at several-year
intervals—the graph would look like figure 1-2.

FIGURE 1-2
Age and mental complexity: The revised view today
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Two things are evident from this graph:

¢ With a large enough sample size you can detect a mildly upward-
sloping curve. That is, looking at a population as a whole, mental
complexity tends to increase with age, throughout adulthood, at
least until old age; so the story of mental complexity is certainly not
a story that ends in our twenties.

e There is considerable variation within any age. For example, six
people in their thirties (the bolded dots) could all be at different
places in their level of mental complexity, and some could be more
complex than a person in her forties.

If we were to draw a quick picture of what we have learned about the
individual trajectory of mental development in adulthood, it might look
something like figure 1-3. This picture suggests several different
elements:

e There are qualitatively different, discernibly distinct levels (the
“plateaus”); that is, the demarcations between levels of mental
complexity are not arbitrary. Each level represents a quite different
way of knowing the world.

FIGURE 1-3
The trajectory of mental development in adulthood
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e Development does not unfold continuously; there are periods of
stability and periods of change. When a new plateau is reached we
tend to stay on that level for a considerable period of time
(although elaborations and extensions within each system can
certainly occur).

e The intervals between transformations to new levels—“time on a
plateau”—get longer and longer.

e The line gets thinner, representing fewer and fewer people at the
higher plateaus.

But what do these different levels of mental complexity in adulthood
actually look like? Can we say something about what a more complex
level can see or do that a less complex level cannot? Indeed, we can
now say a great deal about these levels. Mental complexity and its
evolution is not about how smart you are in the ordinary sense of the
word. It is not about how high your 1Q is. It is not about developing more
and more abstract, abstruse apprehensions of the world, as if “most
complex” means finally being able to understand a physicist’s
blackboard filled with complex equations.



THREE PLATEAUS IN ADULT MENTAL COMPLEXITY

Later on in this book we will say more about these levels, but for now,
let’s begin with a quick overview of three qualitatively different plateaus
in mental complexity we see among adults, as suggested in figures 1-4
and 1-5.

These three adult meaning systems—the socialized mind, self-
authoring mind, and self-transforming mind—make sense of the world,
and operate within it, in profoundly different ways. We can see how this
shows up at work by focusing on any significant aspect of
organizational life and seeing how the very same phenomenon—for
example, information flow—is completely different through the lens of
each perspective.

FIGURE 1-4
Three plateaus in adult mental development
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FIGURE 1-5
The three adult plateaus described

The socialized mind
* We are shaped by the definitions and expectations of our personal environment.
* Qur self coheres by its alignment with, and loyalty to, that with which it identifies.

¢ This can express itself primarily in our relationships with people, with “schools of thought” (our
ideas and beliefs) or both.

The self-authoring mind

* We are able to step back enough from the social environment to generate an internal “seat of
judgment” or personal authority that evaluates and makes choices about external expectations.

* Our self coheres by its alignment with its oan belief system/ideclogy/personal code; by its ability to
self-direct, take stands, st limits, and create and regulate its boundaries on behalf of its own voice.

The self-transforming mind

* We can step back from and reflect on the limits of our own ideology or personal authority; see
that any one system or self-organization is in some way partial or incomplete; be friendlier
toward contradiction and opposites; seek to hold on to multiple syatems rather than projecting
all but one onto the other.

* Qur self coheres through its ability not to confuse internal consistency with wholeness or
completeneas, and through its alignment with the dialectic rather than either pole.

The way information does or does not flow through an organization—
what people “send,” to whom they send it, how they receive or attend to
what flows to them—is an obviously crucial feature of how any system
works. Experts on organizational culture, organizational behavior, or
organizational change often address this subject with a sophisticated
sense of how systems impact individual behavior, but with an
astonishingly naive sense of how powerful a factor is the level of mental
complexity with which the individual views that organizational culture or
change initiative.

Socialized Mind

Having a socialized mind dramatically influences both the sending and
receiving aspects of information flow at work. If this is the level of
mental complexity with which | view the world, then what | think to send
will be strongly influenced by what | believe others want to hear. You
may be familiar with the classic group-think studies, which show team
members withholding crucial information from collective decision



processes because (it is later learned in follow-up research) “although |
knew the plan had almost no chance of succeeding, | saw that the
leader wanted our support.”

Some of these groupthink studies were originally done in Asian
cultures where withholding team members talked about “saving face”
of leaders and not subjecting them to shame, even at the price of
setting the company on a losing path. The studies were often presented
as if they were uncovering a particularly cultural phenomenon. Similarly,
Stanley Milgram’s famous obedience-to-authority research was
originally undertaken to fathom the mentality of “the good German,”
and what about the German culture could enable otherwise decent,
nonsadistic people to carry out orders to exterminate millions of Jews

and Poles. 1 But Milgram, in practice runs of his data-gathering
method, was surprised to find “good Germans” all over Main Street,
U.S.A., and although we think of sensitivity to shame as a particular
feature of Asian culture, the research of Irving Janis and Paul t'Hart has
made clear that group-think is as robust a phenomenon in Texas and

Toronto as it is in Tokyo and Taiwan. 2 |t is a phenomenon that owes its
origin not to culture, but to complexity of mind.

The socialized mind also strongly influences how information is
received and attended to. When maintaining alignment with important
others and valued “surrounds” is crucial to the coherence of one’s very
being, the socialized mind is highly sensitive to, and influenced by, what
it picks up. And what it picks up often runs far beyond the explicit
message. It may well include the results of highly invested attention to
imagined subtexts that may have more impact on the receiver than the
intended message. This is often astonishing and dismaying to leaders
who cannot understand how subordinates could possibly have “made
that sense out of this” communication, but because the receiver’'s
signal-to-noise detector may be highly distorted, the actual information
that comes through may have only a distant relationship to the sender’s
intention.

Self-Authoring Mind

Let’s contrast all this with the self-authoring mind. If | view the world
from this level of mental complexity, what | “send” is more likely to be a
function of what | deem others need to hear to best further the agenda



or mission of my design. Consciously or unconsciously, | have a
direction, an agenda, a stance, a strategy, an analysis of what is
needed, a prior context from which my communication arises. My
direction or plan may be an excellent one, or it may be riddled with blind
spots. | may be masterful or inept at recruiting others to invest
themselves in this direction. These matters implicate other aspects of
the self. But mental complexity strongly influences whether my
information sending is oriented toward getting behind the wheel in order
to drive (the self-authoring mind) or getting myself included in the car
so | can be driven (the socialized mind).

We can see a similar mindset operating when “receiving” as well.
The self-authoring mind creates a filter for what it will allow to come
through. It places a priority on receiving the information it has sought.
Next in importance is information whose relevance to my plan, stance,
or frame is immediately clear. Information | haven’'t asked for, and
which does not have obvious relevance to my own design for action,
has a much tougher time making it through my filter.

