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A NOTE FROM AMY

Dear Friends:

I am delighted to share this special issue of our transformational leadership magazine The Mobius Strip 
created for our Inaugural Summer Gathering. This global practitioner event in June officially launches 
the new arm of our organization, The Next Practice Institute.

The Next Practice Institute (NPI) sponsors transformational training programs for our practitioners, 
partners, and clients. These programs operate at the nexus of “best practice” in such areas as 
organizational development, culture change, and adaptive leadership and “next practice” in neuroscience, 
somatics, energy work, music, yoga, and other expressive/devotional arts. The purpose of these offerings 
is to create a global community devoted to the craft of transformational leadership and to help build a 
discourse and evolve professional standards for our field.

Our Summer Gathering brings together business leaders, human resources and organizational development 
professionals, strategy and search consultants, and practitioners (including coaches, mediators, interventionists,  
and facilitators) for a week of renewal, learning, inspiration, and practice.  

For those of you unable to join us in person, this edition provides you with a taste of the thought leadership offered 
during the week-long program. Herein you will find articles from each of the senior practitioners guiding the 
immersive tracks during the Institute: Mobius Senior Expert Robert Gass on transformational consulting and Mobius 
Transformational Leadership Faculty Jen Cohen on somatic coaching; Alexander Caillet and Mobius Facilitator Amy 
Yeager on team development interventions. We also feature pieces from many of the Mobius Senior Experts offering 
keynote presentations during the week including Amy Edmondson from Harvard Business School; Srini Pillay from 
Harvard Medical School; Zafer Achi, former Director at McKinsey & Company; and Jennifer Garvey Berger, author 
of Simple Habits for Complex Times. During our week together, we also have the opportunity to hear from our very 
special guest Otto Scharmer, Senior Lecturer at MIT and co-founder of the Presencing Institute. Within the Summer 
Gathering section, we are also delighted to include a selection of blog posts and articles from Mobius President and 
Co-Founder, Erica Ariel Fox and a short piece on the teachings of modern day mystic Thomas Huebl who spends an 
afternoon with us during the program. 

In Next Practice Related readings we feature work from colleagues exploring “next practice” topics including an 
excerpt from Shakti Leadership by Nilima Bhat and Raj Sisodia; articles about working with attention and mindfulness 
from Mobius Transformational Leadership Faculty members Marty Boroson and Nicholas Janni and bestselling author 
Edward Hallowell.

Finally, the complete online issue also includes, as always, Selected Leadership Readings, where we gather excerpts 
of forthcoming books from Harvard Publishing as well as those books recently generated by members of our 
Mobius community. In this issue we are particularly honored to feature the latest book by Mobius Senior Experts 
and close friends Bob Kegan and Lisa Lahey on their work on Deliberately Developmental Organizations and a 
piece celebrating the 25th Anniversary of the breakthrough book The Fifth Discipline by Mobius Senior Expert Peter 
Senge. We also highly recommend pieces we’ve included from other prominent thought leaders and practitioners: 
Adam Kahane; Peter Stroh; Mobius Transformational Leadership Faculty members Nadja Taranczewski and Marcia 
Wieder; Nick Morgan; Christian Madsbjerg and Mikkel Rasmussen; Jane Firth and Mobius Executive Coach Andrea 
Zintz; Michael Gelb and Mobius Senior Expert Caroline Webb. The beautiful artwork showcased in both the online 
and print edition is from Marie-Jehanne MacMahon.

We hope you enjoy our magazine and look forward to our continued journey together.

Warmest best,

Amy
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Organizations are complex systems. Most change 
efforts focus on only one element of the system. 

Perhaps we are seeking to reorganize reporting 
relationships, create more teamwork, build a new 
strategic plan, increase accountability, reorganize a 
department, install a new performance management 
system, or improve communication. 

The problem is that the piece of the organizational 
system we are trying to change is completely 
interconnected and interdependent with other parts of 
the system. All too often, we see well-intended changes 
that fail to achieve the desired results: 

•  An attempt to implement an improved 
performance appraisal system gains little 
traction due to staff’s underlying lack of trust in 
management.

•  A strategic planning process yields poor results 
due to an unresolved lack of alignment around 
the vision for the organization.

•  A structural reorganization gets stuck due to 
competition among senior managers.

•  Repeated attempts to reconcile what seems like 
interpersonal mistrust between several key staff 
fail due to an unaddressed lack of clarity in their 
roles and overlapping organizational mandates.

•  An effort to improve accountability breaks down 
due to a general lack of cultural competency 
leading to miscommunication, confused 
expectations, unintentional slights, and hurt 
feelings among different social groups. 

•  An initiative to build team spirit and cooperation 
is undermined by failing to change the nature of 
work plans which continue to focus on individual 
performance.

Without a systemic approach, we often see what 
appears to be progress, perhaps even breakthroughs, 
only to watch the “changes” erode as things revert back 
to their original conditions. We have failed to address 
the organization as an interconnected, interdependent 
system. Dimensions of the organization are being left 
unattended. This is a failure to address organizations as 
interconnected, interdependent systems. 

The Work of Transformational 
Consulting  
by Mobius Senior Expert, Robert Gass

“Were it possible for us to see further than our knowledge reaches,  
and yet a little way beyond the outworks of our divinings, perhaps we  

could endure our sadnesses with greater confidence than our joys.  
For they are the moments when something new has entered into us,  

something unknown; our feelings grow mute in shy perplexity,  
everything in us withdraws, a stillness comes, and the  

new, which no one knows, stands in the midst of it and is silent.”
– Rainer Maria Rilke, Letter to a Young Poet 
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THE WHEEL OF CHANGE
The Wheel of Change is a model for transforming 
organizations. It is a systemic approach to change: one 
that deals with the various structures and processes 
of organizations while equally attending to the human 
beings that give it life and energy.

To create real change within an organization, we must 
work in an integrated way with the three major domains 
that comprise every organizational system:

Hearts & Minds
The full range of what people think and feel: their 
motivations, beliefs, emotions, perceptions.

Behavior
What human beings actually do: their words and deeds, 
the actual choices they make to speak or not speak, to 
act or not to act, their habits.

Structure
The organizational structures, systems, and processes 
through which work gets done.

These three domains continually reinforce each 
other, which is why organizational systems tend to resist 
change. However, through a transformational approach 
we can: 1) identify and address the critical elements 
in each of the three domains of organizational life; 2) 
create a virtuous cycle in which changes in one domain 
evoke and reinforce change in the other two domains.

Working with Hearts & Minds
Transforming organizations requires people to trans-
form. The change process must skillfully engage with 
people, their hopes and fears, their thoughts, percep-
tions, beliefs, and assumptions about reality. In the 
domain of Hearts & Minds this might look like:

•  People joining in common cause around a 
compelling vision for change.

•  Commitment (not compliance) in order to 
generate energy and personal responsibility for 
making change.

•  Developing shared understanding of what’s 
required to make change happen.

HEART 
& MINDS

STRUCTURE BEHAVIOR

THE WHEEL OF CHANGE
for organizations

To create real change within an organization, we must work in an integrated way 
with the three major domains that comprise every organizational system:
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•  The unleashing of creativity, new ideas, and 
innovation.

•  Examining and shifting underlying beliefs that may 
limit the change process.

•  Addressing issues of mistrust or interpersonal 
tensions that may be in the way  
of the change process.

•  Surfacing and addressing doubts and fears that 
inhibit people from making their full contribution.

•  A feeling of team, of belonging that inspires 
people to stand together and pull together.

Behavior
The second domain is Behavior. Changing the way 
people think and feel is critical, but not sufficient for 
transformation. Organizational change requires that the 
people who work there need to actually act differently. 
Transformation in Behavior might look like the following:

•  New expectations are clearly articulated and 
formalized (sometimes called Team Agreements 
or Rules of the Road).

•  People understand exactly what’s required of 
them.

•  Implementing new behaviors becomes an 
organizational priority.

•  A significant increase in open and honest 
communication.

•  Creating a feedback-rich environment to support 
behavior change.

•  Standards of accountability are raised and enforced.

•  Formal and informal processes are adopted to 
practice and develop new habits.

•  There is support for developing needed new 
skills through formal training, professional or 
peer coaching, mentoring, or self-study with web-

based support (technical skills, self-management 
and interpersonal skills).

•  The inevitable mistakes that attend developing 
new habits and skills are not only tolerated, they 
are welcomed.

Structure
The third domain is Structure. Organizational structures 
are the way organizational resources are harnessed to 
do the work. They are foundational to organizational life 
and have enormous impact on both Hearts & Minds and 
Behavior. For example:

•  Low staff morale or pervasive feelings of not 
being appreciated may stem from poor personnel 
policies.

•  Lack of accountability may stem from a poorly 
designed performance management system.

A transformative approach to working in the domain of 
Structure might include an orientation to strategy that 
emphasizes the following: 

• Strategic thinking over fixed strategic plans.

• Planning for the unplanned.

•  Innovation and breakthrough thinking; a 
willingness to challenge basic assumptions.

•  Clarity and transparency regarding allocation of 
power and decision-making.

•  Organizational design that emphasizes greater 
distribution of power, more nimbleness, and 
greater adaptability, and that promotes multi-
dimensional connectivity rather than top-down 
or static organizational structures. 

•  Flexibility while not only maintaining but 
increasing accountability (a worthy challenge!).

“To create real change within an organization,  

we must work in an integrated way with the three  

major domains that comprise every organizational system.”
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Seven Qualities of the Transformational Practitioner

QUALITY PRINCIPLES A KEY PRACTICE

Presence – being 
awake and fully 
attentive

Being present is a meta-skill that allows us to 
more fully access all our other gifts and capacities 
in order to serve and respond to our clients 
more skillfully. Simply showing up centered, 
clear, and attentive in the client system is itself an 
intervention.

Center yourself with breathwork. Then 
connect to your personal purpose. Why 
do I do this work? What is meaningful 
about this client and the work we are
doing together? What do I hope to 
accomplish?

Love –  
the compassionate 
acceptance of 
others

This is not a fleeting emotion, but a discipline. 
Love is an intrinsically healing force. When people 
feel accepted for who they are, they open up, 
like plants turning towards the sun. In this field of 
acceptance, deep, transformative interactions can 
occur without triggering defensiveness.

Loving Kindness Meditation. 
The practice of directing thoughts of 
loving kindness and compassion to 
yourself and then to your client.

Authenticity 
– genuineness, 
expressing with 
words and deeds 
what is genuine 
for you

In order to be honest and transparent with others, 
we must first know ourselves. As transformational 
agents, we must continually invest in developing 
our own self-awareness. When we are 
incongruent – when our words don’t match what 
we’re feeling inside – others can feel it.

Imagine your client, speak aloud your 
judgments of them. Work with what 
surfaces. Ask yourself what is this really 
about? What do I need to bring to the 
client?

Healing – 
adopting a 
strengths-based 
approach

Remember this phrase: “We become as we are 
beheld.” As organizational healers we expand our 
scope beyond fixing organizational problems. It 
is our job to treat the whole system, in the same 
way that a holistic physician looks at the whole 
person, not just one ailing body part.

Visualize the organization as a living 
system. Identify the most powerful and 
positive centers of energy. Ask: what 
might be done to make even greater use 
of this power? Visualize this happening. 
See the positive impact.

Service – 
adopting the role 
of the dedicated 
servant

One of the disciplines of servant leadership is 
staying mindful of our own unconscious agendas 
and unmet needs that may compete with our 
dedication to this work (such as needing to take 
the credit or wanting the client to like us).

Ask what are all the things you are 
currently doing to:

1.  Support internal leadership in taking 
ownership of the change process?

2.  Build client capacity for 
transformational leadership?

3. Minimize client dependency on you?

Letting Go – 
don’t get attached 
to what you 
planned

There are a lot of ways for groups to get from 
point A to point B. Don’t get attached to your 
way. Things rarely go according to plan.  
“In preparing for battle I have always found that plans 
are useless, but planning is indispensable.”  
– General Dwight D. Eisenhower

Notice each and every time you make a 
statement with any degree of certainty, 
then question it. If you claim,
“The best option is X,” then practice 
saying after that “unless it isn’t!”

Partnership – 
you cannot carry 
the work alone

Transformational work demands partnership with 
our clients and frequently other practitioners. “The 
time of the lone wolf is over. Gather yourselves!” 
– Elders of the Hopi Nation, Oraibi, Arizona.

Conduct a partnership audit including 
asking yourself "Where in my life can I 
go for reality checks and professional 
input?”
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•  Understanding and cultivation of an organization’s 
core competencies in order to help maximize 
institutional advantages and maintain strategic 
focus.

•  Greater attention and discipline to work 
processes such as planning, decision making, 
how meetings are run, program evaluation, 
hiring, member engagement, and performance 
management.

•  While making changes to structure, maintain 
acute attention to the human dynamics at play 
to ensure full engagement and ownership of the 
intended changes by all stakeholders.

•  An orientation of continuous quality 
improvement to organizational functioning.

The Wheel of Change can be applied equally well to 
organizational change of any scope and scale – from 
smaller, more discrete change projects to renewing, 
reigniting, or reinventing entire institutions. It is a model 
that can help to ensure that investing in organizational 
change will yield transformative and sustainable results.

THE ROLE OF THE TRANSFORMATIONAL 
CONSULTANT
Transformational consultants are catalysts for the lead-
ers and the organizations for whom they consult. Those 
of us who undertake this role must understand that 
who we are and how we show up with our clients are 
primary success factors in supporting Organizational 
Transformation. All consultants strive to be competent, 
but the nature of Organizational Transformation places 
exceptional demands on change agents with respect to 
our “being” as well as our “doing.” 

The essence of the transformative approach 
is captured in the well-known phrase of Gandhi, 
“Be the change.” This becomes the mantra of the 
transformational consultant. How do I show up in client 

systems as the embodiment of transformation – present, 
clear, compassionate, authentic, courageous? How do I 
“be the change” in a way that activates transformation in 
all those with whom I come in contact? 

If we are to engage in doing transformational 
work with others, we need to commit to our own 
transformation. Our capacity to more consistently 
manifest the seven qualities captured in the table on 
page 9 can be cultivated through conscious practice, 
and should be seen as fundamental to our professional 
development. This commitment to self-awareness and 
personal mastery must be a core discipline for the 
transformational practitioner. 

ROBERT GASS, ED.D., is a Mobius 
Senior Expert and a leading authority 
in large-scale culture change. For over 
30 years, Robert has been known 
for pioneering work in leadership 
development and organizational 
transformation. Holding a doctorate 

in Organizational Psychology from Harvard, Robert’s 
work synthesizes a diverse background in social change, 
humanistic psychology, organizational behavior, the 
arts, and spirituality. He is the former President of ARC 
International, a global consulting company specializing in 
transformational change with corporations such as The 
Gap, Chase Bank, and General Motors.  Although still 
engaged with global CEOs, for the last 12 years Robert 
has dedicated himself to serving those working for 
social change. Co-founder of the Rockwood Leadership 
Institute, Robert has trained more than a thousand 
social justice, environmental, and human rights leaders. 
For the last six years, Robert has also provided 
executive coaching and team building with top leaders 
in the White House. Robert is also a well-known 
recording artist and performing musician specializing in 
sacred chant.
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After reading the results of the Finance division’s 
portion of the company’s annual employee survey, 

Renata – CFO of the organization and head of this 
division – knows she needs to call in an external 
professional to work with her Senior Leadership Team. 
For the second year in a row, the survey results show 
low employee engagement and morale. Ratings of the 
Senior Leadership Team are even lower than the prior 
year. While Renata knows that the 
team is struggling and needs help to 
transform its performance, she’s not at 
all clear on what type of help they need. 
Should they engage in team building? 
Facilitation? Training? Or some other 
type of team-focused work? Without 
clarity on these options and what they 
can deliver, she’s unsure whether real 
transformation is even possible. 

Many clients I encounter who have challenges with 
their teams find themselves in a similar predicament. 
One of the first steps in most of my team engagements 
is highlighting the boundaries between various possible 
ways of working with teams. In particular, I often need 
to clarify the distinctions between team building, team 
facilitation, team consulting, team training, and team 
coaching. Each of these professional practices has value, 
and each is appropriate in certain circumstances. What’s 
important is being clear at any given moment about 

what it is that you’re doing and what outcome you can 
reasonably expect to accomplish with that approach.  

The outcome that Renata is looking for – transforming 
team performance – requires that the team does more than 
acquire useful tools, learn new ideas or skills, or achieve 
specific short-term results. True transformation means 
developing and maintaining fundamentally new patterns of 
behavior and ways of working that produce sustainable long-

term improvements in team cohesion, 
effectiveness, and performance – leading 
to specific, measurable results of clear 
value to the team and the organization. 

I will argue that when transformation 
is the goal, an integrated approach to 
team development that incorporates 
team coaching offers unmatched 
potential to guide the team where 

it needs to go. Team coaching is not sufficient on its 
own; in fact, I’ve never conducted an engagement 
where all I did was coach the team. However, as a core 
methodology – supported by other interventions that 
provide the basic tools, skills, and methods necessary 
for teamwork – it constitutes the “killer app”* driving 
the team’s success. 

So what exactly is team coaching, and what sets 
it apart? My favorite definition was developed by a 
participant in a recent team coaching workshop: “Real 
work, real time, real results.” Here’s what that means: 

Understanding Team  
Development Practices 
 Adapted from the forthcoming book Transforming Team Performance  

 by Alexander Caillet and Mobius Facilitator Amy Yeager

Real work,  
real time, 

real results

* In a technological context, a “killer application” or “killer app” is a program that makes the technology in which it’s embedded (such as a particular 
software platform or gaming system) much more valuable, to the point where it’s a decisive factor in consumers’ buying decisions. Likewise, I will argue 
that team coaching constitutes the core value of a transformative team engagement, and can be considered an indispensable component for any team 
seeking sustainable, long-term results.
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•  Real work. Team coaching takes place, for the 
most part, in the context of real meetings and work 
sessions, rather than in specially scheduled sessions 
focused on simulations, games, or exercises. 

•  Real time. The coach jumps in with live, real-time 
interventions. These interventions (called “moves,” 
as in chess moves) challenge the team and individual 
team members to notice how they’re operating 
right at that moment, as well as how these patterns 
of interaction are affecting their performance. In 
response, the team makes specific adjustments – 
again, in real time – to either build on their strengths 
or improve on areas of weakness. 

•  Real results. The adjustments the team makes 
are motivated by and directed toward achieving 
concrete results of importance to the team and 
the organization. Any process changes adopted by 
the team (e.g., decreasing interruptions, improving 
participatory decision making, or engaging in difficult 
conversations) are valued for their contribution to 
the team’s cohesiveness and effectiveness – and, 
ultimately, performance and results – rather than 
being pursued as ends in themselves. 

A final defining feature of team coaching is the role of 
the coach, which is deliberately lower in profile than 
that of a consultant or facilitator. All meetings and work 
sessions in which team coaching occurs are fully owned 
by the team leader and members, not by the coach. The 

coach acts as a guide, supporting the leader in leadership 
and the members in membership. When the team 
achieves transformation, it’s their victory, and they’re 
fully empowered to move forward on their own. 

Other methodologies for working with teams 
share various features in common with team coaching. 
However, as I’ll describe, they all differ in at least one or 
two crucial ways. Keep in mind that throughout these 
descriptions, what I’m addressing is the “pure” form 
of each discipline. In practice, most team engagements 
include a blend of at least two different approaches. At 
the end of this article, I’ll describe how a combination of 
professional practices could be used to help Renata and 
her Senior Leadership Team.

TEAM FACILITATION. Let’s start by considering 
team facilitation. As the term suggests, facilitation helps 
to make a meeting or other team interaction run more 
smoothly. The facilitator is accountable for guiding the 
team through a specified method, process, or tool. This 
can make a big difference in a team’s ability to get work 
done, make decisions, resolve conflicts, or achieve other 
results that they’ve had difficulty attaining on their own. 
The team depends on the facilitator to take them through 
the necessary steps to achieve their intended outcomes.