It is easy to see how all of this could describe an admirable capacity
for focus, for distinguishing the important from the urgent, for making
best use of one’s limited time by having a means to cut through the
unending and ever-mounting claims on one’s attention. This speaks to
the way the self-authoring mind is an advance over the socialized mind.
But this same description may also be a recipe for disaster if one’s plan
or stance is flawed in some way, if it leaves out some crucial element of
the equation not appreciated by the filter, or if the world changes in
such a way that a once-good frame becomes an antiquated one.

Self-Transforming Mind

In contrast, the self-transforming mind also has a filter, but is not fused
with it. The self-transforming mind can stand back from its own filter
and look at it, not just through it. And why would it do so? Because the
self-transforming mind both values and is wary about any one stance,
analysis, or agenda. It is mindful that, powerful though a given design
might be, this design almost inevitably leaves something out. It is aware
that it lives in time and that the world is in motion, and what might have
made sense today may not make as much sense tomorrow.



Therefore, when communicating, people with self-transforming minds
are not only advancing their agenda and design. They are also making
space for the modification or expansion of their agenda or design. Like
those with self-authoring minds, what they send may include inquiries
and requests for information. But rather than inquiring only within the
frame of their design (seeking information that will advance their
agenda), they are also inquiring about the design itself. They are
seeking information that may lead them or their team to enhance,
refine, or alter the original design or make it more inclusive. Information
sending is not just on behalf of driving; it is also to remake the map or
reset the direction.

Similarly, the way the self-transforming mind receives information
includes the advantages of the self-authoring mind’s filter, but is not a
prisoner of that filter. People at this level of mental complexity can still
focus, select, and drive when they feel they have a good map. But they
place a higher priority on information that may also alert them to the
limits of their current design or frame. They value their filter and its
ability to separate the wheat from the chaff, but they know it can also
screen out “the golden chaff,” the unasked-for, the anomaly, the
apparently inconsequential that may be just what is needed to turn the
design on its head and bring it to the next level of quality.

Those with self-transforming minds are more likely to have the
chance even to consider such information, because people are more
likely to send it to them. Why is this? Because those with self-
transforming minds not only attend to information once it gets to their
door; they also realize their behavior can have a big effect, upstream,
on whether people decide to approach the door. Others are not left
guessing whether to send potentially “off-mission” communication they
judge to be important. They send it because people with self-
transforming minds have found ways to let them know such information
will be welcomed.



MENTAL COMPLEXITY AND PERFORMANCE

These descriptions, focusing on just a single important element of
organizational life—information flow—should begin to make the
different levels of mental complexity a little clearer. They also suggest a
value proposition for mental complexity. Each successive level of
mental complexity is formally higher than the preceding one because it
can perform the mental functions of the prior level as well as additional
functions. But the discussion of how information flow is conceived and
handled also suggests that these formal mental properties translate into
real actions with real consequences for organizational behavior and
work competence. The implication is that a higher level of mental
complexity outperforms a lower level.

Is this just a hypothesis, albeit with some plausible face validity, or
has it actually been tested and systematically demonstrated? There are
now a number of studies correlating measures of mental complexity
with independent assessments of work competence or performance.
We will consider these results in greater depth later in this book, but for
now let’s just take a peek at what these studies show.

Keith Eigel assessed the level of mental complexity of twenty-one
CEOs of large, successful companies, each company an industry

leader with average gross revenue of over $5 billion. 2 (He used a
ninety-minute interview assessment measure that we and our
colleagues developed. The Subject-Object Interview, described in
“‘How Do We Assess Level of Mental Complexity?”, has been used all
over the world, across all sectors, over the last twenty years. It
discriminates developmental movement between, and within, the levels
of mental complexity with high degrees of interrater reliability.) Using
separate performance assessments, Eigel also evaluated the CEQOs’
effectiveness in terms of the ability to:

e Challenge existing processes

e Inspire a shared vision



e Manage conflict

How Do We Assess Level of Mental Complexity?

OUR ASSESSMENT TOOL is a ninety-minute interview we call the Subject-

Object Interview, so named because the complexity of a mindset is a
function of the way it distinguishes the thoughts and feelings we have
(i.e., can look at, can take as object) from the thoughts and feelings
that “have us” (i.e., we are run by them, are subject to them). Each
different level of mindset complexity differently draws the line between
what is subject and what is object. Greater complexity means being
able to look at more (take more as object). The blind spot (what is
subject) becomes smaller and smaller. The assessment instrument has
proven to be quite subtle: it can identify, with high degrees of interrater
reliability, fully five different transitional places between any two
mindsets.

The interview begins by handing the subject ten index cards, upon
which are written the following cues:

e Angry

e Anxious, nervous

e Success

e Strong stand, conviction

e Sad

e Torn



e Moved, touched
e Lost something, farewells
e Change

e Important

In the first fifteen minutes, we ask the interviewee to make notes on
each card in response to questions of the following form: “Think of
some times, over the last few days or weeks, when you found yourself
feeling really mad or angry about something [or nervous, scared,
anxious, etc.], and jot down what comes to mind.” The interview then
proceeds as a systematic exploration: the interviewee tells us the whats
(what made him feel angry, successful, etc.) and we probe to learn the
whys (why would that make him feel angry or successful; just what is at
stake?). We chose these prompts because earlier research showed
them to be highly successful at eliciting the boundaries and contours of
people’s current way of constructing reality. A trained interviewer can
probe such material to learn the underlying principle governing what the
person can and cannot see (the blind spot).

The interviews are transcribed and analyzed according to a uniform
process. Thousands of these interviews have now been conducted with
people all over the world, with people of all ages and from all walks of
life. Most people find the interview a highly engaging experience.

Source: L. Lahey, E. Souvaine, R. Kegan, et al., A Guide to the Subject-Object Interview: Its Administration and

Analysis (Cambridge, MA: The Subject-Object Research Group, Harvard University Graduate School of Education, 1988).
e Solve problems

e Delegate



e Empower

e Build relationships

In addition, for comparison, Eigel did similar assessments in each of
the same companies, interviewing promising middle managers
nominated by their respective CEOs. Figure 1-6 summarizes his
findings.

Several results stand out. The first obvious one is the clearly
discernible upward slope, signifying that increased mental complexity
and work competence, assessed on a number of dimensions, are
correlated. So not only is it possible to reach higher planes of mental
complexity, but such growth correlates with effectiveness, for both
CEOs and middle managers. This finding has been replicated in a
variety of fine-grained studies of small numbers of leaders, assessed
on particular competencies. 2 Taken together, the cumulative data
speaks anew to the problem of complexity: we begin to see how being
at a given level of mental complexity can make a “complex world” more
or less manageable.

FIGURE 1-6
Individual mental capacity and business effectiveness: Eigel’s
results
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Source: K. Eigel, “Leader Effectiveness” (PhD diss., University of Georgia, 1998).

*3 = socialized mind; 4 = self-authoring mind; 5 = self-transforming mind



SHIFTS IN THE DEMANDS ON FOLLOWERS AND LEADERS

We can also take a more sweeping view of the same issue by
considering the new demands on leaders and their subordinates in the
faster, flatter, more interconnected world in which we live. Take another
look at figure 1-4, the chart of the various plateaus in adult mental
complexity.