Much of the work that I’ve seen described as team 
coaching is actually a form of facilitation. Like team 
coaching, facilitation focuses on real work, in real time, 
and leads to real-time adjustments in team members’ 
behaviors and ways of working. However, unlike a 
team coach, the facilitator takes up a leadership role, 

© MJ MacMahon
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providing active direction and guidance. Team members 
may work together successfully within the structured 
approach the facilitator provides, but they don’t always 
get practice creating and maintaining such approaches 
themselves. And they often have limited opportunity 
to fail – to get caught up in the habitual, unconstructive 
patterns of behavior and ways of working that get them 
into trouble when they’re on their own. As a result, 
they miss out on a chance to confront those patterns 
and transform them to achieve sustainable, long-term 
change. Until they develop the skills to move forward 
on their own, they remain reliant upon external 
facilitation. 

Facilitation can be very useful in achieving short-term 
results and modeling effective meeting management. 
Practitioners of team coaching should be skilled in 
this way of working, and should be prepared to shift 
into “facilitator mode” whenever the need arises. The 
key is to be clear about when and why this practice is 
appropriate, and to not expect transformative results 
from a facilitated process. 

 
TEAM TRAINING. Another useful approach to 

working with teams is training. Team members learn and 
practice skills through demonstrations, exercises, and 
simulations. While they may bring in real work issues 
to practice with, the primary focus is on developing new 
skills, rather than achieving results. After they develop a 
skill in the training context, they then work to apply it in 
their real work conditions.

As with facilitation, training requires the practitioner 

to take up a leadership role. The trainer acts as the 
expert – imparting knowledge to the participants, 
leading them through a learning curriculum, and giving 
constructive feedback on their performance. 

I frequently incorporate training into team 
engagements, but only in small doses, and only when I 
need to introduce a specific tool for the team to focus 
on. In each training session, I present just one directly 
relevant tool that can be put into practice immediately. 
Often, teams find it surprisingly challenging to use even 
one new tool in an effective, consistent way. It takes 
follow-up team coaching to solidify the newly learned 
behaviors. 

TEAM BUILDING. There are a variety of different 
approaches to “building” stronger, more cohesive 
teams. (In fact, team coaching can be considered one of 
these.) The type of team building I’m referring to here 
is focused on strengthening team spirit and cohesion 
and deepening personal connections and trust. The 
stereotypical scenario is a team going off-site to a 
workshop filled with exercises, simulations, and games 
that are indirectly related to actual work. 

I hope it’s obvious that such methods differ 
substantially from the team coaching focus on real work, 
in real time, for real results. This is not to say they’re 
not useful. Often, team members enjoy these activities, 
feel a sense of team spirit, and leave with more positive 
attitudes toward each other. On its own, however, 
team building is often insufficient to generate significant, 
sustainable improvements in work performance. When 

© MJ MacMahon
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TEAM DEVELOPMENT PRACTICES

TEAM  
FACILITATION

TEAM  
TRAINING

TEAM  
BUILDING

TEAM  
CONSULTING

TEAM 
COACHING

Approach

Active guidance 
and leadership of a 
specified method, 
process, or tool 
during a planned 
meeting or work 

session

Learning 
curriculum 
delivered 

through reading, 
teaching, and 
instructional 

exercises

Games, 
simulations, role-
plays, and other 

structured group 
experiences 

delivered during 
special events

Assessment 
followed by 

recommendations 
and expert 

advisory support

Real-time 
interventions 
during regular 
team meetings 

and work sessions

What It 
Sounds Like

“The next step 
in this process 
is a brainstorm 
session. I will 

remind you of the 
guidelines and lead 

you through it.”

“Now that 
you’ve learned 
about team-

based decision 
making, split up 
into pairs and 
discuss how 
decisions are 
made in your 

teams.”

“Everyone grab a 
blindfold, a piece 

of rope, and a 
rubber ball.”

“You’re missing 
some critical 
competencies 
on this team. I 

recommend you 
bring in at least 

one new member 
who can…”

“Over the past 
five minutes, 

what have you 
noticed about the 
team’s approach 
to making this 
decision? What 
would you like 

to do differently 
going forward?”

Direct 
Outcomes 

Achievement of a 
specific team goal 

or deliverable 

Increased 
knowledge and 

understanding of 
a given subject 
area; acquisition 

of new skills 

Greater team 
spirit, cohesion, 
personal trust, 
and respect

Expertise and 
roadmap of what 

needs to be 
accomplished to 
achieve a desired 

outcome

Immediate 
improvements in 
awareness, skills, 
and effectiveness 

Team 
Performance 

Impact

Encouraged by 
the progress 
they’ve made, 

the team leader 
and/or members 

may adopt 
useful facilitator 

behaviors

Practiced 
skills may be 

transferred over 
into real work 

situations

Team spirit, trust, 
and cohesion 
may have a 

positive impact 
on member 
interactions

Recommendations 
that the team 
can commit to 
and implement 

may have positive 
effects on their 

work

Positive changes 
in individual and 

team performance 
can be observed 
and reinforced 

right away
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organizations devote considerable resources to this 
type of event, it’s important for them to recognize that 
they’re investing in interesting, engaging experiences 
that will require additional development work back in 
the office to ensure the learning is sustained. 

TEAM CONSULTING. Similar to team 
building, the term consulting means different things to 
different people. Individuals who identify themselves as 
consultants may use any of the methodologies we’ve 
discussed so far, including team coaching. What’s 
unique to consulting, as I’m defining it here, is that 
the practitioner gives expert interpretations and 
advice, and frequently completes specific pieces of 
work for the team. Consulting is directive, providing 
explicit guidance on what decisions a client should 
make or how they should resolve a particular problem 
(including recommendations of appropriate methods, 
tools, and best practices). Often this advice is based on 
formal and informal assessments of individual or group 
characteristics or behaviors. 

Many transformative team engagements incorporate 
some consulting. Assessment tools can be invaluable in 
highlighting specific areas for improvement. And there 
are times when it’s perfectly appropriate to simply 
suggest a solution or share best practices from our 
past experience. Again, we just need to be clear about 
the role we’re in at any given time, and the value the 
client can expect to receive. While telling a team what 
to do may not build their capacity to solve their own 
problems, it can be extremely valuable in helping the 
team understand what they need to do and how they 
need to work in order to achieve what they want to 
achieve. 

PROCESS CONSULTATION. One variant 
of consulting that bears a strong resemblance to 
team coaching is process consultation, which Edgar 
Schein defines as “a set of activities on the part of 
the consultant that help the client to perceive, 
understand, and act upon the process events that 
occur in the client’s environment.”1 Schein takes care 
to distinguish process consultation from traditional 
“expert consultation.” Like team coaching, process 
consultation is a collaborative practice designed to 

empower clients to solve their own problems. The 
practitioner observes and gives feedback on how the 
group is working together, with the goal of improving 
effectiveness and efficiency. 

Experienced process consultants may take more 
naturally to team coaching than individuals whose primary 
mode of working is facilitation or consulting based on 
expertise. In fact, team coaching can usefully be viewed as 
a variant of process consultation – one that engages at the 
level of the team, includes ongoing interactive feedback, 
and maintains a strong focus on results. 

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER. When planned 
and executed effectively, the professional practices of 
team facilitation, team training, team building, team 
consulting, and team coaching all complement and support 
each other. All five may be successfully incorporated into 
a single team engagement, or even a single team event. As 
practitioners we just need to be clear, with ourselves and 
with our clients, about what we’re doing and why. The 
more practices we’ve mastered, the greater the variety of 
options we can offer.

Think back to Renata’s Senior Leadership Team. 
Here’s one possible structure for effectively integrating 
the five practices:

•  Team consulting: A series of interviews with 
the team culminates in a report that highlights 
four main areas of concern: trust, decision making, 
mutual accountability, and meeting management. The 
practitioner works with the team to plan and design 
a series of three half-day and three full-day work 
sessions that will address these areas one by one. 
In each work session, she shares best practices and 
examples of how other teams have worked through 
similar issues.

•  Team training: Each work session includes a 
mini-training on a tool or method related to the 
area of concern being addressed in that session.

•  Team facilitation: For each tool or method 
that’s taught, the practitioner facilitates a process in 
which the team applies what they’ve learned to real 
work issues. 
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•  Team coaching: Following the training and 
facilitation, the practitioner observes the team in 
action doing real work while trying to use the new 
tool or method. Coaching interventions prompt 
the team to observe their own behavior and ways 
of working, assess their effectiveness, and make 
real-time changes to improve their performance 
and results. Repeated use of coaching interventions 
ensures these improvements will be sustained for 
the long term (this is the unique contribution of the 
killer app).

•  Team building: At the end of each one of the 
three full days, the team has dinner together and 
engages in a fun social activity to help increase 
cohesion. 

As Renata gains experience with each of these different 
practices, she’ll be able to make more specific requests 
in the future – for instance, “We need to make sure this 
meeting is successful. Could you come and facilitate?” 
Or “The team is getting stuck on decision making. Could 
you provide training in consensus and then follow up 
with coaching?” This customized, “fit for purpose” 
approach will help ensure the team receives the types 
of support it needs to create sustainable improvements 
in its effectiveness and performance, and achieve results 
that are both real and impactful. 

ALEXANDER CAILLET 
is a Mobius practitioner and an 
organizational psychologist, consultant, 
and coach internationally known for his 
pioneering approach to team coaching 
and his state-of-mind research with 

organizational leaders. Alexander is the CEO of Corentus, a 
coaching and consulting firm dedicated to helping individuals 
and organizations thrive by transforming teams and groups. 
Alexander has worked in more than 30 countries with large 
corporations, private businesses, NGOs, non-profits, and 
government agencies. He is on the faculty of Georgetown 
University’s Institute for Transformational Leadership and 
leads the Corentus Team Coaching Certificate Program. He is 
a dual citizen of France and the United States and currently 
resides in Boston, MA with his family. 

AMY YEAGER is a Mobius 
facilitator and a consultant and 
ICF-certified coach with a focus on 
communication and team development. 
Her clients have ranged from nursing 
staffs to school faculties to corporate 

executive teams. She is a certified Senior Trainer in SAVI® 
(the System for Analyzing Verbal Interaction) and co-author 
of the first book to be published on the system: Conversation 
Transformation (McGraw-Hill, 2012). Her professional 
development has included intensive training in systems theory 
and the neuropsychological effects of trauma. She is certified 
in the Group Development Questionnaire (GDQ), the only 
scientifically validated instrument for assessing a team’s stage 
of development.

“If you feel safe in the area you're working in, you're not working 

in the right area. Always go in a little further into the water than 

you feel capable of being in. Go a little bit out of your depth. And 

when you don't feel that your feet are quite touching the bottom, 

you're just about in the right place to do something exciting. ”  
– DAVID BOWIE 
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Embodied Leadership and Somatics
A conversation with Mobius Transformational Leadership Faculty, Jen Cohen.

QWhat are some of the central ideas 
that underpin a somatic approach to 

leadership development?

In the West we’ve inherited what’s called the Cartesian or 
dualistic worldview. As the French philosopher, scientist 
and mathematician, René Descartes, famously said “I 
think, therefore I am.” The Scientific Revolution was a 
moment of the splitting out of body and mind and spirit. 
Mind was elevated. Body subjugated. Spirit disengaged. 
Prior to that in most cultures and for most of time, that 
separation didn’t exist. This separation – the dualism of 
mind and body, and the rise of the scientific mind over 
the body – has made all sorts of amazing things happen, 
like brain surgery for example. But the cost of this 
dualistic consciousness is the myth of separation: that we 
are all individual and disconnected from each other and 
that parts of ourselves are separated. As a result of the 
Enlightenment, ‘mind’ became alienated from the body. 
So in addition to all of the beautiful science and other 
advancements in civilization this separation produced, it 
also caused a great deal of harm. 

Somatics is an antidote to that harm. If we look 
at violence, for example, could you really rape and 
torture someone if you were associated into yourself, 
if you were really present, and not compartmentalized, 
disassociated, alienated and stuck in a story of 
righteousness and separation? There’s a psychological 

framework that goes with being able to conduct one’s 
self in a violent manner. 

The body is a context. It’s not the only context 
that’s shaping our lives, but it’s one we can change. 
Somatics operates on the understanding that everything 
we experience, we experience through our body, and 
therefore to change how we are in the world and where 
we are going, we need to change our body.

Q How do you work with a leader who 
needs to define her vision? Isn't that a 

more 'cognitive' task?

Somatics is not anti-cognitive. If you video-taped a week 
of client interactions there’s a lot that happens in our 
offices which – while I don’t want to say have nothing to 
do with the body, because in my map of reality, there is 
nothing that doesn’t – but for idiomatic purposes, some 
of the work we do with clients has nothing to do with 
the body per se. Nobody’s doing a somatic practice. 
There’s talking. That’s where we start: Tell me what you 
think your vision is. 

From talking, the work surfaces. I might say: Let’s have 
you stand up and speak that vision with your arms extended. 
Or Let’s have you walk and speak that vision. Or Let’s have 
you pick the opposite vision from what you’ve just said. I 
would then ask you to notice what each statement felt 

Jennifer Cohen is a member of the Mobius Transformational Leadership Faculty and a founding 
member of its Global Coaching Practice. She is also the founder of Seven Stone Leadership Group, 
a consulting consortium, where she teaches a unique model of leadership development and is 
pioneering work in moving organizations and individuals to a partnership model of living and leading. 
She is certified as a Master Coach by the Strozzi Institute for Learning and Mastery.
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like in the body – which of the two opposing visions 
resonated? Which one sounds like the truth, which one 
a lie? In this way we begin to marry language and body. 
That’s the ultimate aim of somatic coaching or embodied 
leadership: that there is a marriage of story and body. 
Mostly what you find is that the story is ahead of the 
body, and that the body wins.

Clients often say: I know what I should be doing and I 
know where I want to go, but when I try to move towards it, 
it doesn’t work. It doesn’t work because what’s embodied 
is the past and that’s what you can access. What’s not 
embodied is the future. You can taste and feel the 
future, but what you’re organized around – and this is 
how we talk in somatics – what you’re organized around 
is what you already know. That’s where your history and 
experience lie. 

If for example, you and I are talking about your twenty 
years’ work experience, even though you may be in the 
process of reinventing your professional life, your voice 
and your energy hold onto This is what I know. You have 
to cross a chasm to create the new thing you want. 
There’s an aliveness and energy when you talk about 
your dream, but the organization and an integrity reside 
in continuing with the line of work you already know 
how to do. That’s not bad; 
it’s just how it is. We have 
to disrupt that integrity to 
create a new organization of 
self and a way of tolerating the 
disorganization. You have to 
be willing to stay disorganized 
for a period of time to let the 
new future happen. That’s 
incredibly frightening to an 
organism designed around 
homeostasis

Cells go for equilibrium and 
stability. That’s just what they 
do. That said, the capacity to 
stay with dis-equilibrium can be trained and in this world 
that we now live in, that’s a critical competency. It’s not 
just a nice idea. Because the ground underneath us is 
shifting, leaders must develop this ability to stay with 
discomfort in order to embody change.

I was speaking to an executive from a high potential 
program when she said: We can’t make strategic plans 

anymore. Every strategic plan we make, the entire thing 
blows up three months later. Her industry is moving so 
fast and changing so quickly that three months out and 
the plan is defunct. There is no equilibrium. Yet human 
beings crave it. We demand it. 

This is why we slip back into what is known, even 
when it no longer works. ‘The devil you know’ is a 
deeply biologically and psychologically true statement. 
We would prefer an organization (and by that, we 
mean something specific in somatic practice – we mean 
the way your body is organized, the shape of it, how 
you carry yourself) that will keep us suffering, to an 
unknown, disorganized state. For the most part, most of 
us, most of the time – none of this is true all of the time 
or nothing would be changing in the world and that’s far 
from the case. 

Q How do I close the chasm between 
where I am today and my vision?

To declare is the first step in creation. In somatic 
practice, when we declare we speak in a very specific 
way on purpose. We say “I am a commitment to”. In 

the example I’m thinking 
of, we were in a workshop 
practicing what we call 
‘embodying declarations’. 
One of the participants 
said: I am a commitment to 
being in a loving partnership. 
Those of us who witnessed 
her declaration had an 
immediate reaction. We all 
felt this statement wasn’t 
‘alive’ in her. We all felt this 
declaration wasn’t working. 
I asked her to try the 
opposite declaration: I’m 

a commitment to being alone. When she did, those of us 
watching her thought: Yes! That second declaration was 
more congruent.  

So, the first step in closing the chasm is to witness 
the gap. Her vision was that she wants a relationship. 
Your vision is about this new business you’ve set up in 
Ireland. Then we examine what the person is actually 

“  The Scientific Revolution  

was a moment of the  

splitting out of body and  

mind and spirit. Mind was 

elevated. Body subjugated. 

Spirit disengaged.”
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organized around. She’s organized around historical 
training and what happened to her in life and in this 
case she was organized around I’m a commitment to 
being alone. 

After we distinguish the gap, there are many steps 
we might take to close it. Some of them are narrative 
steps, they’re about language. There are various maps 
available to understand this gap. There’s ‘Immunity to 
Change’ maps, for example. We have many different 
ways to look at the master assessments we have, 
the narrative we live in. Different types of leadership 
development tools talk about them differently, but 
really they’re all concerned with the same thing. We 
carry certain stories and those stories shape our 
world: our stories about what’s possible; our stories 
about who we are; stories about life and whether it’s 
trustworthy or not. All of those stories are feeding 
our capacity in the present moment to walk across 
the chasm. From I’m a commitment to being alone to I’m 
a commitment to being in a loving partnership. Or from 
your 20 years’ career experience to I’m a commitment to 
my new business.

There’s narrative obstacles and then there is the 
question where does this woman’s aloneness live in her 
body? Where does she feel it? What’s the shape of the 
aloneness? She can take the shape of I’m a commitment 
to being alone? But can she take the shape of I’m a 
commitment to a loving partnership? Can she feel how 
uncomfortable that shape feels? What if she were to do 
or design one practice to shift her shape in the direction 
of the new one she’s just articulated. That one practice 
might be to soften her shoulders and open up her chest 
when she’s in conversation with others, rather than to 
hunch herself in the more closed position she’s used to.

Q If someone carried the shape of the 
commitment to being alone, would 

she necessarily understand what to do with 
her body to get into the shape of ‘I’m a 
commitment to a loving partnership’? 

All that needs to be there is the willingness to experiment. 
She may not have any felt sense of the desired shape, 
but usually she has an imagination of it. What might 
that shape look like? Does she know anybody else who 

© MJ MacMahon

“  Cells go for equilibrium 

and stability. That’s just 

what they do. That said, 

the capacity to stay with 

dis-equilibrium can be 

trained and in this world 

that we now live in, that’s 

a critical competence.  

It’s not just a nice idea. ”

© MJ MacMahon
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“Two nervous systems walked into a room … ”

shapes like that? A teacher or a mentor? We map and 
template to each other.

When people practice public speaking, trainers might 
ask us to watch JFK’s or Martin Luther King’s speeches. 
They’ll ask us take on the shape, the voice tone, the 
gestures of these examples – to actually inhabit the 
energetic template of that shape which is configured in a 
way that brings a certain kind of life forward. It doesn’t 
matter whether it’s the loving relationship example or 
your new career or whatever it might be, to learn a new 
way of being we must experiment. 

Q You speak of a 'window of tolerance'... 
that which we are able to stay present 

to before we move away or experience 
difficulty with a situation. Can 
you give us an example?

Tolerate in this instance doesn’t mean 
‘to put up with’. What we mean by 
‘tolerate’ is to be with. We learn to stay 
with our bodily sensations when they 
are uncomfortable without needing 
to act out (be that shutting down, 
leaving the room, snapping at a child or laughing at a 
colleague.) We all have our own psychology, behaviors 
that press our buttons and trigger an urge to repeat our 
patterned response. In somatic work we need to widen 
that window of tolerance for staying with discomfort 
to create the space to learn new responses. We stop 
‘acting out’ our past.

Q When you train coaches you talk about 
limbic resonance, limbic regulation and 

limbic revision. What do these terms mean 
and why do they matter in coaching?

They matter because you are a nervous system. And if 
you are a coach, then you bring your nervous system to 

the coaching process. If you are an anything, you bring 
it with you. As I sometimes say to people: You may be 
well dressed, but you’re still a nervous system. You are a 
nervous system before you are anything else. And that 
nervous system is of influence to other nervous systems. 
That’s our design. It’s the way that it is.  You can become 
conscious of the condition of your nervous system and 
begin to use that part of the instrument that you are – 
or not. This is why it matters, because the work of the 
nervous system is happening anyway. 

Limbic regulation is the way we affect other nervous 
systems. We’re an open loop design. My physiology 
is designed to shift your physiology. When a mother 
picks up a crying baby, the baby stops crying. The 
contact – physiology to physiology – actually alters my 
biochemistry and yours.

This is why the condition of the leader 
matters. If I’m frantic and I walk into the 
team room, my nervous system sends a 
limbic message to all the other nervous 
systems in the room. The team goes 
on alert. I’m regulating their nervous 
systems whether I like it or not. I can 
bring dysregulation or I can bring the 
other nervous systems into harmony. 

The potential of the coaching relationship – not just 
deeper therapeutic ones – is ‘limbic revision’. This is the 
possibility that we can create new neural patterning. 
When people say: I always go after the alcoholic. I’ve had 
three marriages and each one was to an alcoholic, it’s because 
our nervous systems create bonding patterns. If as a 
child, we were bonded to somebody who was chaotic 
and dysregulated, then despite our best intentions, we 
will probably go towards somebody in our later life who’s 
also very dysregulated. The possibility in a relationship 
with a coach or conscious counsellor, a person who’s 
using their whole instrument, is the possibility that my 
nervous system becomes a tool of revision and health 
for yours.  You can start to pattern towards a nervous 
system that may feel very foreign to you, but is the 
future you want. 

“We map and 

template to  

   each other.”
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If you keep marrying alcoholics, it’s because your 
nervous system is patterned around that. This goes 
back to the equilibrium we spoke of earlier. We prefer 
the patterns we know even if they are incredibly 
painful to us – or part of us prefers them. The part 
that doesn’t is longing for something different. The 
part that doesn’t is the part that’s in the coach’s or 
the therapist’s office. 

Q What is the role of the coach or indeed 
the role of the leader in bringing into 

harmony other people’s limbic systems? 

You might have had this experience yourself if you’re 
lucky enough to have someone in your life who, whenever 
you’re around them, evokes a calm or an empowered or 
a peaceful feeling in you. You may not be able to identify 
how or why their nervous system positively influences 
yours, but you can discern that it does. That’s limbic 
resonance and limbic regulation in action. 

Going back to the example of the leader who brings 
panic into the room, if that leader wants to bring 
harmony – where they have a positive influence on the 
people in the room, how do they begin to do that? 

The answer is this: Practice.
First we must ask: who is it that I want to be? We need 

to get conscious of the leader we want to be, not just 
the leading we want to do. I want to be the person they 
come to; I want to be empowering; I want to be the rock for 
them. There are many things we might want to be as a 
parent, as a leader, as an executive. To do this, we must 
become conscious and ask ourselves the question. Then 
we have to believe it’s cultivatable. Then we have to 
begin to align that intention with what we’re practicing. 
What we’re practicing at the level of breath, at the level 

of compartment, at the level of shape, story. 
For the most part, insight does not equal embodiment. 

People get feedback about their leadership style or 
attend a training program or read something that really 
makes them stop and think, but then cannot enact these 
insights without practice. It is practice that lives in the 
body. Always. 

If you walk up to somebody with your arms crossed 
and your jaw set and then you say: I’d like to have an 
intimate conversation with you. Are you sure? Because 
what’s embodied is fight and protection, despite the fact 
that what you intended was openness and contact. In 
somatic coaching we work with expanding our window 
of tolerance for sensations in our bodies that may make 
us want to act out or shut down. We learn how to do this 
with breath work, awareness work, through mindfulness 
and sometimes through actual body work with healers. 
Our bodies need to unlearn some of our habituated 
muscular responses, so that we can start to relax and 
not hold so tightly in a certain pattern. That softening 
begins to a produce a different set of assessments in 
other people – about your availability or your openness 
or trustworthiness. 

Our lives are not our fault. But they are our 
responsibility. Not our fault, but ours to mold and shape 
and create. One of the main ways we do that is by 
examining and shifting the context that is our body.  

Jen Cohen was interviewed by Mobius Chief 
Knowledge Officer, Nathalie Hourihan. Nathalie is 
a former global knowledge expert for McKinsey & 
Co. and has recently set up Wolf Knowledge Ltd 
(www.wolfknowledge.com). She is acting editor of 
the Mobius Strip and serves Mobius to capture and 
codify the firm's deep body of work.

“You may be well dressed, but you’re still a nervous system … ”
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In the spiritual traditions, there’s a meditation practice 
where we become universal. And there’s also a 

meditation practice where we become very specific. 
Stillness, presence, and emptiness are very universal. 
Attunement is very specific: I really mean you. I mean 
you, exactly the way you are. 

Many spiritual practices, such as deep stillness and 
pure awareness, increase our awareness of the universal. 
In a deep state of meditation, I can sit for hours and 
it’s just silent. There is no emotion arising. There is no 
thought arising, there’s just awareness, like a magnetic 
presence. Resting in that deep state, I can host the world 
inside myself.

And then there are spiritual practices where we do 
not retreat to the cave or some other secluded place, 
where we remain in "the marketplace" and continue 
to participate in the culture around us. We embody 
spirit, embody awareness, infuse that awareness into the 
contemporary marketplace, into the culture, where this 
spiritual practice is the cultural impulse. It’s a co-creative 
cultural impulse. We care for the world because we love 
the world. We care for the beautiful moments and we 
care for the difficult moments, because we are here.

That’s a deep commitment. That’s a deep commitment 
to be alive. I’m here when it’s beautiful and I’m here 
when it’s difficult. I’m committed to something bigger 
than pain and pleasure. 

In the universal, I am expanded. But when I’m alive, I 
need to deal with daily life circumstances – I’m married, 
I have children, I have a job, I have responsibilities, there 
are people who are depending on my decisions – I really 
care for something, and I care because I want to make 
a contribution. I live in this culture and I want to give 
something to this culture. We all come with a certain 
intelligence and we all have something to offer.

And in that offering, you are unique and I am unique. 
Nobody will do your contribution and nobody will do 
mine. So when I talk to a person, there is a high level of 
specificity. I mean you, and that’s a unique code, that’s 
a unique place that you inhabit that is only yours. You 

have a unique song. I have a unique song. We all have a 
unique song.

Being a mystic in the marketplace is about bringing 
that song to the world, rather than keeping it hidden or 
retreating to practice it.

We must learn how to be more prepared to face 
the marketplace of our time, and to basically erase one 
phrase out of our vocabulary. This one phrase is “And 
after that.” 
“And after that,” I will have time to do my meditation. 
“And after that,” I will be more relaxed. 
“And after that,” I will be more conscious. 

 What if there is no after that? What if it is this moment 
that really counts? What if my love for life means there 
is no postponing of my experience? There is an arriving 
in the current moment. 

 My mind might say: “Oh, this situation is very 
mundane. Therefore, I don’t have to be so present to it 
because I’m waiting for the next exciting thing.” We’re 
all excited by different things in our life, by things that 
energize us, by new projects, by new ideas, by new 
people, by many things that are great, and that’s also 
perfect. But often we hear: “Oh, I have a very busy life. 
And then I have maybe 15 minutes or 20 minutes for 
my spiritual practice, to practice a way to bring more 
awareness into my daily life.” 

Imagine if my whole day becomes that practice 
because I’m a mystic in the marketplace. I am somebody 
that introduces more awareness, more consciousness, 
more compassion, more love, more intimacy, more 
clarity, more presence, into everyday relations, into 
everyday actions, so my life becomes an expression of 
my higher purpose. 

 Then my life is actually being transformed. Because 
if I know that every moment counts, if I know that my 
awakening, my inner practice literally happens now 
and not later, then it needs me now fully. Meditation, 
contemplation, all the contemplative arts basically teach us 
how to really be available in this current moment, in this 
current possibility, because that’s the one that counts. 

On Being a Mystic in the Marketplace 
From the teachings of modern day mystic, Thomas Huebl
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Please join us for an invitation only session

Mystic in the Marketplace
Teachings on Mystical Principles as applied to  

Transformation, Healing and Cultural Evolution With Non-Dual Teacher Thomas Huebl

Afternoon July 7th & All Day July 8th  |  Boston, MA  

Please join us for a rare chance to study in depth and in person  
with mystical teacher Thomas Huebl.

We will be inviting Mobius facilitators, trainers, coaches, mediators, and clients to spend this day and  
a half together exploring what mystical principles can teach us about the nature of transformation,  
deeper healing and the subtle competencies that underlie our personal mastery work within Mobius. 

Many of us have had the chance to study with Thomas over the last two years, participating in his 
Timeless Wisdom two-year training or participating in his online courses on mystical principles, the 
mystical principles of healing or his foundational method called transparent communication. Those  
of us that have been able to engage the teaching, and participate in focused practice groups called 
Triads, have been very moved and found that the resonance to our client work is extensive.

We look forward to widening our circle of learning and practice with this event planned  
exclusively for the Mobius community.

Date & Location:   Warren Conference Center 
 On Thursday July 7th from 1 pm to 6 pm 
 On Friday July 8th from 9 am to 3 pm

 Registration Fee:  $650

 To Register: 

  https://www.eventbrite.com/e/mystics-in-the-marketplace-tickets-24492571942   

  or email Karyn.Saganic@mobiusleadership.com

                 

                          Sponsored by Mobius Executive Leadership and Inner Science

“When our deepest humanity becomes our highest possibility.”  ~ Thomas Huebl

 inner science

www.innerscience.info
E X E C U T I V E  L E A D E R S H I P

www.mobiusleadership.com
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If you’ve picked up this book, you’ve probably noticed 
that things in your world are a little more complex – 

maybe even a little more overwhelming – than you’d 
like. You might be finding that you have to balance the 
needs of more people than you did before and that 
there is more volatility of perspective than you used to 
notice. Or maybe you’re finding that the pathway that 
used to look clear is murkier than you’d like. Or maybe 
you think you would be a better leader if you could just 
find a way to slow down all the changes in your team 
or organization or sector so that you could catch your 
breath.

We know what you mean. While we have taught 
leaders around the world and researched, read, and 
written about leadership, we have found that this rise 
in complexity, ambiguity, volatility, and uncertainty is 
not just lingering around the edges of our workdays: it’s 
everywhere. Coping with these changes requires whole 
new ways of making sense of the world and of taking 
action to make a difference. Some of these new ways 
are about how we have conversations and learn from 
one another, others are about how we solve intractable 
problems, and still others are about how we plan for an 
unknowable future.

We have been motivated by many good books on 
complexity and on leadership that explain carefully how 
the world is changing, how our ways of understanding it 
are changing, and how leaders must change to be more 
effective. But once you’re convinced that you need to be 

different, what then? Leaders tell us they want to learn 
more about what can they do to begin to make these 
changes. What steps can they take? What equipment 
would help them on their journey? How might the 
pieces come together to enable them to thrive as 
leaders? We’ve spent the past decade trying to answer 
that question. Here’s what we’ve found.

THINKING ANEW
A leader, reflecting on the growing needs for a new way 
of being, offered his ideas about the leadership challenge 
he – and his people generally – faced. He explained to 
his stakeholders:

The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate for the  
stormy present. The occasion is piled high with difficulty, 
and we must rise with the occasion. As our case is new,  
so we must think anew and act anew.

You’ve probably faced a situation that made you think 
something like this, too – as Yolanda and Doug are 
thinking of their terrible situation. No matter how good 
leaders are, they find themselves dealing with problems 
– and opportunities – more difficult or complex than 
anything they’ve known before. Superb leaders have 
long known that they need to find ways to “think anew 
and act anew,” especially as their plates become “piled 
high with difficulty.” This challenge to think in new ways 

Simple Habits for  
Complex Times
A book excerpt by Mobius Senior Expert,  
Jennifer Garvey Berger and Keith Johnston

Reprinted with permission from Simple Habits for Complex Times: Powerful Practices for Leaders by Jennifer Garvey Berger and Keith Johnston. 

Copyright 2015. All rights reserved.
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about a novel situation has been with leaders always, 
and each time, they have pushed at the edges of what 
we know in order to grow more capable of handling 
the challenges that seem impossible. Abraham Lincoln 
was speaking to more than just the US Congress about 
the “quiet past” and the “stormy present” in 1862. The 
truth is that leadership requires ways of thinking anew 
no matter what era you’re in; it’s probably true that the 
first Neolithic leaders were pushed to the edges of their 
capacities as farming and stone tools created conflict 
and opportunities for their people. Leadership by its 
very definition is about taking people 
and ideas to new places.

The problem for leaders today 
is that as the world changes so 
quickly, the future becomes far less 
predictable, the options become 
exponentially increased, and the 
way we need to think about those 
options shifts. Imagine if Lincoln had 
had to tweet about his plans (and his 
breakfast) as well as being Facebook 
friends with the senators on both 
sides of the aisle. Lincoln needed to 
make decisions with small amounts of 
aging information, a hard thing to do. 
Leaders today need to make decisions 
with endless amounts of emerging 
information, which might be even 
harder; it is certainly more complex, 
and it makes our need to “think anew” 
different from what it’s ever been before.

This is the rise of VUCA: volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity, and ambiguity. You can hardly open a 
leadership book without this discussion, so we’ll speed 
by it (increasing the speed of change even in talking about 
the speed of change). We know that even though we 
generally live longer and in greater safety and have much 
more stuff than our parents and their parents, people 
and ideas and organizations are also more complex 
because there is much more information available and 
things are much more interconnected. We know it’s 
more uncertain because as those variables intersect, 
new possibilities get created. These are possibilities no 
one ever thought about in advance: they just emerged 
from the current context as one new idea bashed against 

another new idea (or against an ancient one). You also 
know that those interconnections – of ideas, of people, 
of conflict and congruence – are more likely because 
there are so many more of us around. There are billions 
of us: more than twice as many people now than there 
were in the mid-1960s, and at least those people in the 
developed world consume vastly more resources. This 
increases our volatility at a global scale because now our 
planet is having to do things it has never done before, 
and there is no possible way to predict what happens 
next. It is also the case that many of the issues we face in 

society, such as climate change, will 
affect communities over a very long 
term in unpredictable ways, even as 
organizations and news outlets still 
seem captured by the very short 
term, preferring black and white to 
ambiguous gray.

Our awareness of the fact that the 
world is changing irrevocably also 
puts pressure on the way we think 
about the present and the future. 
Serfs in the 1600s probably had 
something like a “Kids these days!” 
expression, but they didn’t look at 
their children and wonder what they 
would be when they grew up; even 
50 years ago, there weren’t that many 
choices. One of our clients recounted 
her deep frustration in high school 
when her teacher asked whether she 

wanted to be a nurse, a teacher, or a secretary. “I was so 
frustrated to have only three options – none interesting 
to me,” she told us. Less than 40 years later, Jennifer’s 
then 14-year-old daughter, Naomi, came home frustrated 
because the teacher told her that the job Naomi would 
do when she grew up had probably not been invented 
yet. “What does she expect me to do about that?” Naomi 
asked. “How can I prepare for something that doesn’t 
exist?” Indeed. This might in fact be the key leadership 
question of our time.

Abraham Lincoln faced a world of rising volatility, 
uncertainty, complexity, and change. And so did Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt. And so did Keith’s grandfather as he 
was making the decision to leave his home and travel 
around the world to New Zealand to begin a new life. So 

The good news 
is that there is a 

way to grow more 
able to handle the 
complexity in the 
world around us: 
three habits of  
mind  help you  

grow more 
“complexity  

of mind.”
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it would be easy to say that this is just part of the human 
condition and move on from there. In our work with 
leaders around the world and our work leading global 
initiatives ourselves, though, we’ve been convinced that 
the thing that is happening in the world now is unlike 
any other time that humans have ever faced before, 
and we’ve been convinced that the rules for leaders are 
different now. And there’s no handbook about how the 
rules have changed or how you need to change to meet 
these new requirements. We’re trying to change that 
with this book, which while not a handbook, is a kind 
of a guidebook to this new land and to the strange way 
things work here.

Here’s one of the most unsettling and distinctive 
features of this new land: it operates from a different 
set of choices, and because it is more untethered from 
the constraints of the past, it lives more in the set of 
options about what is possible rather than the set of 
options about what is probable. This sounds like an easy 
change that might be on a motivational poster: focus on 
the possible! It actually requires more than just attitude, 
though. A focus on the possible requires changes in 
the way we think, engage with others, and take action. 
Moving away from our own belief in a predictable world 
is a major effort indeed.

 See, our minds love categorizing and learning from 
the past in order to keep us safe into the future. And that 
has been great for us. Without this capacity to predict 
and determine risks, we’d be just a stunted branch on 
the evolutionary tree. We carry with us a kind of a bell 
curve of possibilities, and depending on our background 
and knowledge (and, unfortunately, on what we ate for 
breakfast and which magazine headlines we happened 
to see as we waited in line at the grocery store), we 
are constantly making decisions about risk and reward. 
That internal judging system has done pretty well to 
protect and keep us for tens of thousands of years, but 
it’s beginning to short out now. And one of the key 
ways our system misfires is as it considers the difference 
between the probable and the possible.

Let’s take a few examples. We tend to make decisions 
based on what we think is most probable. In this way, 
our brains are like the actuary tables –  judging the 
future by what we’ve seen happen in the past. We add 
new kitchens if we think it’s probable that the new 
kitchen will increase the value of the house in five years 

“You need chaos in  
    your soul to give birth  
      to a dancing star.”

– Nietzsche 

© MJ MacMahon
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when we sell it, or we do a wilder, more idiosyncratic 
renovation if we think it’s probable that we’ll stay in this 
house for decades into the future. We choose Aruba 
as our holiday destination from among the ones we 
think are most probable to make us happy (based on the 
criteria we’ve decided is best for us). We choose “be 
more customer centered” as a strategy for our division 
at work when we think it’s probable that the old strategy 
constrains our growth and effectiveness and this new 
one is the most enabling of the future we want to create.

What we don’t notice is that because we are using 
the past as a kind of measure of what’s likely, we have 
sharply constrained the set of possibilities when we 
made our decisions. We didn’t consider whether an 
earthquake would roll through our house, making 
our new kitchen (and indeed, the neighborhood) less 
attractive to potential buyers. We picked Aruba because 
it was so much more off the beaten path than Jamaica, 
but still we’ve had friends that have gone there. We 
didn’t select Réunion in the Indian Ocean, because we’d 
never heard of it – it was possible but not probable. 
We choose the customer-focused strategy out of the 
ones that were relatively familiar to us because we can 
see the problem (we’re too internal) and being more 
customer centered looks like the best way to solve it. It 
might be that our internal focus is a symptom of some 
entirely different problem (our remuneration system 
creates perverse incentives for us to manage internal 
politics rather than customer relationships), but we 
picked from what looked like the most probable a cause 
to us (or the probable cause that was most attractive 
to us). As you read, you might be thinking that it would 
take all of your time and be paralyzing if you had to 

think about earthquakes and every tropical island in the 
entire world. You would never renovate anything, never 
lie on a white-sand beach again. We agree that these 
would be bad outcomes, and we’re not suggesting that 
at all. You can carry on planning your holidays and your 
renovations as before, because the rise in complexity and 
holiday options is less material than the rise in options 
leaders need to consider in their work. If you choose 
an island that isn’t as perfect as it possibly could have 
been, the difference is mostly irrelevant because you’ll 
have a good time anyway (even if the sand is whiter, the 
water warmer, and the fish more beautiful somewhere 
else). But if you put your eggs in the “customer-centric” 
basket when really the thing that’s about to change your 
industry is the new phone app that replaces you, the 
change is very material after all. Part of the battle is 
knowing when to let the rise in VUCA change the way 
you work and when to just simplify things. We’ll help 
with that distinction as we go.