Now let's consider what was asked, and is now asked, of
subordinates. In the world in which we used to live, it was enough in
most cases if people were good team players, pulled their weight, were
loyal to the company or organization where they worked, and could be
counted on to follow conscientiously the directions and signals of their
boss. In other words, the socialized mind would be perfectly adequate
to handle the nature of yesterday’s demands upon subordinates.

And today? Nathaniel Branden writes:

In the past two or three decades, extraordinary developments have
occurred in the American and global economies. The United
States has shifted from a manufacturing society to an information
society. We have witnessed the transition from physical labor to
mind work as the dominant employee activity. We now live in a
global economy characterized by rapid change, accelerating
scientific and technological breakthroughs, and an unprecedented
level of competitiveness. These developments create demand for
higher levels of education and training than were required of
previous generations. Everyone acquainted with business culture
knows this. What is not understood is that these developments
also create new demands on our psychological resources.
Specifically, these developments ask for a greater capacity for
innovation, self-management, personal responsibility, and self-
direction. This is not just asked at the top, it is asked at every level
of a business enterprise, from senior management to first-line
supervisors and even to entry-level personnel .. Today,
organizations need not only an unprecedentedly higher level of



knowledge and skill among all those who participate but also a
higher level of independence, self-reliance, self-trust, and the

capacity to exercise initiative. 2

What is Branden—and many others who write about what we are
now looking for from our workforce—really saying, as it relates to level
of mental complexity? He is saying, without realizing it, that it used to
be sufficient for workers to be at the level of the socialized mind, but
today we need workers who are at the level of the self-authoring mind.
In effect, we are calling upon workers to understand themselves and
their world at a qualitatively higher level of mental complexity.

And what is the picture if we look not at subordinates but at bosses
and leaders? Organizational theorist Chris Argyris raises similar issues
about the ever-growing insufficiency of traditional conceptions of
managerial and leadership effectiveness that still dominate our thinking
today. There may have been a day when it was enough for leaders to
develop worthy goals and sensible norms, cultivate alignments around
them, and work “to keep organizational performance within the range
specified”—all the while exercising the strength of character to
advocate for one’s position and hold one’s ground in the face of

opposition. & Skillful as such managers may be, their abilities will no
longer suffice in a world that calls for leaders who can not only run but
reconstitute their organizations—its norms, missions, and culture—in
an increasingly fast-changing environment. For example, a company
that chooses to transform itself from a low-cost standardized-products
organization to a mass customizer or a provider of organization-wide
solutions will need to develop a whole new set of individual and team
capabilities.

Argyris and Schon described the challenges of a similar
organizational transition thirty years ago:

This, in turn, requires that members of the corporation adopt new
approaches to marketing, managing, and advertising; that they
become accustomed to a much shorter product life cycle and to a
more rapid cycle of changes in their pattern of activities; that they,
in fact, change the very image of the business they are in. And
these requirements for change come into conflict with another sort
of corporate norm, one that requires predictability in the



management of corporate affairs ... A process of change initiated
with an eye to effectiveness under existing norms turns out to yield

a conflict in the norms themselves. £

For more than a generation, Argyris (and those who have been
influenced by him) has unwittingly been calling for a new capacity of
mind. This new mind would have the ability not just to author a view of
how the organization should run and have the courage to hold
steadfastly to that view. It would also be able to step outside of its own
ideology or framework, observe the framework’s limitations or defects,
and re-author a more comprehensive view—which it will hold with
sufficient tentativeness that its limitations can be discovered as well. In
other words, the kind of learner Argyris rightly looks for in the leader of
today may need to be a person who is making meaning with a self-
fransforming mind.

Thus, we are asking more and more workers who could once
perform their work successfully with socialized minds—good soldiers—
to shift to self-authoring minds. And we are asking more and more
leaders who could once lead successfully with self-authoring minds—
sure and certain captains—to develop self-transforming minds. In
short, we are asking for a quantum shift in individual mental complexity
across the board.

So how big is the gap between what we now expect of people’s
minds and what their minds are actually like? Are we expecting
something that is so big a reach? After all, if the world has gotten more
complex over the last half century, then perhaps the world has become
a better incubator of mental complexity as well, and the supply of
mental complexity has risen with the demand.

We now have two sophisticated, reliable, and widely used measures
for assessing mental complexity along the lines we are talking about
here. (This is something quite different, obviously, from IQ testing,
which has only the most modest correlation with mental complexity; you
can have an above average IQ, say 125, and be at any of the three
plateaus.) These are the Washington University Sentence Completion
Test (SCT) and the Subject-Object Interview (SOI) we introduced

earlier. & Two large meta-analyses of studies using one or the other of
these measures have now been performed, with several hundred
participants in each study. Figure 1-7 presents a quick summary of
results.



Two observations stand out from the data in figure 1-7:

¢ Both studies, each done with completely different samples, arrive
at the same finding—that in a majority of respondents, mental
complexity is not as far along as the self-authoring mind (in fact, in
each study exactly 58 percent are not at this level)—and since
both studies are skewed toward middle-class, college-educated
professionals, the actual percentage in the general population is
likely even higher.

FIGURE 1-7

Results from two large-scale studies of the distribution of
levels of mental complexity among adults
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Sources: Study A: R. Kegan, In Over Our Heads (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994). Study B: W. Torbert,

Managing the Corporate Dream (Homewood, IL: Dow-Jones, 1987).

e The percentages of people beyond the plateau of the self-
authoring mind are quite small.



These data suggests that the gap between what we now expect of
people’s minds (including our own minds) and what our minds are
actually like is quite large. We expect most workers to be self-
authoring, but most are not. We expect most leaders to be more
complex than self-authoring, and very few are.

We can see these same macro trends confirmed at the micro level if
we return for a moment to the Eigel study (have another look at figure 1-
6). Note here that only about half of the “promising middle managers”
are self-authoring (and those who are do better than those who are
not), and only four of the twenty-one CEOs from industry-leading
companies are beyond self-authoring (and those who are do better
than those who are not).



MENTAL COMPLEXITY AND “TECHNICAL” VERSUS “ADAPTIVE”
CHALLENGES

Our colleague and friend Ronald Heifetz makes an important distinction
that helps us summarize the central points we have made so far.
Heifetz distinguishes between two kinds of change challenges, those

he calls “technical” and others he calls “adaptive.” £ Technical changes
are not necessarily easy, nor are their results necessarily unimportant
or insignificant. Learning how to remove an inflamed appendix or how
to land an airplane with a stuck nose wheel are examples of largely
technical challenges, and their accomplishment is certainly important to
the patient on the surgeon’s table or the nervous passengers
contemplating a crash landing.

They are nonetheless “technical” from Heifetz's point of view
because the skill set necessary to perform these complicated behaviors
is well known. The routines and processes by which we might help an
intern or novice pilot become an accomplished practitioner are well
practiced and proven. While it is entirely possible that an intern or a
pilot in training will become qualitatively more complex over years of
training, such mental growth is beyond the scope of their technical
training. Novice surgeons, for example, become sufficiently skilled
surgeons without anyone worrying about their adult development or
mental growth.

However, many, if not most, of the change challenges you face today
and will face tomorrow require something more than incorporating new
technical skills into your current mindset. These are the “adaptive
challenges,” and they can only be met by transforming your mindset, by
advancing to a more sophisticated stage of mental development.

Heifetz says the biggest error leaders make is when they apply
technical means to solve adaptive challenges. In other words, we may
be unable to bring about the changes we want because we are
misdiagnosing our aspiration as technical, when in reality it is an
adaptive challenge. The implication is that we must find adaptive
(nontechnical) means of supporting ourselves and others to meet
adaptive challenges.



Distinguishing adaptive challenges from technical ones again brings
our attention back from the “problem” to the “person having the
problem.” We've said that “complexity” is really a story about the
relationship between the complex demands and arrangements of the
world and our own complexity of mind. When we look at this
relationship we discover a gap: our own mental complexity lags behind
the complexity of the world’s demands. We are in over our heads.

This naturally brings us to a next question: can we actually do
something to incubate mental complexity, and to accelerate it? We
have spent more than twenty years actively exploring this question in a
“laboratory” that has taken us all over the world. In the next chapter we
bring you into this laboratory to show you what we have found.
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DIAGNOSING YOUR OWN
IMMUNITY TO CHANGE

IN THE YEARS SINCE How the Way We Talk Can Change the Way We

Work was published, we have guided literally thousands of
professionals through the process of constructing their own X-ray, or
immunity map, and trained more than a hundred practitioners to guide
others through the process. We noticed early in the work that while
most people reported having a powerful experience, as many as 30 to
40 percent did not. Many of these people said it was “interesting” or
even “worthwhile,” but they clearly had not had as valuable a learning
experience as their colleagues.

So we set out to identify and strengthen those places in the process
where some people’s maps lost compression. As a result of these
revisions, we have greatly reduced our “failure rate.” It is not
uncommon now for nearly everyone who undertakes the process to
develop an immunity map that feels powerful or intriguing (a 4 or 5 on a
scale of 1-5).

If you have never gone through the process of constructing your own
immunity map, you are about to be the beneficiary of these
enhancements. If you read How the Way We Talk Can Change the
Way We Work and went through the map-making process described
there, we strongly encourage you not to skip this chapter. We believe
you are likely to create a more powerful version this time through, as we
help you to avoid the most common pitfalls along the way.



GETTING STARTED

We can’t emphasize enough the importance of defining a good column
1 improvement goal. As an example, let us tell you the two different
ways we got people started when we worked with Peter Donovan’s
senior team, which we introduced in chapter 2. The first way led to a
perfectly interesting three-hour experience with absolutely no impact.
The second method initiated a process that, over time, as you heard
from Peter, positively altered the DNA of the leadership team of the
company.

On the first occasion, we were given an afternoon of a three-day
leadership retreat for the executive staff (eighteen members, including
all the C-level leaders and their direct reports). The first time any of
these people considered a first-column improvement goal was the very
moment we stood in front of them at the offsite. We gave them a few
minutes to think about three or four of the most important and
challenging aspects of their job, and then we asked, “What would be
most important for you to get better at—in order to perform any or all of
these aspects significantly better?’

Each person easily came up with something, and each then
proceeded gradually to build an X-ray showing how and why they
systematically were preventing themselves from accomplishing this
very thing. Many people found the experience of creating the map an
especially intriguing way of spending a few reflective hours together.
They remarked, as people often do, that they “couldn’t see it coming,”
and appreciated the surprise of being “hit in the face” with something
they hadn’t seen in themselves. They thought the whole concept of an
immunity to change was stimulating and illuminating. Peter thanked us
for a productive session and assured us he thought the work would be
valuable for the team.

But it wasn't.

We talked with Peter a year later and he concluded that what we had
done had had absolutely no effect on anyone or anything in the
company. His interpretation was something we have since heard from
many leaders who have gotten involved with our process:



It’s one thing if the purpose of the exercise is just to demonstrate
the immunity to change as an interesting concept. Having people
use their own experience is a clever way of getting them personally
involved with a set of ideas. But if the purpose is really to bring
about significant change in individuals—and, in our case, if the
goal is to bring about significant change in a whole team—then
everything depends on what people put in that first column! After
all, even if you carry on the work after the diagnostic [the subject of
our next chapter], it ends up being an investment in dramatic
change only along the lines of whatever is in that first column, and
if what is in that first column is not the absolutely optimal goal, then
no matter how good the technology, it is being applied to the wrong
thing!

You can’t just let people choose all by themselves what they put
in that first column. We all need input. One of the big messages of
your work is that we fool ourselves, right? So, since this is true,
how can any of us be expected to be the best source of
information on what it is we should really work at improving?

Peter and his two top lieutenants were intrigued enough to try
again with a different approach. They saw that, like many organizations,
they spent a lot of time evaluating their personnel, giving people
feedback, identifying improvement goals—and then, a year later, they
didn’t notice much change. They had two thoughts:

e Perhaps the immunity-to-change process can “unstick” this
familiar story, and ratchet up the ROI on all this assessment and
feedback.

e People come out of our evaluation sessions with too many
personal improvement goals. What if we identify just “one big
thing” and focus all our attention relentlessly on that?

So energetically did they then draw people into the process of
identifying their improvement goals that the term “one-big-thing,” as
you saw in chapter 3, became a lasting part of the lexicon of the
company. Every executive was asked to identify a single goal that
“would excite you personally if you were able to make big gains on this



goal” and “would clearly enable you to add more value to the
company.” The goal should not be something technical that you could
accomplish by learning some new skill. Rather it should clearly involve
your own growth as a person. At the same time, the goal should not be
something that would require a complete personality transplant.

Before the next executive team retreat, every member got one-on-
one feedback from several sources:

e The person to whom they report: “Here’s the improvement goal
that is going to make the biggest difference to me in evaluating you
this year for bonus [or promotion, or whatever].”

e Peers: “Here’s the thing | think would make you a better team
member.”

e At least one person who reported to them: “Here’s what would
enable me to serve you better.”

The top leaders shared with each other what particular one-big-thing
was shaping up for each of their direct reports, and then they pushed
each other: “Are we each honestly excited about each person’s goal?
Do we all feel that each of these one-big-things would make a big
difference for the company?” They also challenged each other
regarding their own one-big-thing. In addition to each other, they
consulted their executive coaches and, in some cases, they asked
ownership and people from ownership’s office, to make sure they had
good improvement goals themselves. And they didn’t stop with purely
inoffice canvassing. As Peter has described, they went home and
checked to see whether family members also felt they would see big
benefits were the person to make real improvement on the chosen goal.

A colleague of ours—an expert on research methodology—says,
“You can’t solve by brilliant analysis later on what you screwed up at
the start in the original design.” So how can we help you not to screw
up your original design? Our first tip is this: don’t expect to complete
this chapter in a single sitting. You will need to get a little external input
even before you make your first-column entry. Talk to the people
around you, at work and at home, and find out if the prospect of



achieving your proposed goal brings a shine to their eyes. Ask them if
they have an alternative goal to propose, something they think would be
even more valuable for you; something they personally would be even
happier to see. Don’t enter your first-column goal until you are certain
its accomplishment would be a big deal not just to you, but to people
around you.