The future has always been unknown – the serf in the 
1600s didn’t know, Lincoln didn’t know, your parents 
didn’t know. As Marshall McLuhan said, “We drive into 
the future using only our rear view mirror.” Because 
there’s no way of knowing what’s next (that’s the 
uncertainty and volatility part), we are always walking 
forward with our hands out in the dark, waiting to bump 
in to things. And because things are changing, we have 
lost much of the ability to predict what will happen 
next from what has happened before, to pull out the 
memories from other dark rooms we have bumped 
through in the past. Complexity is about getting our 
heads around what is possible (because anything could 
happen) rather than what is probably going to happen 

© MJ MacMahon
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(which is determined from what has happened before).
This shift – from trying to get your head around what 

is most likely to trying to get your head around what is in 
the field of possibilities – is much bigger than it sounds. 
As research has shown in study after study, our brains 
just don’t like this. Our general pattern is to prune and 
simplify. We need to work at it if we are going to create 
new patterns of behavior for thinking and acting in this 
new world. We need to talk to one another differently, 
gather information differently, and build strategies and 
plans for the future in new ways. We need new habits 
of mind that stretch and expand us to deal in more 
thoughtful ways with the complexity the world offers.

HABITS OF MIND FOR COMPLEXITY 
TODAY AND A MORE COMPLEX 
TOMMORROW
All the leaders with whom we have worked have had 
some seriously impressive qualities. They are a smart 
bunch with good analytical facility and clear-mindedness. 
They are able to take apart problems and come up with 
solutions, quite quickly and often when the data are 
still emerging. They have been very good at the core 
business they are managing, whatever that might be. 
They have natural skills, and because both organizations 
and individuals know the power of continuous learning, 
many of them have been to additional schooling and/
or have had coaching to help them get even better at 
the leadership tasks they face. And nearly all of them, 
when we finally put away all the barriers, admit that they 
are stressed and overwhelmed and concerned they’re 
not up to the task. They are overwhelmed by their 
email, by their growing and diverse stakeholders, by the 
impossible demands on their time, by the increasing scale 
and scope of the challenges they face. They do not all 
have a language about volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 
and ambiguity, but they all have a felt reaction to it.

It’s probably true that they’re not up to the task; it’s 
totally possible that this task of leading in times as complex 
and volatile as today is a bigger stretch for us humans than 
anything else we’ve ever had to do. That’s the bad news. 
The good news is that there is a way to grow more able 
to handle the complexity in the world around us: three 
habits of mind that stretch your thinking capacity and 
help you grow more “complexity of mind.”  The better 
news is that while growing that new capacity, you can 

also be understanding your work and its demands in an 
entirely new way at the same time that you are creating 
new possibilities for those with whom you work. In other 
words, as you grow to be a better leader over time, you 
can also be a better leader right now.

This means as you exercise the habits using the 
tools and approaches in this book, you may find your 
thinking changed about key issues you struggle with at 
work. And as you’re solving difficult work problems, 
these habits are also an exercise routine for your mind; 
they stretch you and help you become more capable 
of dealing with complexity. Once they become your 
habits, they’ll expand the way you can think, and they’ll 
change your ability to deal with those things that are 
now overwhelming.

These habits of mind are deceptively simple: 
• Asking different questions
• Taking multiple perspectives
• Seeing systems
So what makes them so powerful, and how can you 

benefit from that power? 

JENNIFER GARVEY BERGER is 
a Mobius Senior Expert and a globally 
renowned expert in complexity 
leadership and adult development. She 
is the founder of Cultivating Leadership, 
the author of Changing on the Job: 
Developing Leaders for a Complex World 

and co-author of Simple Habits for Complex Times:  Powerful 
Practices for Leaders. Jennifer has worked with executives 
in a wildly diverse set of organizations like Microsoft, 
Fidelity Investments, the New Zealand Department of 
Conservation, and Lion, helping leaders increase their own 
capacity to think well about problems and people.

KEITH JOHNSTON works with senior teams 
on strategies and organizational development, in the 
corporate sector, in government, and in not-for-profit 
organizations. He designs and delivers leadership 
development programs and coaches senior leaders. 
Keith served for fifteen years as a senior leader in New 
Zealand’s Department of Conservation, culminating in 
five years as the General Manager Conservation Policy. 
He led the Department’s responses to the Cave Creek 
tragedy. 
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An increasing amount of our everyday consumer 
experiences – whether as customers or employees – 

are going digital. This puts special pressure on artists and 
scientists to work together. It’s frequently overlooked 
that technology represents the collaboration of these 
two disciplines – ones we have traditionally segregated.  
For example, people often think that aesthetics are 
restricted to works of art and that mathematical 
formulae carry only logical and specific meaning. 
However, a recent study1 demonstrated that when 
people experience a mathematical formula as beautiful, 
it activates brain regions that overlap with activations 
found when experiencing sublime music. “Artistic” and 
“technical” people – often treated as fundamentally 
different inside organizations – may share more in 
common than is often assumed.

What is clear is that our demand for digital is 
surging and this calls for a tighter partnership between 
designers (those involved in the artistic dimensions 
of programs, apps, and games) and technical talent 
(those who conceptualize the algorithm design and 
programming). 

To date, there are no identifiable models that help 
to foster this collaboration. As a result, many firms 
have to deal with incongruent efficiencies in one or the 
other of these teams. To help bridge this divide between 
technology and art, I propose a new model derived from 
insights related to human psychology and brain science. 
With this model, learning professionals and others 
involved in human capital development can guide the 
collaboration between art and science. First, though, we 
must examine the needs that technology fulfills. These 

needs offer us a template for how we design things and, 
therefore, how the collaboration behind design might 
unfold.

PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS THAT 
TECHNOLOGY FULFILLS
As a result of adopting and immersing ourselves in 
technology, we offload the work that our brains’ internal 
electrical circuits previously performed. We continue 
to adopt technology, in part, because these external 
electrical circuits often perceive, remember and process 
information in ways that are far superior to how our 
brains work. In addition to these cognitive benefits, 
there are other psychological needs that technology 
fulfills:  

·  Need for self-control:  We have a basic need 
for control2 over our lives, whether that involves 
controlling ourselves or other people. Often referred 
to as “personal freedom,” this need for control is a high 
priority. Technology allows us to experience control 
by providing choices. By pressing a few buttons, you 
can learn what’s happening in the world. By swiping 
your finger across a screen, you can find the to-do list 
you need. By clicking a number, you can see and talk to 
someone in another country. 

When we have choices and exercise our control, 
this activates brain regions that increase feelings of 
reward3 and self-preference.4 When choices are taken 
away, this throws our brains into conflict5 where brain 
activations give rise to negative feelings6 such as anxiety 
and uncertainty.

How Technology Meets Our 
Psychological Needs 
(and what this means for designing digital experiences) 
 by Mobius Senior Expert, Srini Pillay, M.D.

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3923150/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2944661/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2944661/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3798941/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3184613/
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·  Need for power: Power7 implies that you have 
the resources to reach your goals. We have a need 
for power because8 it allows us to move confidently 
toward our goals. Of course, this is not black and 
white, and there are numerous other nuances. But 
one strong line of research indicates that a sense 
of personal power activates “approach” motivation 
whereas not having power activates “avoidance” 
motivations. Simply said, those with power do more. 
When you prime people with a sense of power (i.e., 
they are unaware you are doing this), it makes them 
more likely to approach a challenge or goal.

Having a sense of social power activates the left 
frontal9 brain region – one associated with approach 
motivations. On the contrary, feeling ineffective activates 
the right frontal brain region. You avoid things.

Technology offers us a sense of power either 
implicitly through mechanisms of control, or more 
obviously, in being able to score points, accumulate 
rewards, or even buy things online. You may not be 
able to afford a car, but almost anyone with a credit 
card has enough purchasing power to shop online. 
Games also give you status and power by leveling up 
and being recognized by the gaming community. 

·  Need for immersion: When people are 
immersed10 in a story or videogame, it affects the way 
they think and feel. Through simulation, people can 
begin to imagine11 themselves in the actual product 
themselves. It allows them to suspend disbelief and 
more closely relate to the characters themselves. 

They feel more present.12 
Immersion unburdens a person from self-

awareness. Action video games can help to get your 
brain unstuck as a result of stimulating brain change13. 
Being immersed in games can also activate brain 
regions involved in thought control14, allowing for 
more efficient multitasking known as supertasking.

Some games allow for first-person interaction as 
if you are the person you are controlling. In that way, 
you can identify with heroes15, boosting your own 
sense of self. A sense of flourishing16 ensues.  

·  Need for social connection: We are motivated17 
to form social connections with others. This decreases 
our loneliness and increases our sense of perceived 
support. When we crave social connections, our brains 
become hypersensitive to thinking of close others. 
The reward center18 activates. The more socially 
disconnected19 we are, the lower our threshold is 
for identifying images as human faces that are alive, 
even when the features are only vaguely discernable. 
This makes us more likely to respond positively to 
animations.

Technology targets isolation in other ways, by 
offering games that couples can play together, or 
games that groups of people can play together as 
teams, offering positive brain activations for both 
types of individuals.   

·  Need for eudaimonia: Some people debate20 the 
actual human need for self-actualization. This may in 

© MJ MacMahon
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part be due to the relative inaccessibility of the term. 
In reality, when you frame this as transcending the 
limits of the mind, or fulfilling one’s creative potential, 
the need seems more obvious. This psychology 
involves striving21 for a more coherent self and 
wellbeing, becoming more creative22, and a sense of 
inner harmony23. 

Studies of brains show that this state, sometimes 
referred to as eudaimonia, is greater in people who 
have larger insulae24 in their brain (this area partly 
processes a sense of self), and also activates the 
brain’s reward system25 (ventral striatum) than the 
simple hedonic pleasures of winning a video game.

Any technology26 that can serve this function 
of providing a sense of meaning and purpose 
through any of the mechanisms above (e.g., social 
connection) will likely activate eudaimonia. For 
some of us this might involve downloading our 
Mind Files into Terasem’s database27 so that we 
can merge with machines later in life and become 
immortal. For others, it may simply involve 
immersive experiences that allow us to remain 

present. Either way, technology is capable of 
delivering these experiences.

THE SPICE MODEL FOR BUILDING 
DIGITAL DEVICES©    
Based on the above psychological needs, any future 
digital creation could address one or all of the above 
functions. To simplify this, I have created a mnemonic: 
SPICE: 

S = Self-control        P = Power        I = Immersion        
C = Connection        E = Eudaimonia.

This model could be represented by a star model of 
how companies want to impact customers or employees 
in the digital space.  

Each mini-triangle allows them to assess how much 
they aim to address this particular need. And the model 
helps to continually iterate and refine successive models 
to meet as many of our needs as possible.

These needs bear a striking resemblance to 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs28, but this model differs 

The SPICE Model for Technology Development

 SPICE-TECH

SELF-CONTROL

POWEREUDAIMONIA

CONNECTION IMMERSION
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http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/655303
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4726797/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23512932
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4020059/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3250616/
http://www.terasemmovementfoundation.com/lifenaut
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23858951
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in some substantial ways: (1) Unlike Maslow’s model, 
this model emphasizes that all needs are physiological. 
No function escapes the brain. (2) Maslow’s needs are 
arranged in a hierarchy, suggesting that people progress 
in their needs. The SPICE model does not assume such 
a hierarchy, but instead that different people have 
different needs that they address at different points 
of their lives. For businesses, this must match the 
developmental trajectory of the target population. (3) 
The SPICE model takes into account inter-individual 
variation based on which needs have been completed. 
Once again, this must match the specific needs of the 
target population. (4) This model is meant to be a 
structural derivation from existing research without 
an intention to be “valid.” For something to be valid, 
it has to be always true. The SPICE model assumes 
that the truth of consumer preference changes 
actively depending on multiple factors at any given 
time. (5) This model is especially intended to be used 
for conversations between design and programming 
experts, to enhance and structure the art-science 
collaboration.

APPLYING THE SPICE MODEL 
Here are some of the ways in which we can apply the 
SPICE model to guide the collaboration between artists 
and scientists. 
u SELF-CONTROL  A programmer who is designing 
an app will be exquisitely aware that the app needs to 
have some user specificity and that the user must feel in 
control of the app. This will lead to a feeling of relevance 
and vitality29. In this instance, users will have choices, for 
example, that allow them to feel more in control. 

Art therapy30, on the other hand, can enhance self-
control through encouraging self-expression. It is an 
expressive language31 that transcends words. 

So while a programmer may provide several options 
for choice, an artist could suggest that these choices be 
color coded, or that they be offered in a flow pattern. 
This kind of dialogue could be the beginning of a rich 
communication.

u POWER: Programmers can increase permissions as 
users evolve, allowing them to feel an escalating sense of 
power.  They can acquire tools, privileges, partnerships, 

Using the SPICE Model as a Consultant

Consultants and executive coaches can help organizations achieve their goals using the SPICE model© 
by bringing together disparate design teams to foster collaboration:

1   Decide on the format for interaction (e.g., half-day, full-day, week-long workshop.)

2    Invite participants to have a concrete digital project on hand

3    Start with an unguided brainstorming session in which people have a chance to express their views 
and represent them in a shareable format such as flipcharts or PowerPoint

4    Introduce the SPICE model with vivid examples for each step, explaining the theoretical basis for 
the conversation

5    For each step, guide participants toward a set of characteristics that incorporate artistic and 
scientific points of view

 6   Schedule a portion of the time together to collate all of this information and attach a timeline for 
development of version one the product

7    If you really want to kick it up a notch, invite external scientists and artists to join the teams in the design

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2390997/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16889324
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1071468/
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and other ways of gaining traction. But "status" is not the 
only way to accomplish this. 

Art itself can confer power by allowing people to 
escape their actual existences32. It can give them safe 
havens to practice new skills. In addition, certain forms 
of art confer power because archetypes can impact the 
brain. Artists well versed in the themes that impact human 
psychology (e.g., maternal care, sexual orientation, and 
group power) can work with programmers to enhance 
the power landscape by bringing these archetypes into 
the story or experience.

u IMMERSION: Programmers typically create 
immersion through gaming12, creating a story through 
which a user must proceed in order to get to a goal. 

Working with writers who are sensitive to fantasy, 
the nuances of story arc and character creation leads to 
more sophisticated and compelling stories. Psychologists 
and artists can work together to build profiles for avatars. 
Other scientists such as cognitive theorists33 who are well 
versed in positive behavioral outcomes can weigh in on the 
design team’s awareness of how to design reward systems.

u CONNECTION:  Programmers can build 
interactive portals that allow for multiple people to 
play together at the same time. They can program for 
team formation, competition, cooperation, and forms 
of connection as well. 

While we’ve all become sensitive to the power of 
virtual connection, there are other, far less obvious 
ways, to forge a sense of togetherness.  Music34 connects 
people with games and programs, and other forms of art 
can enhance the intensity of social reward that people 
experience. 

u EUDAIMONIA: Here we might apply Carol 
Ryff’s35 definition of eudaimonia to programming: self-
acceptance (individualization); autonomy (control 
mechanisms mentioned above); mastery (interacting 
with animals, trees, weather); personal growth (staging 
of games and rewards); positive relations with others (as 
in the “connection” section above); and purpose in life 
(self-improvement or “in the zone” activities). 

These are all factors programmers can use to more 
deeply examine their constructions. 

The SPICE model guides the creators on the 
technology and artistic development side to contemplate 
more deeply the emotional and technical elements that 
go into serving our psychological needs. Not only that, 
it gives artists and scientists and all of us who work with 
them a common language and framework to design 
the technology that is increasingly at the center of our 
human experience. 
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New York Times and Entrepreneur Magazine. He has been 
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BUILDING THE FUTURE. TAKE A DEEP BREATH AND 
CONSIDER WHAT THIS means, living in the twenty-
first century. It doesn’t mean the next iPhone, the next 
electric car, or even the first molecular teletransporter 
(à la Star Trek). These could all certainly qualify as life-
changing, history-shaping innovations, but building the 
future does not mean building isolated products. The 
lone innovator bathed in cathode-ray green lights in his 
garage late at night designing the next amazing thing is 
not the protagonist of our story.

We are interested instead in innovations that 
constitute a new order of things – interacting elements 
that must work together and simply aren’t worth much 
alone. When we talk about building the future, we’re 
talking about bringing new complex systems into being. 
This book explains why this is so hard and what leaders 
can do to make it easier.

The very phrase building the future has two critical parts, 
the verb and the noun. Building captures the process of 

constructing something, of putting pieces together into a 
new integrated whole. The noun, the future, is the target. 
Envisioning the future is only the first step toward building 
it. What’s the next step? Read on.

You could say that with every step each of us takes, 
we are, in fact, building the future: each time we use 
resources carefully, each time we remember to turn 
out the lights, each time we choose a bicycle over a 
car. While it is certainly true that the future is always 
unfolding – arriving whether we actively pursue it or 
not – some pioneers glimpse technological or societal 
possibilities before the rest of us do, and they set out to 
make them happen. Building the future is about bringing 
a desired future into being on purpose.

Today we have the opportunity to build the future 
consciously and proactively. Building the future is by its 
nature audacious innovation. Inherently creative, building 
a desired future is fueled by vision and realized through 
experimentation. Our research focused on the built 

Building the Future
A book excerpt by Mobius Senior Expert, Amy Edmondson  
and Susan Salter Reynolds

“ There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to 

conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead 

in the introduction of a new order of things.”
– Machiavelli, The Prince

Reprinted with permission from Berrett-Koehler Publishers: Building the Future: Big Teaming for Audacious Innovation by Amy C. Edmondson and 
Susan Salter Reyonds. Copyright 2016. All rights reserved.
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environment as a particularly timely and vital arena for 
future-building. We studied people from organizations 
in several industries that contribute to innovation in 
the built environment, and we learned that it requires 
intense collaboration and a particular kind of leadership. 
As we will see, future-building takes time – and failure is 
a necessary part of the journey.

A NEW ORDER OF THINGS
Future-building is hard. When success requires 
introducing what Machiavelli, in the sixteenth century, 
called “a new order of things,” success is likely to 
be elusive. This is because bringing together diverse 
elements (technologies, plans, people, or organizations) 
to create a functioning whole presents countless 
ways for integration to break down. Teaming across 
disciplinary and industry boundaries is needed to 
respond to the spectacular challenges the world faces 
today, but it requires a new way of working, a new way 
of thinking, and a new way of being.

Future-building challenges are not limited to the built 
environment. The 2014 Ebola outbreak in West Africa 
was a terrifying example of a specific need for a novel 
systemic response, enacted by diverse organizations 
working together around the world. A response had 
to be designed on the fly under enormous pressure, 
while more and more people inside and outside 
Africa were diagnosed with the disease. Government, 
healthcare, university, and nonprofit organizations 
with varying priorities were forced to work together. 
President Barack Obama appointed Ron Klain as (the 
unfortunately titled) “Ebola czar” to help coordinate 
the diverse inputs of all of these groups. The idea, as 
reported (and hotly contested) at the time, was that the 
situation called for someone who could set priorities 
and get government agencies and private-sector 
organizations of all kinds to work together to innovate. 
Its success was also contested.

The 2010 rescue of 33 Chilean miners trapped 
beneath 2,000 feet of rock harder than granite was 
another such situation. Against all odds a magnificently 
coordinated and highly innovative rescue operation 
unfolded – knitting together the ideas and efforts of 
experts from multiple countries, industries, and sectors 
to produce a novel process and a remarkable outcome.1 
The leadership practices that allowed this success are 

remarkably similar to those we develop in this book.
In these examples crisis-motivated innovation 

required cross-boundary collaboration. Other cases of 
future-building involve pioneers setting the forces of 
complex innovation in motion. Consider the emergence 
of the telecommunications system a century ago. It 
starts, of course, with the invention of a telephone, and 
before that its subcomponents – the mechanical acoustic 
devices for transmitting speech and music over a distance 
greater than that of normal human interaction. But to 
function in its intended way, the telephone required a 
complex infrastructure of components – wires, poles, 
monitors, switches, protocols, regulations, and more, 
extending over vast geographies – to be developed 
around it.

Sometimes future-building requires little in the way 
of technological innovation – just system building. 
When Fred Smith, CEO of FedEx, wrote a college term 
paper on the idea of an overnight-delivery service, he 
could not possibly have imagined – or single-handedly 
developed – all the moving parts that would be required 
to turn that vision into the $27 billion company it is 
today. What he did imagine was “a completely different 
logistics system.”2

Working as a charter pilot, Smith could see the 
extent to which air travel was used to fly packages 
around, primarily for big companies like IBM and 
Xerox. The logistics, as reported by fellow pilots, were 
a nightmare. Airfreight at the time, Smith noticed, relied 
on passenger planes. What was needed was a whole 
new infrastructure that would take the logistical burden 
off passenger airlines and centralize it. He envisioned 
a nationwide clearinghouse and an integrated system 
of cars, trucks, and planes. His system required 
sophisticated information technology (IT) to allow 
unprecedented precision and a new way of tracking 
items as they moved around the world. For the service 
to function as intended, the tracking system would need 
handheld computers and machine-readable, sequentially 
numbered bar codes. It required obtaining new radio 
frequencies and designing new equipment for trucks. 
Government deregulation of the airlines in 1978 was 
the final piece of the puzzle, clearing FedEx for takeoff. 
Smith, leading the innovation journey that put all of 
these parts together, thus created a whole new order 
of things.
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WHAT IT TAKES TO BUILD THE FUTURE
Future-building is creative and iterative but not 
haphazard. It is interdisciplinary, and it takes leadership 
to bring it about. While few would advocate for rigid 
organizational hierarchies anymore, understanding and 
practicing the new forms of leadership that enable 
complex, team-based, whole-system innovation is – 
we’ll say it again and again – challenging. In this book we 
describe two basic requirements that entrepreneurs and 
leaders of mature organizations alike must embrace to 
build a sustainable future.

The first is a new kind of collaboration that spans 
more (and more diverse) groups than ever before. We 
call this Big Teaming. The second – essential to enabling 
the first – is leadership that blends big vision and small 
action to pursue audacious innovation. Big vision inspires, 
calling attention to what might be possible. But achieving 
big vision is never straightforward. It is essential to 
empower people to experiment with small action that 
might, with luck and skill, help bring the vision about. 
In the case study of a smart-city startup that runs 
throughout this book, the challenge of spanning industry 
boundaries looms large, while experimenting through 
small action proves both elusive and essential.

Big Teaming
Many organizations have shifted to a new way of working 
that makes teaming and learning part of the job.3 Prior 
work on teaming includes examples of people in crisis 
situations working together to surmount seemingly 
impossible, but finite, challenges. In such situations 
people often team up across geographical, social, 
and cultural boundaries to get the job done. Building 
the future takes teaming to the next level. The same 

fundamental principles apply, but the distances between 
players are greater than when we encourage cross-
functional teamwork within a company. The boundaries 
are more difficult to cross. Goals are more often at 
odds. And clashing professional cultures are likely to 
inhibit meaningful communication.

In this book we highlight both the challenges and the 
opportunities that lie in teaming across the cultural divides 
that separate people in different industries. To do this we 
first must explore how industry cultures differ, taking a deep 
dive, chapter by chapter, into five domains – information 
technology (chapter 3), real estate development (chapter 4), 
city government (chapter 5), architecture and construction 
(chapter 6), and the modern corporation (chapter 7). As 
we do so, we follow the ups and downs of a startup’s 
efforts to span these industry boundaries. In each chapter 
we supplement our field research with published sources 
to paint fuller portraits of the industry than our case study 
could provide on its own. We then take a look, in chapter 
8, at why it’s difficult to collaborate across these worlds 
and what leaders can do to facilitate it. Chapter 9 updates 
our case study and concludes with ideas about how leaders 
can integrate big vision with small, smart action.

Leading Audacious Innovation
Future-building leadership starts with imagination that 
fuels vision: ambitious, bold, creative vision informed by 
deep expertise in a relevant field and yet paradoxically 
open enough to adapt when needed. Such vision thus 
has three essential components; it’s bold, it’s meaningful, 
and it’s open to adaptation as more is learned.

Big vision must be followed – and dynamically realized – 
by small action: small, tentative action that is deliberately 
framed as an experiment and that builds knowledge 

“ While few would advocate for rigid organizational hierarchies anymore, 

understanding and practicing the new forms of leadership that enable 

complex, team-based, whole-system innovation is – we’ll say it again and 

again – challenging.”
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quickly. This iterative process of action, feedback, 
and learning expects and tolerates failure on the way 
to success. It takes a particular leadership mind-set to 
cope with the contradictory demands of envisioning and 
advocating audacious new possibilities while engaging in 
small, imperfect action, not to mention the contradictory 
demands of believing in one’s own vision while enrolling 
a host of other experts to help transform that vision.

Balancing the competing goals of influencing and innovating 
is thus a new and essential leadership practice for future-
building. When you’re doing the new-new thing, it is easy 
to prioritize activities that build credibility in the external 
world, such as giving talks and building relationships with 
prestigious players in varied sectors.4 This can mean 
that the actual work of the organization – the day-to-
day work of innovating and developing products and 
people – takes a backseat to selling a story and building 
a reputation. The charisma and excitement that swirl 
around a pioneer’s vision are critical for drawing people 
into the orbit, building a solid team, generating funds, 
and building the ecosystem of players it takes to realize 
that vision. But a leader’s focus must encompass the 
outside and the inside, influencing (vision) and innovating 
(action). Through our multicultural journey across the 
various industries with which we came into close contact 
during our study, we offer some ideas about how to 
manage this tension.5

In sum this book proposes that building the future 
requires three crucial, ongoing activities: building 
a shared vision that evolves as more is learned, building 
meaningful cross-sector relationships, and building an 
iterative collaborative process. The diagram Leading 
Audacious Innovation through Big Teaming depicts these 
activities. To explain why they matter – and how to 

bring them about – we use a case study that highlights 
both the opportunities and the challenges of Big 
Teaming for audacious innovation.

A CASE STUDY OF FUTURE-BUILDING
This book is our way of wrapping our minds around 
these enormous challenges by studying people who, one 
brick, one dollar, one sensor at a time, sit in meetings 
and in front of computer screens and occasionally get 
out to see a physical landscape in their efforts to create a 
new order of things. In fact, so much is new about these 
efforts that it can be hard for observers (and even for 
those involved) to know what to make of the promises, 
the expectations, and the progress along the way.

Our ideas are conveyed with the help of a longitudinal 
case study – a human story that reveals certain truths 
about managing complex innovations – supplemented 
by archival research on smart-city projects carried out 
by other organizations and by interviews with leading 
thinkers and practitioners in related fields. These 
additional sources help us set the context that gave rise 
to the founding of the small company at the center of our 
research: Living PlanIT. We watched the company grow 
and change, stumble and get back up, and reinvent itself. 
Sometimes we thought we could see the future of Living 
PlanIT alongside the Apples and Googles and Facebooks 
of the world. Other times we wondered whether Living 
PlanIT could navigate the seemingly insurmountable 
challenges ahead.

Living PlanIT was pursuing a bold vision. When we 
encountered the company, its scope – building a brand-
new sustainable high-tech city from scratch to lead the 
way to building more such cities around the world – was 
breathtaking. The company struggled with doing anything 

© MJ MacMahon
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small, anything partway. We learned of the team’s con-
viction that being big was integral to their strategy. It 
seemed, sometimes, that it had to be all or nothing. But 
what might the company do to test its vision, develop 
its strategies, and make steady progress toward the ulti-
mate prize of building the future?

Whatever the long-term fate of Living PlanIT, we 
could not have chosen a better opportunity to learn 
what building the future truly involves. The company 
gave us a rare opportunity to glimpse a group of creative, 
hardworking people pursuing a dream. Intrigued by the 
promise of smart-city innovation, at times we suspended 
disbelief. To set the stage for our research, we start 
with some background on the urban built environment, 
drawing from the chorus of voices that has considered 
its challenges and opportunities.

THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT
To study how pioneers introduce a new order of things, 
we chose to focus on the built environment because 
of the opportunity it affords for audacious innovation. 
Long a laggard in the innovation landscape, the built 
environment today is suddenly again a target for change. 
Just as Renaissance visionaries like Leonardo da Vinci 
and Christopher Wren combined applied mathematics 
and philosophy to introduce revolutionary advances that 
transformed the size, span, and strength of buildings, 
modern-day visionaries are recognizing the potential 
to transform what we build – and how we build it – 

by leveraging advances in materials and information 
technologies. Buildings and cities, they argue, can be 
smarter, greener, more efficient, and more livable. And 
many have begun to believe that there are business 
opportunities to be exploited in making them that way. 
Today, as we explain in chapter 2, these activities are 
called the smart-city industry.

The built environment refers to “the human-made 
surroundings that provide the setting for human activity, 
ranging in scale from buildings and parks or green space 
to neighborhoods and cities that can often include 
their supporting infrastructure, such as water supply or 
energy networks.”6 Public health experts define the built 
environment as “the human-made space in which people 
live, work, and recreate on a day-to-day basis.” The term 
encompasses places and spaces created or modified by 
people, including buildings, parks, and transportation 
systems. In short the built environment comprises the 
complex systems that we inhabit and depend on in our 
daily lives.

Cities – collections of buildings, streets, parks, airports, 
offices, stores, transportation systems, and more – have 
become the target of future-building innovation across a 
surprising range of disciplines. Some innovations relate 
to retrofitting existing cities with smart technologies; 
others involve creating new cities from scratch.

What is a city? The dividing lines between cities, towns, 
and non-cities are difficult to draw. Wikipedia defines a 
city as a relatively large and permanent settlement. But 
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how large? In Shanghai recently, a graduate student told 
us she was from a small town. Probing further, we learned 
that her hometown’s population was 400,000 – a large 
city in New England. For now we’ll have to be content 
with understanding cities as locations, people, economic 
activity, and municipal entities combined. Cities today 
have become critical hotspots for innovation. How cities 
are built and managed matters far more than ever for 
the future of humanity.

But why hasn’t the innovation happened faster?
This book shows that innovation in the built 

environment can be stymied by a lack of common language 
among the essential players. Industry expertise, jargon, 
values, time frames, and more form silos that make it hard 
to collaborate. People in real estate have their business 
models and priorities; people in construction have certain 
ways of planning and completing projects; mayors and 
others in city government have their priorities and time 
lines; and techies, long portrayed as social mavericks, 
have their expectations and frustrations, too.

Cities have always evolved – but gradually. The earliest 
cities were powered by human decisions and actions, 
with human and animal power the only source of energy. 
People transported water, grew food, built structures, 
and removed waste products as best they could with the 
help of their livestock. Later cities developed extensive 
mechanized supply systems – waterworks, sewer 
systems, power supplies, streetlights – that took over 
and managed critical urban inputs and outputs centrally, 
each with its own specialized workforce. Today more 
and more essential functions are digital in nature7 – 
smart.

Smart cities, as defined by author Anthony Townsend, 
are “places where information technology is combined 
with infrastructure, architecture, everyday objects, 
and even our bodies to address social, economic, and 
environmental problems.”8 With novelty comes a 
proliferation of terms, and this arena is no exception.9 
Whether cities are problems or solutions is a matter of 
some debate.

Cities as Problems, Cities as Solutions
Historically, cities have gotten a bad rap. Cities are 
resource hogs. Higher average living standards in cities 
compared with rural areas translate into greater energy 
use and higher per capita carbon emissions. Cities are 

responsible for roughly 70 percent of all greenhouse 
gas emissions but house only half of the population.10 
The city as physical or moral cesspool is an engrained 
postindustrial image. Here urbanization and squalor 
go hand in hand. In part this notion is a true depiction 
of rapid, unplanned growth. Vast population increases 
at the edges of so-called megacities give rise to health 
hazards, desperate places, shantytowns replete with 
environmental risks, and crime, often in the shadow 
of affluent suburbs. The favelas of Brazil provide vivid 
examples.

As many have noted, global urbanization brings a host 
of challenges. The UN World Economic and Social Survey 
2013: Sustainable Development Challenges report calls for 
a “transformation of the energy system,” particularly in 
cities:

To achieve this energy transformation together with 
food and nutrition security, sustainability of cities, and other 
development goals after 2015, large-scale investments will 
be needed. Such investments will require sufficient levels 
of supply of long-term financing, and they will have to be 
carried out both by public actors through increased public 
expenditure and by the private sector, which will depend 
critically on creating the right incentives for investments in 

sustainable development.11

A recent study comparing data from 100 cities in 
33 nations showed that cities without well-developed 
public transportation had dramatically higher levels 
of greenhouse gas emissions.12 Denver, for example, 
weighed in with twice the greenhouse gas emissions per 
capita (21.5 tons) of New York City and even Shanghai.13

In his popular albeit controversial 2010 book, Green 
Metropolis, David Owen makes the case that cities are, in 
fact, an ecological way to live because they boast density, 
which means less driving compared with suburban 
communities.14 Economist Edward Glaeser makes a 
similar point in Triumph of the City.15 Both books fairly 
gush about the social, economic, and environmental 
virtues of cities.

A growing chorus of voices conjures the city as a 
sparkling solution to environmental ills, with images 
of silent transportation gliding along, energy-producing 
architecture in harmony with the environment, and 
landscaping both beautiful and edible. Open space, 
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places to walk and play. Cafés everywhere. Green parks. 
Bicycles. The Emerald City.

Interest in smart sustainable cities has grown as 
people in different sectors investigate pieces of the urban 
population boom puzzle. The idea that humans are the 
problem, long a tenet of the environmental movement, 
has shifted a bit to make room for a vision of people 
as problem solvers.16 Despite substantial differences in 
beliefs, strategies, principles, and methods, most agree 
that an explosion in the apparent need for cities offers 
a clear, if challenging, opportunity for getting it right, for 
building cities that are viable and dynamic, exciting and 
green, and hotbeds of innovation and efficiency.

Peter Calthorpe, a founder of the Congress of New 
Urbanism, an organization promoting sustainable, 
walkable, mixed-use urban communities, and the author 
of Urbanism in the Age of Climate Change, has written that 
“urbanism is the foundation for a low-carbon future,” 
and the most cost-effective solution to climate change, 
even more so than renewable energy.17 Urbanism allows 
us to do more with less. Calthorpe’s eponymous urban 
design firm, Calthorpe Associates, was named one of 
the 25 “innovators on the cutting edge” by Newsweek 
for its work redefining models of growth in America. 
“Good urbanism,” Calthorpe maintains, is defined by 
“three basic principles”:

One is human scale, which has to do with designing 
public spaces around the pedestrian rather than the car. 
Ironically, human scale can exist in incredibly dense places, 
like Manhattan, or in relatively low density places, like the 

historic centers of our rural towns. . . . Diversity is another key 
ingredient of urbanism . . . you have to have a range of uses 
mixed together, you can’t isolate housing and shopping and 
employment into separate zones. . . . You [also] need a diverse 
population – you can’t isolate age groups, income groups, and 
family types. . . . The third principle, which wasn’t historically 
part of urbanism, is conservation and restoration.18

These principles – human scale, diversity, and 
conservation – are not at odds with smart technologies 
but rather are complementary strategies for improving 
urban livability and resource use.

Meanwhile cities are widely recognized as engines 
for economic growth and innovation. Today only 600 
urban centers generate about 60 percent of global gross 
domestic product (GDP). Tokyo, with its 35 million 
people and nearly $1.2 trillion in economic output, 
ranks among the world’s top 15 economies, larger than 
the nations of India and Mexico. Cities encompass the 
largest and fastest-growing concentration of natural 
resource consumption and are, consequently, a logical 
place to focus sustainability efforts.

Taken together these perspectives – viewing cities 
as solutions that foster livability, sustainability, and 
innovation – have laid a foundation for smart-city 
innovation.

Smart Cities, Smart Buildings
The late William J. Mitchell, professor at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and a 
leading thinker in the field of digital technology and 

© MJ MacMahon
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urban studies, believed in the possibility of smart cities. 
Technologically networked urban environments could 
be superbly responsive to the needs of their inhabitants, 
he argued. Through information and communication 
technology (ICT), combining hardware (embedded 
sensors in buildings and infrastructure that can detect 
activity of various types) and software (that stores and 
uses data), cities could provide customized services 
to inhabitants on demand, enhancing efficiency and 
livability. In Mitchell’s vision networked smart cities 
would generate collective intelligence in communities. It 
would be easy to make better decisions – without ever 
having to sit around a table to debate them.

This vision may slowly be turning into reality. ICT 
systems are starting to be used in managing energy, 
transportation, and waste.19 Smart-city advocates conceive 
of vast systems for collecting and 
analyzing big data on human behavior 
patterns – using networks of sensors 
and microcontrollers (tiny computer 
systems that combine processing, 
memory, and input/output devices) – 
to make cities more sustainable and 
more livable. Sensors detect activity, 
and microcontrollers analyze the data 
against targets and deliver output to 
users (through some linked device, 
like a smartphone) to influence their 
behavior. For example, consider how 
today’s access to traffic data may lead 
you to choose a different route home. 
More-sophisticated systems could 
eventually control the car itself, leaving 
driver decisions out of it.

A target for innovation far less ambitious than driverless 
cars is the building itself. The use of sensors for operating 
and maintaining buildings is a strategy to minimize 
environmental harm and enrich the user experience. 
A 2011 McKinsey study on resource productivity 
placed improved building energy efficiency first of 130 
opportunities. The report identified potential savings of 
almost $700 billion by 2030, if we took advantage of new, 
improved, energy-efficient buildings.20 According to the 
Center for Climate and Energy Solutions, buildings have 
been responsible for 38 percent of carbon emissions.21 
Leading experts around the world maintain that the 

potential to build environmentally sustainable buildings 
is vastly underrealized.

At nearly 3.4 percent of the US GDP, construction, 
already a large industry, is growing to accommodate 
urban growth around the world. The industry, however, 
is fraught with waste and inefficiency.22 Buildings are thus 
not only the largest opportunity for emission reductions 
but also the most cost-effective. In fact, of the cost-
neutral reduction opportunities across all sectors 
identified by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change, 90 percent come from reduction measures in 
the building sector.23 The potential to build and retrofit 
green buildings and infrastructure is thus enormous. 
Funding mechanisms, however, remain underdeveloped 
despite the promise of significant economic returns over 
time.24

In sum the need for innovation in 
the built environment is widely felt, 
and cities are a primary domain for that 
innovation.25 The Internet has already 
transformed many businesses,26 and 
today it seems only a matter of time 
before the physical landscape catches 
up.

Companies large and small have been 
developing technologies – including 
sensors, software, and data analytics – 
to make cities more environmentally 
sustainable, livable, and functional. For 
example, some explore systems to 
reduce energy consumption or manage 
traffic flows on city streets. Others 
develop integrated solutions to help 

city governments, like IBM Smarter Cities and Cisco 
Smart+Connected Communities. According to a 2011 
Cisco news release, the aim was to “transform physical 
communities”; a smart-city approach encapsulated 
“a new way of thinking about how communities are 
designed, built, managed, and renewed to achieve social, 
economic, and environmental sustainability.”27 Large 
companies have the advantage of resources to fund the 
needed research and the pilot projects, but startups 
have the advantage of believing anything is possible. We 
talked to executives in both arenas and decided to focus 
on a startup to see how this might play out.

As we did so, every day it seemed a new innovation 

“Big vision must 

be followed – and 

dynamically realized – 

by small action: small, 

tentative action that 

is deliberately framed 

as an experiment and 

that builds knowledge 

quickly.”
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would enter the smart-city arena, some more outlandish 
than others. “The Smartest Cities Will Use People 
as Their Sensors: By networking individuals and their 
gadgets, urban apps will tell inhabitants what is happening 
all around them, in real time,” ran a headline in Scientific 
American.28 Many had potential. For example, Trash 
Track, a Seattle-based innovation, reveals how garbage 
flows through and out of the city’s waste management 
system, identifying items traveling around the United 
States to legal and illegal dumps. The results uncovered 
ways to improve compliance and minimize carbon 
dioxide emissions by transporting waste more efficiently. 
Real-Time Copenhagen generates data about shifting 
traffic and pollution patterns, as well as where nightlife 
is unfolding. “As Sea Levels Rise, Dutch See Floating 
Cities” ran the headline to a New York Times story 
about Dutch architects investigating the possibility of a 
floating Holland.29 There seemed to be no end to human 
inventiveness.

Sobering realities and exciting possibilities co-exist 
in an uneasy partnership in this space, but there is no 
question that assessing the earth’s resources against 
humanity’s growing needs poses an immense opportunity 
for audacious innovation.

A PERFECT STORM
While smart-technology innovations around the globe 
percolate, two intertwined megatrends have laid the 
foundation for their eventual use. One trend is growing 
awareness of threats to the sustainability of the earth’s 
natural environment. The second is the rapid rise in 
the number of people moving into and living in cities. 
Combined, these large-scale shifts create a perfect 
storm for urban innovation.