COLUMN 1: YOUR IMPROVEMENT GOAL

Once you have completed this prework, start to create your map using
the template shown in figure 9-1. To help us guide you through your
own X-ray, we are going to introduce Fred, a real executive, whose
unfolding map will provide examples for your own. (Fred is the fellow
we referred to in chapter 8, whose goal to be a better listener was
made more urgent when he learned of its importance to his relationship
with his daughter.)

FIGURE 9-1
Create your own immunity X-ray

1 2 3 4
Commitment Hidden

(improvement Doing/not doing | competing

goal) instead commitments Big assumptions

Worry box:

So you've gotten some internal input and you have now entered your
own first-column goal, right? (Okay, we know you haven’t! You’re just
reading on from the prior pages. But ¢’'mon! Your whole understanding
of what the immunity to change really is will be much deeper if you have
a direct experience of it as it applies to you! Take your time. Do your



homework; then, and only then, enter your first draft of an improvement
goal, your commitment, in column 1.)

Figure 9-2 shows Fred’s original first-column entry. Fred was able to
affirm all of the following about his goal, and, as you look at yours, you
should be able to do the same:

e It's important to him. It would be a big deal for him if he could get
dramatically better at this. He very much wants to get better at it;
he even feels some urgency about getting better at it. It’s not just
that it would be nice if he could; he feels the need to, for whatever
reason.

e It's important to someone around him. He knows that others
would value it highly if he could get better at this.

FIGURE 9-2
Fred’s first-draft column 1 improvement goals

1 2 3 4

Commitment

(improvement Doing /not doing | Hidden compet-

goal) instead ing commitments | Big assumptions
To be a better Worry box:

listener (to not let
my mind wander), to
not get so impatient




e He is clear that accomplishing this goal primarily implicates him.
His focus for improvement in this area is on himself, changes he
will have to make. (After all, it is possible for someone with his goal
to feel otherwise, as in, “If only people didn’'t waste my time with
boring or insignificant communications | would in fact be a much
better listener.”)

If your current draft of your first-column entry falls short in any of
these respects, don’t worry. That is a common shortcoming with first
drafts of this exercise. However, if it does fall short, you should not just
continue to your second column. That is another common mistake. The
power and utility of your ultimate map will be maximized if you take the
time to revise your entry until it meets all of the above criteria.

Although Fred’s entry may meet all these criteria, we can see another
that it does not meet, and this will give us a chance to illustrate what we
mean by revising your first draft. He tends to elaborate on his goal in the
negative—by saying what he does not want to do (“to not let my
attention wander, to not get so impatient”). We have found that people
tend to end up with maps they experience as more powerful when they
start out by saying affirmatively what they want to become rather than
what they want to stop being. Accordingly, Fred revised his first-column
entry as shown in figure 9-3, and if you notice this tendency in your own
entry, we suggest you do the same.



COLUMN 2: THE FEARLESS INVENTORY

From the sample X-rays you have seen throughout the book, you know
that the next step is to take a fearless inventory of all the things you are
doing (or not doing) that work against your first-column goal.

We will turn you loose to make these entries in your own second
column in a moment, but first, some further clarification:

e The more concrete behaviors you can list (what you actually do
or fail to do), the better. Fred, for example, initially wrote in his
second column, “I get impatient.” Similarly, someone whose goal
is to be better with difficult conversations might have initially
entered, “I am uncomfortable with conflict.” Neither of these are
optimal entries because these are states of mind, not external
behaviors. We would ask that person, “But what do you actually do
or fail to do as a result of your impatience, discomfort, or other
unpleasant feelings?” Before you create your own list, have a look
at Fred’s second-column entries in figure 9-4.

FIGURE 9-3
Fred’s revised column 1 improvement goals



1

Commitment
(improvement
goal)

2

Doing /not doing
instead

3

Hidden compet-
ing commitments

Big assumptions

To be a better

Worry box:

listener (especially
better at staying in
the present, staying
focused, being more
patient)

e The more items you enter here, and the more honest you are, the
greater the eventual diagnostic power of your map will be. Keep in
mind that no one need ever see what you enter, so take a deep
dive, and tell on yourself. The purpose is not to shame or
embarrass you, or assign fault. You will see shortly that the richer
you make this column, the bigger the eventual payoff.

e Make sure that everything you enter provides a picture of you
working against your own goal in column 1. (No doubt you are also
doing things on behalf of your column 1 goal. Good for you, but
that is not the nature of the column 2 assignment. We aren’t
looking for balance here. The best information for revealing your
immunity will eventually be found in the things you do, or fail to do,
that have the unintentional effect of undermining your improvement
goal.)



e You should also be clear we are not asking why you are doing
these things, or for ideas or plans about how you can stop doing
these things and get better. The urge to explain our own
ineffectiveness and/or to devise strategies to cure ourselves of our
wicked ways is often very strong at this point in the process. It’s
understandable, since for many of us it is uncomfortable to look at
a list of our foibles staring back at us in black and white, and we
want to do something to make this go away. Try to resist these
impulses. For now, you are just trying to go for descriptive depth
and honesty. Just the behaviors themselves in all their
embarrassing glory.

If you need further clarity or inspiration look at Fred’s entries in figure
9-4.

If you get regular feedback, supervision, or evaluation, you may want
to consider that input as an additional source of column 2 entries. If not,
and if for any reason you are unable to create a rich list of your own
counterproductive behaviors, we have a final suggestion, if you have
the stomach for it: seek out a few people whom you trust and feel are
on your side and just ask them if they can identify any behaviors (or
avoidances) in your repertoire that tend to work against your goal. We
guarantee you, they have things to add to your list! Thank them, and
enter their observations in your second column.

Okay, over to you.

When you have finished making your entries, take another glance at
the four criteria for column 2 entries, and check to see that your list
squares with these. Don’'t read the next section until you have
completed your second column and made any necessary revisions.

FIGURE 9-4
Fred’s column 2 entries



1

Commitment
(improvement
goal)

2

Doing/not doing
instead

3

Hidden compet-
ing commitments

Big assumptions

To be a better
listener (especially
better at staying in
the present, staying
focused, being more
patient)

| allow my attention
to wander off.

| start looking at my
BlackBerry.

I make to-do lists in
my mind, or even
literally on a slip of

paper.

If I'm trying to listen
to aclient, I'll often
start thinking of
what would be an
impressive response
and stop listening to
what he is saying.

If it's my daughter,
I'll often start
thinking of what

she should do
differently, and stop
listening to what she
is saying.

If it's my wife, I'll
often feel “this is not
urgent” and my
attention will shift to
something that |
think is urgent.

Worry box:




COLUMN 3: HIDDEN COMPETING COMMITMENTS

Have you been wondering about the empty square at the top of column
3 in figure 9-1? It's what we call the worry box, and it will help you
develop raw material for your column 3 entries.