Megatrend One: Climate Change
News of floods, earthquakes, tsunamis, famine, chronic 
disease, toxic waste, nuclear winter, and species 
extinctions have become too frequent to count. Epic 
storms with human names – Katrina, Sandy, Haiyan (in the 
Philippines) – increasingly terrify and devastate. A 2010 
article in Scientific American, darkly titled “How Much Is 
Left? The Limits of Earth’s Resources,” presented a long 
and frightening list of concerns: glacier melt (in some 
places more than a half meter per year); oil scarcity (by 
2050 we will have used all but 10 percent of the earth’s 

“There is no question that 

assessing the earth’s resources 

against humanity’s growing  

needs poses an immense 

opportunity for audacious 

innovation.”
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available oil); freshwater scarcity (by 2025 renewable 
water reserves may drop below 500 cubic meters per 
person per year, considered the minimum for a functioning 
society); and even mass extinction (biologists warn of 
events on par with those that killed the dinosaurs).30 
Climate change threatens to alter everything about our 
lives, from agriculture and food supplies to productivity 
and the frequency of extreme weather events. The 
Scientific American article also estimated that even coal, 
long thought inexhaustible, would dwindle to nothing by 
2072, given the current rates of extraction.

Our ability to feed ourselves in the future has been 
increasingly revealed as precarious. Even today roughly 
925 million people are hungry. And the number is 
growing; the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) warned that by 2080, 600 million 
additional people could be at risk of hunger as a 
direct result of climate change.31 In addition to those 
who face starvation, many more will be chronically 
malnourished. The Scientific American report predicted 
that counteracting the ill effects of climate change on 
nutrition would cost more than $7 billion per year by 
2050, while the FAO and the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development warned that the direct 

impacts of climate disruptions on food production 
patterns would lead to more “extreme volatility events 
on international food commodities markets.”32

Ecological footprint analysis, introduced in a 1992 
University of British Columbia doctoral dissertation, 
compares human demand on nature with the biosphere’s 
ability to regenerate resources and provide services.33 It 
does this by assessing the biologically productive land 
and marine area required to produce the resources a 
population consumes and absorb the corresponding 
waste using prevailing technology. The WWF (formerly 
known as the World Wildlife Fund), a proponent of 
this approach, claims that the human footprint already 
has exceeded the biocapacity (the available supply of 
natural resources) of the planet by 20 percent.34 Yet, as 
readers well know, the earth’s population continues to 
rise. The United Nations (UN) estimates that the global 
population will grow from 6.5 billion in 2010 to 8.5 
billion in 2050.35 Moreover, the average standard of living 
across the globe, which translates into greater per capita 
resource consumption, has also risen steadily. Clearly, 
with more people consuming more, the ecological 
footprint problem is exacerbated.

FIVE LEADERSHIP LESSONS FOR BUILDING THE FUTURE: A PREVIEW

Lesson 1: Start with Big Vision
 Building the future starts with a bold and meaningful vision – but with a twist: the vision must be open and big 
enough to evolve as a result of others’ input and with the emerging insights derived from new experiences.

Lesson 2: Foster Big Teaming
Building the future requires teamwork that bridges industry cultures – which takes empathy and skill.

Lesson 3: Celebrate Mavericks
 Future-building gets a boost from successful, credible experts who glimpse new possibilities and help shift the 
conversation in an industry.

Lesson 4: Embrace Small Action
Building the future is an iterative learning process – a series of small actions that help realize the evolving big vision.

Lesson 5: Balance Influence and Innovation
 Building the future requires leaders to balance influencing (selling the vision) and innovating (developing the vision 
through small smart action).
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Megatrend Two: Urbanization
We are fast becoming an urban planet. With 180,000 
new people moving into cities each day, the twenty-
first century is the era of urbanization. In 2008 the 
world reached an invisible but profound milestone: half 
of its population was living in cities, for the first time 
in history.36 By 2050, according to UN estimates, 70 
percent of the world’s population will live in cities.37

Many of these cities have yet to be built. China’s 
announcement in spring 2013 of plans to move 250 
million people into cities over the next 15 years sent 
ripples through the blogosphere.38 Some estimate a 
need for more than 10,000 new cities by 2050 to house 
an anticipated 3 billion new urban inhabitants. Such 
estimates represent a massive construction project.

Should this construction occur in the same way as it 
did in the creation of today’s existing cities? Logically, 
given environmental challenges, technological advances, 
and the relative speed of the growth in urbanization, 
this would not be the best approach. Letting cities 
merely evolve, as in centuries past, is likely to lead to 
sprawling slums and suburbs, excessive use of personal 
cars, divergent economic opportunities, inadequate 
infrastructure, and a lack of open space. Coming up with 
better-designed and more coordinated alternatives, 
however, requires collaborative innovation on an 
unprecedented scale.

The specter of uncontrolled growth, marginalized 
slums, health issues, and social unrest in megacities with 
populations of more than 10 million also looms large. 
By 2013 Tokyo, New York, Mexico City, and Shanghai 
had populations in excess of 20 million. The Endless City, 
published in 2007, with its sequel, Living in the Endless 
City (2011), showcased writings by architects, mayors, 
urban planners, policy makers, and others on concerns 
about physical growth in cities and on how to improve 
the quality of life in megacities.39 Some expressed a faith 
in technology to solve social and physical problems 
associated with growth; others put faith in visionary 
leadership.

Cities are places of modernity and opportunity. 
Nonetheless not all of tomorrow’s new urbanites will 
relocate voluntarily. In his October 2011 speech on 
World Habitat Day, Dr. Joan Clos, executive director of 
the UN Human Settlements Programme, warned that by 
2050 we can expect more than 200 million environmental 

refugees from the effects of floods, drought, overheating, 
and other climate-related disasters. Left to chance, 
urbanization is unlikely to proceed optimally for both 
the environment and the residents.

Adding 2 billion people to the planet is like adding 
two Chinas to the number of people alive today. Leaving 
aside for now the issue of whether forecasts are destiny, 
it is clear that large numbers of people will need food, 
water, and other resources on a planet that, as noted, 
already faces stretched resources. Leading scientists in 
climate-related fields have argued that human activity is 
already shaping climate and the web of life.

Together these megatrends call for innovation that is 
no less significant than a third era in the history of cities,40 
no less than a new order of things. How can leaders today – 
armed with ambitious visions and complex, fallible technologies 
and organizations – help bring this about? The rest of this 
book explores this question. See Five Leadership Lessons 
for Building the Future: A Preview for a summary of the 
lessons that unfold in the chapters ahead. 
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After only five minutes into the interview, it was clear to 
me that Erica Ariel Fox was doing transformative work 

to change the way leaders lead. After the interview, she told 
me that using the Hero’s Leadership Journey framework to 
tell the story of her career was a transformative experience 
for her. It helped her to see new patterns and experience her 
journey as an actually lived story. From this new perspective, 
she saw that she had been more competent at dealing with 
each phase of her career than she had thought she was. This 
is the power of the Heroic Leadership Journey framework. As 
you read Erica Ariel Fox’s story, think about how you too can 

use this valuable framework to develop a new appreciation 
for the work you have put in to get where you are.

Erica Ariel Fox, the “premier mythologist of modern 
business leadership,” developed the Winning From Within™ 
Method, which teaches people to negotiate effectively 
with themselves in order to deal successfully with other 
people. Her first book, based on her methodology, is a New 
York Times best seller. Erica is Co-Founder and President 
of Mobius Executive Leadership, where she works with 
Fortune 500 companies to help senior executives develop 
their leadership capabilities.

Tapping Into Inner Wisdom
By Kathy Kramer, Ph.D. in conversation with Erica Ariel Fox,  
Mobius President and Co-Founder, author of Winning from Within

This piece originally appeared in Psychology Today https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/lead-positive/201603/tapping-inner-
wisdom-and-other-ways-lead-positive

Q You’ve gone to school at some of our 
greatest institutions and you have a 

very strong presence in the marketplace. 
What would you say has been your mighty 
cause? What is it that has gotten you to 
where you are?

What a lovely question. I’ve chosen to stand on a 
bridge – or create a bridge and stand on it – between very 
senior business leaders and the universe of self-discovery 
and self-transformation. This universe has many streams 
including philosophy, neuroscience, psychology, a range 
of wisdom traditions, many different contemplative 
practices, because there’s an enormous need in the 
business world for people to figure out what makes them 
tick, how to understand themselves on the inside.

There’s an incredible wealth of wisdom in the personal 
development world but those two worlds [business and 
personal development] really don’t meet.

Most senior leaders don’t go to retreats. They don’t 
see a therapist unless their marriage is in trouble. They 
don’t read self-help books. They don’t know how to 
access a lot of that wisdom. And I have had one foot in 
each of those worlds for most of my life. So I feel called 
to tap into that body of wisdom and serve as a translator.

Even if I gave some of my favorite [personal 
development] books to my clients, they wouldn’t 
understand them because the books aren’t written in a 
language that resonates with their life experience. So I see 
myself as translating in a lot of ways so that people who 
are making enormously important decisions that impact 
the lives of millions of people can do so from a place of 
self-understanding and centeredness and become more 
grounded in their leadership. That’s my sense of purpose.

And the impact that I see myself having is quite moving, 
actually. I see very senior leaders coming from some 
of the most traditional institutions in the world taking 
enormous risks to open up, to be vulnerable with each 
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other, to experiment with different learning modalities 
in the hopes of polishing the stone of their own hearts, 
of their own deeper wisdom. And then when they do it 
they are so joyful and so liberated and so much more 
powerful as leaders. Watching those results happen 
over and over fuels me to keep going.

These highly successful people who run large 

companies that affect the lives of millions of people, how 
do you reach them? What is it that they seem to be 
looking for? Or what are they responding to when they 
hear it from you?

These are professionals who are far along in their 
career – they’re not high potentials, they are CEOs leading 
large initiatives. They’ve been around the block. They’ve 
done the conventional leadership programs. They’ve gone 
to executive education workshops at fancy universities 
for a week. They’ve done all of that and nonetheless 
because of the pace of change today, because of the 
level of disruption, these people are telling me: “I used 
to wonder if my job would still be here in five years and 
now I wonder if my industry will be here in five years…”

So there’s a high level of uncertainty and fear and the 
sense of “I’m just in over my head. I can barely cope with 
what I’m trying to do and there’s this cloud hovering 
over me all of the time knowing I can predict nothing. 
I can control nothing. Even though I learned command 
and control what I see now is that actually I control 
nothing. And I don't know – I’m spinning.”

This is the kind of thing they say in private corners: 
“I don’t know what the hell is going on and I don’t feel 
confident anymore in what I had learned before that 
worked before. It doesn’t work now and it’s certainly 
not going to work in the future because of the massive 
disruption in the world.” They’re asking: “Who out 
there has something to give me that would enable me 
to cope and eventually thrive and lead in the new world 
which we’re in already?”

Q How do you speak about your value 
proposition so that they will want to 

give it a chance?

In a world that is re-inventing itself, you can’t stand 
still. You need to re-invent yourself, too. Otherwise 
you’ll get left behind. If you invest in your capability 
as a leader, dig deep, and find resources for flexibility, 
adaptability, and balance that you’ll need to succeed in 
the new world.

And the key is that the fundamental resource that 
you can count on, that you’re going to have to draw on, 
lives inside of you. It’s your capacity, your inner wisdom, 

www.winningfromwithin.com
info@winningfromwithin.com
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your inner source for making wise decisions in a very 
uncertain, constantly changing, ambiguous environment. 

Whatever you’ve learned until now is not going to be 
enough for you to lead in that environment. So what you 
can do is come spend a week with us, and using “winning 
from within” methodology, develop your capacities to 
deal with complexity, to deal with uncertainties, to deal 
with constant change. We can teach people how to find 
the resources within themselves that can help them 
thrive in a changing world.

I’ve heard you say people can go through life on 
autopilot, but these people know that they can’t because 
they’re hitting walls. They’re asking, “If I want to be really 
purposeful and conscious and not on autopilot, what 
would that look like?” And we say, “Great, come spend 
a week with us and when you leave you will understand 
how to lead with your eyes open, not on autopilot.”

Q  So do you have a set of provocations? 
How would you describe at a high level 

the full-immersion week? Is it a kind of a 
simulation that people enter?

It’s very much of a path, actually, based on Joseph 
Campbell’s “Hero’s Journey.” There’s a period of arriving 
at the beginning. They need to leave the “ordinary 
world.” We tell them, “Today and tomorrow we’re just 
‘arriving’ because you have to switch gears from your 
day-to-day mind of answering emails, doing tasks, being 
in touch with people.” We give them a day or so to 
really let that go quiet.

We have other tools for helping people to “cross the 
threshold,” like not allowing phone calls or emailing while 
they’re at the program. We’re in touch with all of their 
assistants and they can be reached in an emergency. But 
we say to them, “Think about the thousands of people 
who depend on you. What do you owe them more than 
committing to be the best possible leader you can be? 
You’re investing in being the best possible CEO. And so 
for a few days you’re not answering their emails. Isn’t 
that worth it?”

There’s also no alcohol, which departs from their 
“ordinary world” experience of meeting at the bar to 
hang out in the evenings. There are no phones. There’s 

no distraction, no numbing yourself out. There’s just 
being with yourself. And by the end people don’t want 
to turn their phones back on.

In the core of the experience is what Campbell called 
“initiation” or “transformation.” So that period in the 
middle can feel messy. We hold up a mirror to people 
so they can see their own patterns of behavior, emotion, 
and thought that have been with them for decades. Our 
job is to help them see those things, name them, see 
how they get in their own way. That can be painful and, 
of course, stormy, because we’re engaging with people’s 
shadow material.

We use Jungian archetypes to support the clients to 
re-write their personal myths, to discover an expanded 
story of who they are and who they can become. At this 
point they move into the exhilaration of working through 
those things and practicing new ways of seeing, new 
ways of behaving. What if you thought about it totally 
differently? Again – one of your sweet spots, Kathy – 
what if you had a totally different view for thinking and 
seeing and noticing and naming and you understood you 
could relate to people in a completely different way? 
What if you could access all the different parts of you, 
and you related to them in ways that support, rather 
than thwart, your vision for your life?

By the time they’re ready to cross the threshold back 
to the ordinary world, they are visibly changed, more 
free, more compassionate, more centered. And without a 
doubt they have gained rewards to bring back with them.

I think what is different about what we’re doing is 
that a lot of leadership courses operate on a level of 
knowledge and skills: “We’re going to give you some 
models and frameworks and practice behavior and 
maybe give a nod to self-awareness,” they say. But they 
never define “the self,” and they never explain what they 
mean by “awareness.”

Our methodology starts with giving people a map of 
the self with seven points. We use archetypes so people 
can drop easily into the universal energy of these parts 
of who they are. Four points on the map are parts of 
the self that operate in the world – the Dreamer, Lover, 
Thinker, and Warrior – and three more parts that 
operate in yourself – the Lookout, Captain, and Voyager.

In the program we help people to really feel all of those 
parts, to experience it all first-hand, inside themselves. 
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That’s how they really come alive. That’s how they’re going 
to thrive in a VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 
and ambiguity) world, by actually experiencing everything 
that’s already going on inside them anyway. In some of 
the courses we distinguish the small “s” of the smaller 
self from the big “S” of the larger “Self.” We follow each 
group and go where they want to go.

Then at the end we resurface and prepare people 
for “The Return.” They’re going back to work. They’re 
going back to their families who haven’t been in this 
immersion. So there is a part at the end of getting ready 
to return to the ordinary world. It’s a deep immersion 
that provides a whole new way of seeing themselves and 
the world around them. Many people find the experience 
life-changing. They do need some guidance on how to 
re-enter their day-to-day lives.

Q When you first started this work, did 
you have any self-doubt? Were there 

any people saying to you, “Are you crazy? 
This doesn’t sound like it’s going to fly.”

I felt so clearly called to it that although there were 
naysayers I just didn’t listen to them. And there’s an 
upside and a downside to that.

My background is in conflict resolution and that was 
my focus. That’s what I teach at Harvard Law School. And 
between 2000 and 2001 both of my parents passed away. 
And then September 11, 2001 happened. So I felt from a 
personal perspective, and also vocationally, an enormous 
wakeup call. There was my own mortality but also the 
feeling of what are we missing? If people are just flying 
planes into buildings killing thousands of people, we’re 
missing something in conflict resolution. Something big.

I took a year off after my father passed away. I was 
31 years old, an early time to say I’m going to step out 
and think about what my unique purpose is, what’s my 
contribution, what’s my call. And that’s when I began 
to sense this opportunity to create this bridge between 
these worlds.

Against extreme odds I created a center at Harvard 
looking at this intersection of mindfulness, wisdom 
traditions, and philosophy with contemporary leadership, 
negotiation, and conflict theory. In time we brought in 
neuroscience, too. I think it came together partially 
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because my mentor at the law school felt bad for me, 
thinking “Poor Erica, she’s been through so much and if 
she wants to do this, great.” I think he was being kind, 
hoping this was a little hobby that would make me happy. 
He probably thought it wouldn’t go anywhere, since this 
was early days when even “mindfulness” sounded way 
out there to a lot of people.

With his blessing and support from other faculty, 
we launched the Harvard Negotiation Insight Initiative 
(HNII), which I then led and grew over five years. The 
program gained international attention, developed 
compelling new theories, and established a global 
community of professional seekers. I had found my place.

However, that project didn’t end well. And I think I 
should have been able to anticipate that doing something 
so unconventional at such a traditional place would have 
required more nuance – my situation was more delicate 
than I noticed. I was just riding high. I had a passion and a 
vision and I wasn’t paying attention to the optics.

We taught meditation, so I was having lawyers and judges 
and executives sitting on the floor at Harvard Law School. 
Actually, I didn’t have people sitting on the floor, I had them 
sitting on very expensive meditation cushions, and those 
are not the same thing. But to the eyes of a person who is 
used to a more traditional world, it’s kind of shocking to 
think one of their faculty is having people come and then sit 
on the floor. So I should have had more caution, but I was 
really a little blinded by my dream to be honest.

Q Well, in this part of your story you are 
really talking about three phases of the 

heroic journey all at once. You’re talking 
about the Resistance that you didn’t have 
and about the Call that so inspired you, not in 
a way of hubris or any self-aggrandizement, 
but true passion. You’re also talking about 
how you Crossed the Threshold so that you 
could realize that dream.

Well, to be fair, Kathy, I think it was largely passion along 
with a significant dose of self-aggrandizement.

I do feel when I look back that I was going to be the 
person who is going to do this. Not because I wanted 

people to think I was great. It wasn’t like I wanted people to 
know Erica did this. It wasn’t the Fox Center for Conflict 
Resolution. But I do think I have much more humility now.

I have much more humility now that I’m aiming to help. 
I’m aiming to serve. I’m one of many teachers in the world 
who are trying to bring about this evolution with senior 
leaders. I’m not the only person. I’m probably not the best 
person.

I’m one of many people doing something that I do think 
is quite important and I do think I’m good at it and I’m very 
able to help people. But at that time I think I felt like I am 
THE person to do this, and that wasn’t entirely healthy.

Q I would call it the same thing many of 
your CEOs probably bring with them: 

dogged determination and self-reliance. The 
thinking that: If not me, who? If not now, 
when? And that actually does propel many 
very important innovations, disruptions. I 
think you are a disruptive positive force.

And so, yes, early on being able to muster 
the courage, the energy, the foresight, it can 
have that shadow or negative edge. But it 
looks like you Crossed the Threshold, right? 
You overcame some kind of Resistance. You 
just put it in time out and you Crossed the 
Threshold.

It actually didn’t take courage. People would say 
to me all of the time, “Wow, you’re so courageous. 
I mean you’re so out there. What you’re doing is so 
unconventional.” But at the time it was the fuel of feeling 
truly called. It didn’t feel scary. It didn’t feel brave. It felt 
like, I have identified that this is the reason I came to this 
earth. This is my life purpose, my unique contribution. 
I’m the person – I was born to do this and I’m going to 
do it and it wasn’t scary.

I didn’t feel courageous. I just felt like clearly this is my 
life path and purpose so let’s do it. And it was a joy. It 
was absolutely a joy and I didn’t feel scared. I wish I had 
felt a little more scared but I really didn’t. I felt like I’m 
called to do this and I’m doing it. And I agree with you I 
think a lot of leaders feel like that. 
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I’m at the hospital today. Testing the density of my 
bones. Again.