Step 1: Filling Your Worry Box

When you look at the X-rays throughout this book, it should become
obvious that the column 3 commitments produce something
unexpected for their authors. It is not until we complete the third
column, after all, that we begin to see the hidden dynamic, the immunity
to change, emerge. We begin to see a whole different set of competing
commitments that live alongside the improvement goals of column 1. In
chapter 2, for instance, we understood that Peter genuinely wanted to:

e Be more receptive to new ideas

e Be more flexible in his responses, especially regarding new
definitions of roles and responsibilities

e Be more open to delegating and supporting new lines of authority

But when we got to the third column in his map, we learned that he

also had commitments (or, more properly, these commitments also had
him):

e To have things done my way!

e To experience myself as having a direct impact

e To feel the pride of ownership; to see my stamp on things



e To preserve my sense of myself as the super problem solver, the
one who knows best—yesterday, today, and tomorrow

In looking at the third column of the various X-rays we’ve shown, you
may have wondered, “However did they get people to see these
things?” The hard work we hope you have been doing on the first two
columns should now help you complete your own third column. The
result, across the three columns, should be a picture—you will see in a
moment—that intrigues you and can serve as a platform for eventually
meeting your own adaptive challenge.

The first step in creating good entries for column 3 is to generate the
raw material that will eventually get you there. Have a look at your
column 2 list and answer the following question about each of those
entries: If | imagine myself trying to do the opposite of this, what is the
most uncomfortable or worrisome or outright scary feeling that comes
up for me?

Peter thought about what would be the most uncomfortable,
unpleasant, or scary thing for him if he tried to actually share more of
the authority and shaping of the company, and what he got to was,
“Eeech. I'd feel less important; I'd be less important; | could be
displaced, become a marginal player in my own company. Yuk!”

The “Eeech” and the “Yuk” are important. The goal is to locate an
actual loathsome feeling, not just a thought or an idea about an
unpleasant feeling. The goal is to let yourself vicariously experience a
little of this feeling, and only then to put that feeling into words.

Go ahead and look at each of your column 2 entries and, in the worry
box in column 3, jot down the biggest worry, discomfort, or outright fear
that comes up when you think of trying to do the opposite of the
behavior you wrote down.

We are at another critical point here, a place where, if you do not
take this to sufficient depth, the map you come up with will not have
enough power. If you haven’t located a genuine “oh, shit” kind of
feeling, you are probably not there yet. You have to really reach some
fear, and if you haven’t gotten there yet, you might ask yourself, “and
what would be the worst about that for me?” You need to get to a
place where you feel yourself at risk in some way; where you are
unprotected from something that feels dangerous to you.



Many of you have probably gotten to this point all on your own. But
since we want to increase the chance that nearly all of you will have a
powerful map at the end of this chapter, let's take a look at a typical
not-yet-there entry, and what you can do about it.

Fred took a first shot at this in his quest to become a better listener:

If | think of not allowing my attention to wander off, what's the worst
feeling that comes up for me? The first thing that comes up is just
boredom and the next is impatience. | just hate the feeling of being
bored, that what | am doing has no important point. I'm not
engaged. It’s like the feeling of waiting for a plane to land. I'm
waiting for life to happen, but life is not happening. I’'m having to
listen to a lot of stuff that frankly doesn’t matter, or that | already
know, or that | got from the person in the first two minutes and now
he is saying it all over again in some slightly different way. | hate
that. The boredom often runs quickly into impatience. | haven't
time for this. There are a lot of balls in the air, things that need
attending to, and I've got to get moving. So, boredom and
impatience. Two awful feelings, and those are the feelings that
come up.

This is a very common example of not yet going quite deep enough
in this step, not yet identifying what is really the anxiety in the wings
here. We have learned that some people quickly identify certain kinds
of negative feelings that are like valuable “book covers”—they’ve
drawn the right volume from the shelf, but now they need to open the
cover and read what is inside.

Boredom is one of these common covers. We get bored because we
have disengaged. But often we back off for a very good reason! Often
we have disengaged because of something awful we didn’t want to
feel. Something happened, very quickly, before the disengagement that
led to the feeling of boredom. What is that awful something? When we
asked Fred about this, he quickly got to a deeper place: “If | don'’t
disengage with my teenagers, I'm left feeling like whatever | say, they
are going to roll their eyes; | am going to feel humiliated by their disdain.
That is actually a very awful feeling for me. If | don’t disconnect with my
wife, | often have a feeling of helplessness that the situations she is



talking about are out of my control. There is nothing | can do about it. |
hate that feeling.”

Now we are getting to the self really being at risk!

The same is true of impatience. Again, this is a good start; a cover to
a valuable book. But what is the text underneath the cover? Am |
impatient because | feel | must be somewhere other than where |
currently am? How come? What is the danger? Impatience, too, signals
some risk to me, but what? Listen again to Fred:

The impatience comes up in a variety of ways. I'll be listening to
someone and something they say reminds me of something that
needs doing. If | don’t allow myself to go there in my mind, | feel
terror that one of the balls | am juggling is going to drop. | have a
lot going on in my life, and the truth is that I'm not a very well-
organized person. If | don’t attend to the worry that has come up
for me, | could forget about it, and something bad could happen.

Sometimes, with my kids, or with junior people in the company,
the impatience has to do with an alarm that they are going to screw
up. When | think of just continuing to listen, and stifling my urge to
start giving my wonderful advice, | worry, for example, that my
daughter is going to take a big wrong turn in her life.

So what was originally boredom and impatience we now see is:

e The fear of looking stupid

e The fear of being humiliated

e The fear of helplessness

e The fear of being out of control

e The fear of making a big mistake



e The fear of allowing someone else to make a big mistake
(especially someone for whom | am responsible)

This is what went into Fred’s worry box in column 3.

Now take a look at what you have generated for this step, as you
considered doing the opposite of what you wrote in column 2, and see if
you have reached this level of fear—feelings of being unprotected in
some way against a danger or a risk you absolutely do not want to run.

Step 2: Generating Possible Competing Commitments

The actual entries for column 3, however—the hidden competing
commitments—are not these fears in the worry box themselves. The
fears, we said, are the raw material for generating third-column
commitments. The idea behind the immunity to change is that we do
not merely have these fears; we sensibly, even artfully, protect
ourselves from them. We create ways of dealing with the anxiety these
fears provoke. We are not only afraid; we take action to combat our
fears. We defend ourselves from what terrifies us. We are actively (but
not necessarily consciously) committed to making sure the things we
are afraid of do not happen.

This is the heart of a third-column commitment. It is a commitment to
keep the thing we are afraid of from happening. Fred not only fears
looking stupid; without his realizing it, he may also have a commitment
to not looking stupid. (Or, more precisely, a commitment to not looking
stupid has him.)

He does not merely passively “have a fear” of looking stupid; he
actively behaves in ways that very effectively, even brilliantly, protect
him from looking stupid to his teenagers. How does he do this? He
disengages when they speak, makes himself bored, finds something
else that needs doing in his mind. He worries that if he really stays
present to them and listens, and tries to respond out of his listening,
they are going to be disdainful and roll their eyes, and he is going to feel
humiliated, a feeling that is almost unbearable for him. And so, he does
a very intelligent thing—he withdraws.

His withdrawing is now perfectly understandable, to us and to him. It
is perfectly sensible. On behalf of his commitment to protect himself
from humiliation, we could say he should withdraw even more than he



currently does! His behavior is highly effective. It just has one
drawback: It will prevent him from making any progress on his
improvement goal, a goal that is very important for him to accomplish.
He can see here an expression of how he systematically prevents
progress on his own goal. He is captive of a mental system that is
working to protect him, to save his life as he knows it—a perfectly
effective immune system.

Fred can now go ahead and convert each of the fears he identified
into a possible third-column commitment (which he holds alongside the
goal to be more present and be a better listener). As he fills in his third
column, he will see taking shape the dynamic equilibrium that the
arrows stretching across the first three columns are meant to suggest.
In figure 9-5 he can see a picture of himself with one foot on the gas
(his genuine, even urgent, interest in being a better listener) and one
foot on the brake (all those countercommitments).

FIGURE 9-5
Fred’s column 3 commitments: The immune system comes to
light
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We invite you to go ahead and generate some possible third-column
commitments of your own. Each of them will be a commitment to not
having the things you'd fear most (from step 1) occur. If your worry box
holds something like “I'm afraid | will lose credibility” or “People will
dislike me; see me as one of Them,” then you might enter third-column
commitments such as, “I am committed to not losing credibility” or “I
am committed to not running the risk | will lose credibility”; “I am
committed to not having people dislike me, to not having people think |
have gone over to the ‘dark side.””

There is no sense in reading further until you have actually entered
your third-column commitments. Have you done this? Do you now have
a picture of your own version of the phenomenon of the immunity to
change? Does your picture intrigue you? Do you find it interesting?
Notice the questions we are not asking you. We are not asking if you
feel you have solved anything. You should not feel that you have. We
are not asking whether you are happy to see this picture. Is it an
altogether pleasant experience to see your own immunity? Often it is
not.

You will remember Einstein’s injunction that it can be as important to
see the problem clearly as to see the solution. All we are going for right
now is a more adequate grasp of “the problem,” the problem of your
genuinely wanting to succeed with your first-column goal but not being
able to do so. You should see the way you have a foot on the gas and a
foot on the brake. And that picture, however temporarily unnerving,
should at least feel interesting, should draw you in with the power of
seeing something you did not know before. But it is also possible that
you have long been aware of the personal issue that appears in your
third column (you always knew that pleasing others was too big a thing
for you, or that you were a control freak, or that you worried you were
not smart enough), yet the new discovery may come from seeing, in a
new way, how tightly this familiar issue is tied to your inability to
succeed on the goal in your first column.

In whatever way the map, or X-ray, feels powerful, the important
thing is that it does. What if it doesn’t? Fred’s map felt powerful to him
after writing his third-column entries because all of the following were
true. See if these conditions are true for you, as well:

e Each of Fred’s third-column commitments is clearly a
commitment to self-protection. Each is tightly tied to a particular



fear. If he noted in his worry box that he had a fear he would
destroy his marriage by overworking, he wouldn’t bleach out the
self-protection by writing his third-column commitment as, “l am
committed to a better work/family balance.” We wouldn’t see the
danger from which he is committed to protecting himself if he
framed it that way. Rather, he would write, “| am committed to not
having my wife abandon me and my children hate me, and
becoming a miserable, lonely workaholic.”

e Each commitment makes some (or all) of the obstructive
behaviors in column 2 perfectly sensible; he can see how, given X
commitment, Y behavior is just exactly what anyone might do.

e He sees exactly why trying to succeed merely by eliminating his
second-column behaviors won’t work, because those behaviors
are serving a very important purpose.

e He feels stuck because he sees that he is moving in two opposite
directions at the same time.

We have learned that if your map does not yet feel powerful or
intriguing at this point in the process, it is likely because your entries do
not match these criteria in some way. Try to revise them so that they
do, and see if your picture gets more compelling to you. Remember, the
power or intrigue we are going for here is not yet one of solution or even
a road to solution. The experience is not yet one of liberation.

So just what kind of power or intrigue are we talking about? This
might best be illustrated with a story about a university provost who
participated in one of our institutes. The program was expressly for
university presidents, provosts, and the like. It was a summer program
at Harvard, and, as with all of our summer programs, we tell the
participants to dress casually. There are always a few people who do
not dress casually on the first day (probably because they are uncertain
whether their definition of casual is someone else’s definition of being a
slob). This particular participant, a middle-aged woman, wore a
beautiful power suit the first day and an elegant string of pearls around



her neck. Every day, as the others became more and more informal in
their dress and demeanor, she sat in the middle of the case conference
room, with one lovely business suit after another. She sat with a
dignified and erect bearing. And always with the pearls.

When we came to filling out the third column, we explained the
criteria and what we were really asking them to go for in their entries.
We said something like, “And if you get good entries in your third
column, your map should stop looking like a collection of notes in
response to a bunch of separate questions. Rather, you should begin to
see a single, whole thing, across those three columns. You should
begin to see a coherent picture. You should begin to see—"

And before we could finish the sentence, it was obvious that she had
already gone ahead and made her third-column entries, and the
wholeness, the “singleness,” the coherence of her picture had hit her
square in the face. This dignified, formal, erect woman with the pearls
blurted out, to everyone’s surprise and delight, “l can tell you what
you'll see, all right. You'll see how you are—how you are screwed!!”

That succinctly sums up our aim at this point in the process—
namely, that you now see more clearly how your own important goal is
“screwed” by your core contradictions. That is, there is no way for you
to move forward since every genuine, sincere, earnest step in the right
direction is countered by an equal force in the opposite direction.

If your map offers you similar insight, then you have reached a
paradoxical place in the process—namely, that it may only be by seeing
more deeply how you are systematically preventing your own change
that you put yourself in a dramatically better position to bring about that
change! You will have succeeded in taking the first big step toward
converting your change goal into a good problem.

Now what's the next step? You need to create a tool for adaptively
(rather than technically) working on your change challenge. This tool is
what completes the four-column exercise.



COLUMN 4: THE BIG ASSUMPTIONS

The intent of an immunity map is to support a way to treat adaptive
challenges adaptively, rather than technically. This begins, we said in
chapter 2, by creating an adaptive formulation, one that shows us how
our first-column goal brings us to the current limits of our development.

We said an adaptive formulation will register on both the thinking and
feeling levels. If we have succeeded in helping you make a powerful
map so far, you have a glimpse of your own immunity to change as it
involves the improvement goal you identified in column 1. You should
now be able to see your own change-prevention system (how you
systematically generate the very behaviors that prevent progress on
your goal) and an anxiety-management system (how generating these
behaviors helps to ward off some of your worst fears, which are
associated with your actually making the progress you hope for).