Lots of people grapple with the loss of bone density 
later in life, typically after 75 years of age. That’s 
osteoporosis. Trouble is, I’m only 46.

Turns out I was born with a genetic condition akin 
to osteoporosis, a related but less severe form of bone 
density loss. So, like my older counterparts, my skeletal 
integrity is compromised. That means my bones are 
prone to fracture with even very little pressure. When 
the condition erupts into a “bone crisis,” I can break 
a bone during routine activities, like walking down the 
hallway, or opening a bottle. Thankfully this extreme 
kind of bone crisis happened only once in my life. And it’s 
unlikely to happen again, because I’m now on medicine 
that’s quite good at preventing such unpleasantness.

Still, here I am, laying on a scanning machine at 
Massachusetts General Hospital. A place I’ve visited 
many times before. And will again. Because inner fragility 
is serious business.

Leaders are Fragile, Too
My “industry” is leadership, and the state of leaders 

today is like the state of my skeleton, without the 
medical diagnosis. Their inner stability is compromised, 
leaving them vulnerable to crack under pressure. 
While the world falls apart around them, the internal 
structures of many leaders is dangerously fragile. Strong 
bones provide support inside the body. Leaders also 
need a strong internal constitution to keep them going. 
That’s why the most frequent advice I give to leaders is 
this: You win in the new game of leadership by strengthening 
what’s inside of you.

Paradoxically, inner strength for leaders in the 
new world requires flexibility and adaptability, not 
inelasticity. To stay with our metaphor, bone formation 

doesn’t create unyielding rigidity. Bone is a living tissue, 
constantly renewed by cells that break down and cells 
that replace them. Reinvention is what healthy insides 
do. In the physical body, and in individual leaders, too.

The No. 1 imperative in my industry today is to learn 
the inner path of leadership, what I’ve called “winning from 
within.”

That means that as the world transforms all around 
you, you need to change, too. Think about it. Uber 
is upending taxis. Hotels lose ground daily to Airbnb. 
Google threatens to replace everyone, even automakers 
if they scale the self-driving car. What happens to 
industries that fail to innovate in these times?

To stay competitive and thrive in today’s world, 
companies need to release expectations from the past. 
To open themselves to entirely new mindsets about what 
their brand means. To let their very identity evolve. The 
same is true for you. At the core of my work with people 
is helping them to ask “who am I?” and “who can I 
become?” Then together we use “winning from within” 
methodology to discover new answers.

Re-build your inner order
In the Age of Disruption, the new game requires leaders 

to disrupt their inner order. As the world reinvents itself, the 
only way to win is to reinvent yourself, too.

I advise CEOs to embrace this principle: no business 
can stay a leader in its field without reinvention, and 
the same is true of individual leaders. If you continue to 
function according to past expectations, you will fail.

The inner “order” or “structure” I’m talking about 
is the story you tell yourself about who you are. Your 
personal myth. In roles of influence, that story becomes 
your leadership myth as well. In my work with top 
teams, I’ve called each leader a “Voyager,” because, to 
paraphrase Deepak Chopra, your life is not like a quest; 

 

The Future of Leadership:  
In the Age of Disruption, Disrupt Yourself
This piece originally appeared on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/in/ericaarielfox
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it is a quest. Releasing old myths that no longer serve 
you, and replacing them with a new, more expansive 
story about who you are, is the process of “reinventing” 
yourself.

Consider two leaders with powerful personal myths. 
The first is Steve Jobs, who throughout his life and 
career maintained a singular leadership identity. He was 
a genius innovator, driven entrepreneur, severely lacking 
in people skills. Every movie you see or book you read 
about Jobs will paint you that picture.

Contrast that with Angela Merkel. For a long time 
she was the Iron Lady, insisting on austerity, holding the 
tough line with Greece. She seemed well on her way to 
joining the leadership myth lineage of Margaret Thatcher 
and Golda Meir. Then, the summer of 2015 brought 
epic human migration. Tens of thousands of people in 
motion, heading straight for the European continent.

In this crisis, a new Angela Merkel appeared. A 
leader of compassion. Calling on her neighbors to 
take emergency action as a duty of care for fellow 
human beings in distress. Where was the cold-hearted 
rationalist? The tough negotiator holding her ground 
over the Eurozone? In this moment, Angela Merkel 
allowed her leadership myth to evolve. To expand. She 
is still a fighter, strong and determined. But she became 
a humanitarian, too.

Revising your personal myth fortifies your inner 
structure to thrive in a new environment. In my work 
with senior leaders, I’ve found that understanding all of 
who they are  –  the revealed parts and the concealed 
parts  –  provides that powerful inner lattice to keep 
them on their feet, while at the same time allowing new 
parts of them to emerge. 

This process is not without risk. Chancellor Merkel 
recently lost ground to the AfD party, whose platform 
opposed her on refugees. Yet in the end, all real 
leadership – like life – involves risk. In today’s world, the 
bigger risk is refusing to evolve. As “Voyagers” we stand 
on more solid ground when we allow ourselves to grow. 
Then we can respond to the challenges of the rapidly 
changing world in new, creative ways. 

Unless we practice this inner innovation, human 
beings see what we expect to see, think what we expect 
to think, feel what we expect to feel, and do what we 
always do. But holding tight to expectations, built on 
the inner structure of our past, we are too fragile. We 
will break, and fall. In these times of massive change, we 
need leaders who embrace the complexity and emerging 
possibility of the world, and meet it with the full power 
of the complexity and emerging possibility within 
themselves. That is the disruption and reinvention “from 
within” that will take us into the future. 

© MJ MacMahon
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I happen to be in Miami this week, so I watched last 
night’s Republican debate with a special “local” 

interest. Like many people, I’ve been shocked when 
Donald Trump says something that disregards the basic 
dignity of a large group of human beings. A dazzling 
new low for Presidential politics. Yet as a leadership 
adviser to C-suite executives, I was still taken aback 
last night. Like his previous racist, sexist, triumphalist, 
and isolationist comments, his message about values in 
business leadership last night was dead wrong.

In discussing the H-1B visa program, Trump said 
without ambivalence that the program he’s used for 
years is “very, very bad for workers” and “shouldn’t be 
allowed.” Why then does he use it? He told us last night 
in no uncertain terms, because “I’m a businessman, and 
I have to do what I have to do.”

No, Mr. Trump. That is not how good business works. 
It’s not how genuine leadership works. And it is far, far 
from a vision for how to make America “great again.”

On the contrary, it reinforces the worst stereotypes 
of business tycoons who are out for themselves 
and nothing else. Perhaps Mr. Trump didn’t get the 
memo on Corporate Social Responsibility? Or the 
nearly universal evolution from corporate “diversity” 
programs to the broader, more inclusive, “diversity 
and inclusion” programs? Perhaps he missed the entire 
movement on the “triple bottom line?” He definitely 
missed the protocol that people running for President 
of the United States shouldn’t do things they personally 
believe are bad for Americans because, well, they can.

Here’s the bottom line: business today is not just 
about the bottom line. Great leaders don’t take 
action they believe is wrong just because it’s legal. 
Like command-and-control, that’s an old style of 
leadership, and a retired mindset of business, whose 
time has come and gone.

Great CEOs Deliver Shareholder 
Value with Values
As a portrait in contrast, consider the leadership of 
Aetna’s CEO, Mark Bertolini, who raised the wages of his 
lowest-paid workers above the minimum wage. Bertolini 
had learned that many of his low-wage workers were on 
public assistance, such as food stamps, or Medicaid for their 
children. In an interview last year, Bertolini said he was 
shocked “that we as a thriving organization, as a successful 
company, a Fortune 100 company, should have people that 
were living like that among the ranks of our employees.”

The CEO of one of America’s largest health insurance 
companies said he saw a potential economic upside, but 
his main motive was to fix something he saw as plainly 
unfair. As he told the interviewer, “for us it is as much  –  
probably, for me personally, more  –  a moral argument 
than it is a financial one.”

While Bertolini is outstanding in his leadership, he is 
not alone. Think of Paul Polman, CEO of Unilever, who 
consistently takes a stand for the duty of big business 
to help tackle the world’s most pressing challenges. He 
has vowed to prove, and has demonstrated, that this 
stance doesn’t compromise Unilever’s competitiveness 
or performance. Or Pepsi CEO Indra Nooyi, who boldly 
spoke out against the contribution of her own industry, 
and her company, to the public health epidemic of 
obesity. Her initiatives to sell healthier snacks reflect her 
sense of where her market is going, to be sure. But the 
scale of reducing sugar, sodium, and saturated fats in her 
products is not only because millennials reject them. She’s 
spoken eloquently about why people running a business 
need to consider their impact on society. In a dialogue 
at a Fortune’s Most Powerful Women Conference she 
said the global economic meltdown happened because 
“capitalism lost its conscience.” She gave Pepsi the motto 
“performance with purpose,” and she means it. 

Trump Trumpets Total Disregard 
for Values in Leadership
This piece originally appeared on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/in/ericaarielfox
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What Business Leaders Actually “Have To Do”
Last night Donald Trump boasted many times that 
he’s the best candidate to fix laws that hurt workers 
because he’s used them for years to exploit workers. 
So he knows them better than anyone. Trump believes 
this moral relativism is “a great deal” because it’s legal. 
Because he’s a businessman.

Not so fast. 
I spend a lot of time with business people who 

value following the law. But fulfilling this requirement 

is not their only value. My clients lead some of the 
most successful global businesses on earth. And they 
would tell you what I’m telling you: leadership comes 
with responsibility, to create value while leading with 
values. Your mandate is to deliver performance for your 
shareholders, and the society in which you live and lead 
is a shareholder. You should not do things you see as 
“very, very bad” because you can. Indeed, this approach 
is actually what business leaders “have to do.” 

VW’s Losing Mindset About Winning
This piece originally appeared on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/in/ericaarielfox

A ll of our actions reflect the mindset behind them. 
The way we think and feel, and how we see the 

world, drive our behavior. This axiom is inescapable.
The bad news for Volkswagen is that a limited mindset, 

one that’s distorted or terribly out-of-touch, can point 
people to do things they absolutely shouldn’t do.

The good news, for all of us, is that leaders can 
update their mindsets, including their understanding 
of “winning.” When they do that, they foster entirely 
different choices by the people who work for them. In 
turn, they create very different results.

Winning By Any Means Necessary
No matter how you slice it, the consequences for VW 
of its malignant behavior are disastrous: financially, 
legally, politically, or morally. They’re topping Enron for 
the worst case of corporate fraud in recent memory, 
in part because their strategy had so many scandalous 
elements.

It’s hard enough to imagine how they embraced 
a scheme to trick US emissions tests while pouring 
pollutants of up to 40 times the legal limit into the air. It 
strains the imagination to the breaking point that all the 
while, their marketing campaign promoted them as the 
“green” car with “Clean Diesel.”

What on earth were they thinking??
In short, they wanted to win. That’s a fairly standard 
goal for a business, of course. And a good one. But 
how you define “winning” makes all the difference in 
how your people work to achieve it.

In VW's case, the mindset around winning was an 
outdated, narrow understanding of business success. 
They wanted to best Toyota as the leading carmaker 
in the world. To do that, they needed to penetrate 
the American market. They did both. Indeed, last year 
was VW's most profitable. They made it to number 
one, with short-term profit maximization achieved. 
According to that mindset, they won.

In the end, this is a Pyrrhic victory for the ages: a win 
inflicting so much harm on the victor that it’s actually 
a defeat. Lawsuits, penalties, a shattered reputation, 
criminal charges, a CEO resigned in shame, you name it.

And the damage is hardly reserved for them alone. 
By disregarding the harm their “win” could bring to 
others, leaders at VW wrought havoc all around them. 
In addition to the body blows to the company itself, 
the damaging ripple effects of their “winning strategy” 
will be measurable for years. Perhaps worst of all in 
the health and welfare of the air-breathing public.

The real scorecard brings us to a very different 
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conclusion: “Winning By Any Means Necessary” is a 
mindset whose time has come – and gone.

Changing Behavior Requires Changing 
Mindsets
For many of us, it’s hard to digest the scale of this betrayal. 
We can’t believe VW would violate US laws in such an 
extreme and intentional way. We can’t stomach their 
knowingly pumping toxins into the atmosphere while 
the rest of the world organizes to tackle climate change. 
We can’t make sense of their seeming appreciation of 
customer loyalty while they were secretly violating that 
trust in the most egregious and nefarious way.

There is a hard truth at the root of this mystery. 
At the end of the day, there is no compliance rule, no 
regulation, and even no moral imperative, that can hold 
if the mindset in place is not supporting it. That explains 
at least part of what went so very wrong here.

This principle also tells us something about what 
needs to change, both in VW and in many businesses that 
share their mindset about winning. It’s not accomplished 
by replacing the CEO. It’s not done by inflicting the pain 
of a slashed stock price. The change we need to prevent 
something like this from happening again comes from 
a transformation in the mindset of leaders, who then 
embed their new values and worldview throughout the 
organization.

Leading wisely and living well requires a different 
understanding of what it means to win. A mindset that 
says successful leaders tap into something bigger than 

themselves and take honorable action that considers 
the common good. In this worldview, winning means 
creating results that are profitable and sustainable, 
attained through fair play. It means extending your 
circle of concern beyond yourself or just those 
immediately around you, to a felt sense of broad, 
mutual responsibility to care about each other’s safety 
and well-being. In this mindset, breaking laws to dump 
poison into the air would make no sense, because 
we’d understand that since we are part of nature, 
doing catastrophic damage to our environment would 
be far, far from “winning.”

VW's appalling behavior reveals a disturbing mindset 
underneath. Any business with a similar, outdated set 
of values around winning should heed their warning call. 
You can set your culture in the right direction by taking 
a hard look at the beliefs that drive your executive 
decisions and collective action. Then do the real work 
of transforming problematic mindsets and embedding 
new ones. This guides you toward a kind of winning that 
is the true measure of success. 

ERICA ARIEL FOX is the President and Co-
Founder of Mobius Executive Leadership. She 
is a leadership expert and the New York Times 
Best-selling author of Winning From Within: A 
Breakthrough Method for Leading, Living, and 
Lasting Change. She advises executives and other 
senior leaders on personal and organizational 
transformation. 

“You are an aperture through which  

the universe is looking at and exploring itself. ”
– Alan Watts
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I. VUCA and mindfulness
The organizational world has coined the term VUCA 
to describe the increasingly challenging environments 
in which we operate. VUCA – volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity, and ambiguity. 

Almost all the senior leaders I work with worldwide 
are experiencing unprecedented levels of stress in these 
challenges, and I think the main reason for this is quite 
simple. 

Starting in our early years of education the left-brain, 
rational/analytical/linear part of us is given increasing 
prominence until, for the great majority of executives 
and organizations, it becomes the predominant way of 
navigating the world.

As Einstein so presciently said:
“The rational mind is a faithful servant, the intuitive mind 

is a sacred gift. We have created a society which honours the 
servant and has forgotten the gift.”

The servant has "served" very well indeed, but in the 
face of VUCA our rational mind, with its inbuilt need 
to control and structure, feels increasingly helpless, and 
this is not a pleasant experience. The part of us that 
loves clarity and certainty prefers to make things as 
predictable as possible, and above all wants to feel in 
control. This is like living on an island in the middle of a 
torrential river that is bursting all its riverbanks. 

So, do we flounder helplessly and painfully as we 
desperately try to shore up the riverbanks, or is there 
a new possibility, we might even say a new necessity? 
Might it be possible to find some kind of stillness at the 
center of the storm? 

Approximately 2,500 years ago humans made an 
important discovery. We found that through paying 
attention in a more deliberate and practiced way, deeper 
states of consciousness could be awakened. 

Every culture throughout recorded history has 
developed contemplative practices that incorporate this 
discovery. The inner sanctums of these traditions have 
always attracted only a very small minority of devotees, 
as worldly interests remain far more compelling. Yet, 
here we are in 2016 witnessing a quite unprecedented 
uptake of mindfulness and meditation practices, right at 
the heart of our business, health and education sectors. 
Practices that five years ago would have been considered 
marginal, insubstantial and quite possibly irrelevant have 
found their way into mainstream daily life.

One thing is certain – the rational mind alone will 
never be the vehicle that takes us into a deeper stillness. 
This does not lie within its competency sphere. We 
need a bigger picture of who we are.

We have two fundamentally different yet 
complimentary sides or modalities within us. I call them 
Being and Doing. Each of these has a series of capacities 
and competencies. 

In every organizational group I work with there is clear 
agreement, and usually a painful groan of recognition 
about the fact that the Doing modality is massively 
dominant.  As previously noted, in the VUCA world this 
brings terrible stress.

The next step is an acceptance that it would be much 
better to be able to function at the top of the triangle, 
in a high performing integration of the two modalities. 

VUCA, Mindfulness, and Beyond
By Mobius Transformational Leadership Faculty Member, Nicholas Janni

Overview
The value of mindfulness is well documented and supported by a rapidly growing body of research and neuroscience.
In this paper I will write about how and why mindfulness is so important and what lies beyond it.
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At the top of the triangle we find that, not only are 
Doing and Being no longer in an either/or scenario, but 
rather in something that looks like this:

 

That is to say – our optimum possibilities arise when 
all of our Doing comes out of an inner base of Being. The 
deepening of this possibility in every moment is a lifelong 
path of development towards mastery.

In The Master and his Emissary, his landmark book 
on right and left hemisphere brain function, Oxford 
University professor Iain McGilchrist goes so far as to say: 

“The relationship between the two hemispheres does 
not appear to be symmetrical, in that the left hemisphere is 
ultimately dependent on, one might almost say parasitic on, 
the right, though it seems to have no awareness of this fact.”

This is exactly where the importance of mindfulness 
becomes apparent as we look for that stillness, that inner 
balance of the modalities, in the centre of the storm.

Mindfulness at its best has two vitally important 
effects. The first is that, through the simple and precise 
act of paying attention, the tyranny of the Doing modality 
starts to loosen its grip on us and we start to experience 
an interior spaciousness. The importance of this can 
hardly be overstated, for as long as we are dominated by 
Doing, we live in a relatively small part of ourselves, with 
a sense of being consumed by the world around us, and 
very little room to maneuver or breathe (metaphorically 
and literally).

The second vital effect of mindfulness is that it 
opens the Being side of the triangle. This happens in a 
fascinatingly concrete way. In one the many research 
experiments reported by Iain McGilchrist a subject 
was temporarily placed in 100% left brain function and 
the right brain hemisphere shut down. At this point 
the subject looked at his hand and said: “whose hand 
is that?” This shows us that the Doing part of us does 
not experience being embodied. This is evident in any 
downtown gym, where you see people doing things 
to their body without necessarily feeling their body 
from the inside, even sitting on an exercise bike while 
responding to emails.

In the vitality of early childhood we were completely 
embodied, meaning that each second of life was an 
intensely physical experience. For many good reasons 
we had to reduce this intensity, and the most effective 
way to do this was to tense our body and restrict our 
breathing. These habits get embedded to the point where 
as adults we walk through each day with varying degrees 
of physical numbness. And therefore, with increasingly 
little access to the Being modalities of reflective thinking, 
intuition, and sensory and empathic connectedness.

The first and arguably most important practice of 
mindfulness is to bring our attention fully back into 
our body. As we do this over and over again, we start 
with a fairly basic sense of our overall posture, but then 
we notice more and more subtle levels of constantly 
changing physical sensations.  It is as if our screen of 
awareness changes to HD, to a much higher resolution.

This, in combination with inner spaciousness, creates 
access to a new dimension of ourselves, and then, 
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and only then we are on the developmental path of 
integrating Doing and Being. And the inner sensing of 
the body and more open breathing becomes one of the 
key practices that both keeps us in the zone of Doing 
and based in Being.

We start to walk through our days with a different 
kind of Presence, and all the well-documented benefits 
of mindfulness become more available to us – ease, calm, 
improved relationships, better decision-making, better 
sleep, and so on.

Above all, we develop a new kind of inner resilience 
in the face of VUCA, an egoic structure that has grown 
in what it can hold, and therefore in which knowing 
and unknowing, certainty and ambiguity co-exist much 
more comfortably. At best, as many people I work with 
report, we get far more done, in far less time, with far 
less effort.