One sign that you have come up with an adaptive formulation of your
challenge is when you can see clearly why a technical approach—
going straight to the obstructive behaviors in column 2 and trying to
eliminate or reduce them—is not a winning plan. Given how well these
same behaviors serve the commitments of column 3, you would be
inclined to keep generating them (or their cousins)—unless you were
able to reconstruct the immune system as a whole.

The most reliable route to ultimately disrupting the immune system
begins by identifying the core assumptions that sustain it. We use the
concept of big assumptions to signal that there are some ways we
understand ourselves and the world (and the relationship between the
world and ourselves) that we do not see as mental constructions.
Rather, we see them as truths, incontrovertible facts, accurate
representations of how we and the world are.

These constructions of reality are actually assumptions; they may
well be true, but they also may not be. When we treat an assumption as
if it is a truth, we have made it what we call a big assumption.

Some of our big assumptions are inevitably brittle and necessarily
short-lived. There won’'t be too many more romantic nights for the
dinosaurs in figure 9-6.



We are reminded of a Gary Larson cartoon: two airborne pilots are
looking out through their windshield. We see an animal ahead of them
enshrouded in fog. “Hey,” says the pilot to his co-pilot, “what’s a
mountain goat doing way up here in a cloud bank?!” These pilots won’t
be able to hold their distorted assumption much longer. Unavoidable
countervailing evidence is about to hit them in the face.

Interestingly though, there is a whole other class of distorted
assumptions that is much more problematic, because we are so
talented at holding the countervailing evidence at bay. In these
instances we may be able to keep ignoring the evidence that our
assumption is a distortion. We may continue to fly the airplanes of our
lives, so to speak, with an inaccurate picture of reality. We can use our
genius to compensate continuously for all the aerodynamic
inefficiencies of our distorted mental model. We are able to keep the
plane aloft—but at some cost.

FIGURE 9-6

oh, look honey! Make a wish!



In short, any mindset or way of constructing reality will inevitably
contain some blind spot. An adaptive challenge is a challenge because
of our blind spot, and our adaptation will involve some recognition of,
and correction of, our blindness.

Thus big assumptions, like competing commitments, normally are
out of sight. Making an assumption apparent involves bringing it from
“subject” (where we cannot see it because we are so attached to it, so
identified with or subject to it) to “object” (where we can now take a
perspective on it from outside of ourselves). This is the underlying
motion by which greater complexity gets created.

Once you have begun to surface some possible big assumptions
underlying your own immunity to change, you will be in a much better
position to work on your immune system, rather than being captive of it.
While this would be very difficult to do “from scratch,” the hard work you
have already done in creating a picture of your immune system and, in
particular, identifying your hidden commitments makes it much less
difficult than you might think.

We asked Fred to take a good look at the third-column entries he
finally made emerge. Then we asked him to brainstorm all the possible
assumptions a person who had such commitments might hold. This
was slow going initially, but once he got started, the possible
assumptions began to flow. Figure 9-7 shows what he came up with.

In a moment we'll ask you to generate possible big assumptions
underlying your own third-column commitments. Before you do, it may
be helpful to consider the criteria by which Fred judged the robustness
of his entries. All of the following were true for him and his entries, and
you should be able to say the same:

e Some of the big assumptions you may regard as true (“What do
you mean | assume some bad thing will happen? Believe me,
some bad thing will happen!”); some of them you may see right
away are not really true (“I can see that it is clearly not true, but |
act and feel as if it were true”); and some of them you may be quite
unsure about (“Part of me feels this is true, or true most of the
time, but another part of me is not so sure”). However, there is
some way in which you have felt, or continue to feel, that every big
assumption you list is true. And you might be right. We reiterate,
we are not saying all our big assumptions are false. What we are



saying is that we can’t explore how true or false they are until we
have surfaced and tested them.

FIGURE 9-7
Fred’s full map



1 2 3 4

Commitment

(improvement Doing/not doing Hidden compet-

goal) instead ing commitments | Big assumptions
To be a better | allow my attention | To not looking | assume there is a
listener (especially to wander off. stupid limited number of

better at staying in
the present, staying
focused, being m
patient)

my mind, or even
literally on a slip of

paper.

If I'm trying to listen
to aclient, I'll often ™
start thinking of
what would be an
impressive response
and stop listening to
what he is saying.

If it's my daughter,
I'll often start
\thinking of what she
should do differ-
ently, and stop
istening to what he
is saying.

it's my wife, I'll
attention will s

to something that
| think is urgent.

/\\I

To not being

“chances” | get with
my teenagers (that if
they see me as
“stupid” too many
times, they will just
stop listening to me

entirely).

| assume there is
absolutely nothing
positive in an
interaction with
my kids in which
they dismiss and
ndicule what | have
to say: that such
an interaction is
clearly worse

than no interaction
at all.

| assume my wife
expects me to be
able to help her
solve the difficult
problems she
shares with me.

| assume that
“helping” is
always a matter of
helpin

sume if | cannot
be in control of the
situation things are
likely going to get
worse.




| assume if | make a
big mistake | will not
be able to recover
from it.

| assume if | do not
help my kids or
junior colleagues to
avoid mistakes | am
being irresponsible,
letting them down,
letting my family or
company down, and
that bad things are
going to happen to
them.

e It is clear how each of the big assumptions, if taken as true,
makes one or more of the third-column commitments inevitable
(e.g., if it is absolutely certain that | cannot recover from a big
mistake, it then makes all the sense in the world that | would be
committed to never making a big mistake). Taken as a whole, the
set of big assumptions collectively makes the third-column
commitments inevitable, and thus it is clear how they sustain the
immune system: The third-column commitments clearly follow from
the big assumptions and generate the behaviors in column 2; these
behaviors clearly undermine the goal in column 1.

e The big assumptions make visible a bigger world that, until now,
you have not allowed yourself to venture into. You see how your
big assumptions constitute a “Danger! Do Not Enter!” sign in front
of this wider world (e.g., “I could, at least theoretically, step out into
a world where | am not always in control, even where | feel
helpless. | could enter a world where | do not give advice when it is
not asked for, where | consider that my children are more forgiving
than | imagine,” and so on). It is possible that all these warning
signs are completely appropriate and should be heeded, but it is
also possible that your big assumptions are evidence that you are
limiting yourself to only a few of the rooms in the mansion of your
life.



Please generate as many possible big assumptions as you can.
Check them against the above criteria. This last step in developing your
X-ray may inspire its own “ahas,” but that is not necessary at this point.
The critical threshold in creating a good map is that once you have
completed the third column, you can see and feel your own version of
the immunity-to-change dynamic. Having completed this step, your
map should feel intriguing, illuminating, or at least interesting to you.

“Okay, okay,” you might feel, after seeing your own systematic
prevention of the progress you desire, “This captures my attention.
Who wants to have a foot on the gas and a foot on the brake at the
same time!? But now, what can | do about it?” We are about to take up
that very question in the next chapter of this book. In it you will see how
identifying the big assumptions, which reinforce your immune system,
actually puts you in a position to disrupt it.