II. What comes next, or “beyond the 
business school”
In the 1970/80s self-development movement a phrase 
was coined that went something like: “you have to 
become a somebody before you can become a nobody.”

I meet an increasing number of very successful 
senior executive “somebodies” who have reached an 
interesting and challenging threshold in their life. This 
is typically characterized by a falling away of meaning 
and motivation, and a disquieting sense of emptiness, 
different from the spaciousness previously referred to. 
A gnawing feeling that something is missing, that there is 
something more than being a successful somebody, even 
one whose ego self may have figured out a good “sense 
of purpose” and was leading what felt like a satisfying, 
successful life.

At this time in life, beautifully articulated by Carl Jung 
amongst others, there is a turning inward towards what 
we might call soul needs and matters of the spirit.

In our post-modern, rational culture many people 
have understandably rejected the trappings of religion 
precisely because of its pre-modern, magical and 
seemingly childish frameworks. And yet in so doing I 
suggest that we may have thrown the baby out with the 
bathwater, leaving us in a spiritual wasteland, estranged 
from experiences of deeper connectedness, wonder and 
awe. 

To quote Einstein again: 
“The most beautiful thing we can experience is the 

mysterious. It is the source of all true art and all science. He 
to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause 
to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: his eyes 
are closed.” 

Building a larger egoic structure to deal with VUCA, 
and the practice of mindfulness, essential as they are, do 
not inherently “open our eyes,” because the very thing 
we have built may be exactly part of what is keeping 
our eyes closed. This is a sobering realization, and at 
this point in life new questions of a somewhat different 
order arise. Questions such as:

•  Where is the place for the transcendent or the 
sacred in my life?

•  What is my true gift to life? 
•  How do I step into a deeper unknowing? 
•  Where is the place of wonder in my life?
•  To what am I most truly devoted?
•  What happens when I open to what I have always 

excluded?
And crucially, given our self-centred, unyielding culture:
•  Can I surrender? Can I bow to something that is 

greater than myself?

Our post-modern culture mostly has little time 
for or sensitivity to these questions, responding with 
anything from humour about ‘the midlife crisis’ through 
to medication for depression, both of which miss by a 

“Our optimum possibilities arise when all of our Doing comes  

out of an inner base of Being. The deepening of this possibility in  

every moment is a lifelong path of development towards mastery.”
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long way the profound opportunity that this threshold 
brings. In my experience, business schools have little to 
say about it, nor do any of the numerous business books 
I have read about mindfulness.

This latter absence is significant because the original 
purpose of mindfulness practice has been largely 
forgotten. The original practice was designed to bring 
people to deeper and deeper layers of transpersonal 
consciousness beyond their ego. It just so happens that 
the practice has a multitude of other lesser yet valuable 
benefits, as are well noted. It is itself a reflection of the 
controlling mechanisms of our ego structures that the 
business world in particular has finally gladly embraced 
the lesser benefits, while somehow forgetting the much 
higher purpose of the practice.

In this stage a different order of work is needed. The 
first requirement is to create a strong enough container 
– almost always with the help of a mentor or coach, or 
in the company of a group dedicated to such matters – in 
which the full composition of what is happening, including 
all its discomfort, can be unconditionally included and 
felt rather than fixed or rationalized. The creation of 
this kind of container is deeply skilful work, and goes far 
beyond the realms of most corporate coaching.

Then we can address the two kinds of tensions or 
“pull” that are typically emerging. Both need to be 
welcomed and precisely discerned.

The first tension is the pull of the past. Here, as the 
healthy ego structure we built in order to become a 
“somebody” starts to soften, unintegrated parts of our 
early life call for attention. We meet the places in us 
where our fundamental needs to be received, and for 
nurturing and belonging, were inevitably not fully met. 
As we allow these places in us to be felt – a process 
that needs deeply skilful and sensitive guidance – we also 
often see how aspects of the “somebody” we built were 
subtly and necessarily based around the exclusion of 
these painful parts.

This work – which at its core is a highly attuned 
emotional/energetic rather than analytical process – can 
bring us to a much deeper level of vulnerability, which 
in turn allows our heart to melt and new sensibilities of 
compassion, connectedness and humility to flower.

The second tension is the pull of higher levels of 
consciousness. If mindfulness brought us to a first level 
of spaciousness, here the call of an entirely different 

“As long as we are dominated  

by Doing, we live in a relatively 

small part of ourselves, with a 

sense of being consumed by the 

world around us, and very little 

room to maneuver or breathe 

(metaphorically and literally). ”

© MJ MacMahon
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level of Emptiness awaits us. Art, Nature and Silence 
become more and more essential gateways, as the need 
for any kind of rational certainty recedes further into 
the background.

In traditional cultures people used to recognize 
this new calling and retire into the forest, literally 
or metaphorically, for a period of contemplation of 
undetermined length. Undetermined, because in matters 
of the soul, and of spirit, our wish to be in control no 
longer has a place. 

A burning question for me is how can we create 
the spaces and the cultures in which that kind of 
contemplation can be honoured, without having to 
“leave the world”? And how might an entirely new kind 
of leadership emerge from those spaces in which our 
individualistic identity melts into a larger connectedness, 
and a more natural sense of stewardship and service?

Put in another way – in our secular world, how might 
we create the equivalent of a sacred Temple space for 
leaders?

I am reminded of the times in my former career as 
a theatre director when an actor would come to me 
with a text and the question “I don’t know what to do 
with this speech.” To which my response was along the 
lines of “What will be much more interesting is what the 
speech will do with you.” 

And indeed, when one actor or, even better, a group 
of actors together could surrender themselves in the 
way all great artists and mystics understand, time and 
time again something of immense, extraordinary power 
occurred. The rehearsal room was transformed, and 
the energy flowing through the group became so strong 
that one felt the roof might lift off. Intense emotions 
and vivid worlds streamed through the actors as if 
from nowhere, and we were all bathed in a Presence 
in the face of which we could only bow and feel deep 
gratitude and humility.

“An artist has to be ravished or there is no art … the 
container has to be strong and at the same time very flexible 
… true artists don’t imagine their egos created the work of 
art. It came through them; they were receptive.”                                                 

            – Marion Woodman: “Conscious Femininity”

Keith Jarrett, one of the greatest contemporary jazz 
musicians expresses it thus:

I wish there were a way to make “I don’t know” a positive 
thing, which it isn’t in our society. We feel that we need 
to “know” certain things, and we substitute that quest for 
the actual experience of things in all its complexity. When I 
play pure improvisation, any kind of intellectual handles are 
inappropriate because they get in the way of letting the river 
move where it’s supposed to move. 

To do an improvised concert -- this includes the La Scala 
concert and every other time I walk on the stage and play 
from zero -- I need to find a way to start the journey without 
creating the subject matter in my mind. In other words, I 
cannot have a melody or a motif in my head, because those 
things will protrude into the fabric. They will be too prominent 
and make the music seem like a solid object rather than a 
flowing process. I have to not play what’s in my ears, if there’s 
something in my ears. I have to find a way for my hands to 
start the concert without me. 

And Carlos Santana, another great contemporary 
musician:

As Miles Davis would say, “you just shut up”. Tell your 
mind to shut up. Turn off the TV, turn off the radio, and 
you start hearing this blend of voices, angels, demons and all 
of a sudden they become one note, one voice, one melody, 
and you grab it. Most of the time it comes from when you’re 
deeply still – that’s the best music that comes.”

“We develop a new kind of inner resilience in the face of VUCA,  

an egoic structure that has grown in what it can hold,  

and therefore in which knowing and unknowing,  

certainty and ambiguity co-exist much more comfortably.”
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It has been my experience during training programmes 
that when an individual leader or even better a group 
of leaders cross this threshold from egoic identity into 
a more transpersonal realm, insights and connections 
of a completely different magnitude start to flow. The 
proverbial “light bulbs” start flashing with increasing 
intensity and we feel bathed in the presence of an 
emergent intelligence far greater than that of any one 
individual. Sometimes the room itself seems to become 
more luminous. Some people say it is as if we become 
“one mind”.

This is one of most vivid embodiments I know of what 
Einstein surely meant when he said that we cannot solve 
problems at the level of consciousness from which they 
were created. 

In these challenging times I believe that we more 
than ever need leaders who are ready to step beyond 

their own self-actualization and personal comfort zones 
into higher dimensions of consciousness, willing to 
become instruments of a higher evolutionary intelligence, 
surrendered to the service of the greater whole. 

NICHOLAS JANNI, 
Mobius Transformational 
Leadership Faculty Member, 
has gained an international 
reputation over the last 
fifteen years for his leadership 
training and transformational 

coaching.  He bridges the worlds of creative, personal, 
spiritual and professional development in a uniquely 
powerful, relevant and accessible way, working 
with senior executives, teams, and business schools 
worldwide.

© MJ MacMahon



62     Mobius Executive Leadership  |  www.mobiusleadership.com

NEXT PRACTICE RELATED READINGS

Mindfulness is certainly having its day.  
Once considered a fringe pursuit, the practice of 
mindfulness is suddenly at the center of corporate life, 
valued by highly successful companies for health promotion, 
workforce training, and leadership development.

Although mindfulness is often positioned as a tool for 
stress reduction or relaxation, its core principle – being 
present in the moment – is about something far greater 
than slowing down or calming down: it is about waking up.

For several years, I have been advocating this dynamic 
understanding of being present in the moment, focusing 
on the benefits of this for leaders, as well as developing 
applications for strategy, innovation, and organizational 
change.  

But to grasp the potential of a moment, we need to 
start with what a moment really is.

Although we tend to think of a moment as being just 
a few seconds, and therefore rather negligible, the word 
“moment” comes from the Latin word meaning “a particle 
sufficient to tip the scales.” A moment was a very small 
weight that literally shifted the balance. 

This means that right there in the definition of moment 
is a sense of dynamic potential – no doubt why the word 
moment gives us the words momentous and momentum. 
This certainly suggests that a moment is far from trivial:  
one moment can change everything. 

When you are feeling stressed, of course, being present 
in the moment can certainly help you calm down and get a 
grip. This is a great place to start. But being present in the 
moment can also inspire you creatively. It can energize 
you. It can be exhilarating. 

This is why investing in the moment could be the best 
investment you will ever make.  What I mean by “investing 
in the moment” is simply this:  choosing to see this 
moment, right now, as a real resource, as something not 
to be missed.  And learning how to manifest its potential.

In this article, I will outline some of the benefits of 
this investment for leaders. And although these benefits 
improve with practice, and benefit from training, they are 
also immediate: they begin the moment you stop skating 
over the surface of life and take a deep dive into what is 
here for you, right now.

10 Reasons to Invest  
in the Moment
by Mobius Transformational Leadership Faculty Member, Martin Boroson

Adapted from the blog series found at http://martinboroson.com/writing/2015/01/10-reasons-to-invest-in-the-moment/

“The word ‘moment’ comes from the Latin  

   word meaning ‘a particle sufficient to tip the scales.’”
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Investing in the moment can help you:

1. GET REAL 

Being at the top doesn’t necessarily mean you know 
what’s going on.

Indeed, as leaders become more successful, they can 
become isolated and even develop a skewed sense of 
reality. They can lose touch with what’s happening in the 
real world, and become distanced from people who could 
give them honest feedback. 

Many leaders don’t even know what is going on inside 
themselves. And some leaders don’t even know how to 
know. 

Consider the typical leadership personality:  confident, 
strong-willed, externally focused, action-oriented, 
analytic, and future-directed. Such leaders can lack the 
very first skill of self-awareness – the ability to do a 
simple reality-check about themselves: how am I feeling, 
right now?   

This deficit in emotional intelligence can lead to critical 
instabilities down the line.

This is why, if you really want to be a better leader, 
the first step may well be to stop. You need to take a 
moment. 

Think of this as a “power pause” – an essential act 
of maintenance, even repair – in which to audit your 
environment and, even more important, audit yourself. 

In other words, simply take a moment to ask: what is 
really going on?

2. CREATE CALM  

Chronic stress can diminish your ability to think clearly 
and respond appropriately. It can also lead to serious 
health problems.

For organizations, stress can be pervasive, even 
systemic, causing not just illness but lost time, high 
turnover, bad judgment, poor performance, wasted 
effort, unnecessary work, safety errors, bad customer 
relations, and general hopelessness.

Leaders carry a particular responsibility for systemic 
stress, for as a leader, it’s you who sets the tone. Indeed, 
the stress that is created, perpetuated, and distributed 
by just one leader can adversely affect entire teams, 
organizations, and communities.

One of the most effective ways to get a grip on stress 

quickly is simply by paying close attention to what is 
actually happening now.  Here is just one reason why 
this works: when your mind is fully focused in this 
moment, you are immediately freed from worrying 
about that moment. You are dealing with just what is 
real right now.

Once you have developed this ability – to pivot your 
mind from stress to calm in just a moment – you can 
manage even the most stressful situations in ways that 
are a lot less stressful. You may even develop the kind of 
calm, alert presence that is able to transform situations 
of even extreme stress into quite startling opportunities.

.  
3. CULTIVATE PRESENCE  

Some leaders just seem to have it – a sense of being 
comfortable in their skin, an air of quiet confidence. This 
winning personality trait is often called presence. Through 
presence, a leader can effortlessly foster a culture of 
loyalty, trust, spirited work, and high performance.

Presence, however, is not really something you can 
learn. Nor is it something that rubs off on you magically 
from someone else. Indeed, the more you chase after 
someone else’s leadership presence, the more you 
become, well, a follower. 

Authentic presence springs from within. And all you 
have to do, if you want to start cultivating presence now, 
is this:  Be more present. Simply tune into what is really 
true for you, right now.

As you choose to be more present, what emerges 
is presence. Your presence. For as you acknowledge, 
accept, and embody your truth, you bring forth your true 
being with honesty and integrity. Moment by moment, 
there is simply more of you here. 

In my opinion, the world desperately needs more of 
this – by which I mean more of you. For in each moment 
you choose to live from the presence that is uniquely 
yours, you not only manifest the life you really want, you 
make the contribution that only you can make. 

4. PAY ATTENTION

We seem to be suffering an epidemic of distractedness. 
And the consequences are serious.

Distraction causes accidents, injuries, unnecessary 
work, diminished creativity, poor performance, reduced 
output, and critical accidents, not to mention ethical 
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lapses and PR disasters.  
Consider, too, the demoralizing effect of working 

with people who are distracted. Think of those meetings 
that are so unproductive, so long, and so unsatisfying, 
simply because people are only paying partial attention. 
Think of those conversations you have in which no one 
is really listening.

Investing in the moment can help. 
Paying attention to what is happening in the moment 

helps you avoid mistakes and accidents. It helps you 
think better, listen better, articulate better, and get 
things done more efficiently.

In addition, each time you bring your mind to what 
is happening in this moment, you are building your 
attention muscles. You are becoming focus fit. You are 
becoming someone who pays attention.

As your ability to pay attention gets stronger, you 
may find also that something quite remarkable starts 
to happen:  your attention enhances whatever you are 
working on. 

Yes, attention is such a powerful tool that, when you 
are finally able to devote your full attention  –  heart 
and mind, body and soul  –  to a situation, the situation 
itself begins to change, almost magically.  It is this kind of 
attention, I believe, that is deployed so effectively by the 
most visionary leaders.

As a leader, of course, you have an additional 
opportunity. You have the ability and resources to 
promote attention skills in your team, to create systems 
that maximize attention, and to build a workplace that 
truly values attention. Imagine what you could achieve if 
your whole organization were just 10% more attentive.

The first move, however, is always right now.  Go get 
your distracted mind, and start focusing on what you 
want to focus on in this moment.

5. STAY CURRENT 

We can get terribly comfortable with our old conclusions. 
Those conclusions then become assumptions about the 

present and even filters on the future.  Over time, they 
block our ability to even notice what is really happening. 

If you want to seize the moment, however, first you 
have to see the moment.

Having an out-of-date mindset has tripped up many 
a leader. It has also tripped up many large, successful 
companies – so invested in their big old boats, steaming 

toward their pre-programmed destinations, that they no 
longer notice which way the wind is blowing.

But think of the great politician or the inspired viral 
marketing campaign: What they each do so well is tap 
the zeitgeist. This doesn’t mean that you, as a leader, 
have to be faddish or ruled by the mob. You can still 
articulate a better way. You can still inspire people about 
your bigger vision. But if you want to be effective, you 
certainly need your finger on the pulse of the present.

Fortunately, getting started with this is really simple: 
pay close attention to this moment, right now. This will 
momentarily liberate you. You will be liberated from 
your assumptions and expectations, and will be, simply, 
aware.  Each time you do this, moment by moment, you 
are learning to let go of then and see what is now.

6. BE RESILIENT  

With the speed of life accelerating, and disruption 
becoming the norm, it’s no wonder that resilience has 
become such a hot topic in leadership development. 

Although everyone faces change, and everyone 
experiences setbacks, what distinguishes great leaders 
is their skill at bouncing back and, more to the point, 
bouncing back better.

When talking about resilience, it is helpful to 
consider two types – each demanding a different kind of 
investment in the moment.

The first kind of resilience is required in fast-paced 
situations, such as ball games, battlefields, and trading 
floors, where you need to make in-the-moment 
decisions. This demands a combination of hyper-focus, 
peripheral awareness, and instant reaction time. There 
is some evidence that meditation training can help with 
this – it improves your ability to sort stimuli efficiently 
and also reduce reaction time. 

The other kind of resilience, however, is required when 
you experience a major life setback – such as when you 
experience an illness, divorce, or bereavement, or you 
suffer a career crisis, hostile takeover, or economic crash. 
Situations like these require not that you react quickly but 
that you not react quickly. Situations like these require 
that you have the wisdom to respond appropriately. 

In such situations, there is huge benefit in knowing 
how to pause. In this pause, let yourself fully experience 
what happened. Notice how it really feels, right now, and 
don’t pretend it doesn’t hurt. Then, take stock of what 



  www.mobiusleadership.com  |  Mobius Executive Leadership     65

NEXT PRACTICE RELATED READINGS

really has changed. And consider how you have changed. 
Do you really want to go back to the old situation? 
Is it even possible? Might this new situation present a 
radically new opportunity? And is there a possibility that 
this setback could actually help you grow?  

After all, you want to be an authentic leader, not a 
robotic one. 

What both types of resilience have in common is 
this:  Whether you are reacting quickly or taking your 
time, each moment that you encounter is brand new – 
it has truly never happened before. And the past does 
not have to be a dark shadow on your present: each 
moment offers you a fresh start.

7. FIND SOLUTIONS 

Too often, we try to solve problems by reshuffling what 
we already know. 

Here’s a better approach: Shift your focus from the 
problem that you think is out there to what’s going on in 
here, in your own mind. Any problem can be considered 
just a symptom of a mindset that has outlived its 
usefulness.

In other words, instead of beating your head against 
the same old door, do something – anything – to change 
your point of view. And then see what life looks like 
through a whole new window.

The practice of investing in the moment helps with this 
immeasurably. Each time you face a problem, simply take 
a moment to consciously clear your mind and release 
what you already know. This enables you to look at the 
problem with fresh eyes, see what is really happening, 
and find a way to unstick what is stuck.  

The more you practice this maneuver, the better you 
become at deploying it quickly and powerfully. And then, 
rather than being someone who had a new idea once, or 
gets a new idea sometimes, you can be a leader who has 
new ideas all the time.

8. SEE OPPORTUNITY  

Too often, we assume that only geniuses can innovate.  
Or we assume that a great new idea will arrive with a 
thunderous AHA, so there’s no chance we’ll miss it.

A great new idea, however, rarely presents itself with 
a fanfare.  Rather, it appears first as a tiny fragment, faint 
whisper, or tender shoot. 

Imagine the writer who sits in a café with an open 
notebook, staring into space, waiting for inspiration. He 
is holding space for a new idea to land. Or imagine the 
inventor tinkering in her garage until, one day, something 
starts to click and whirr. She is allowing possibilities to 
appear. 

These innovators trust that even a small idea can have 
enormous potential.  And they know how to keep their 
minds open to what is emerging in the moment.

If you really want to innovate, you have to develop 
the capacity to notice all the subtle prompts that appear 
throughout the day, those small ideas that might just tip 
the scales. Approach each moment with an attitude of 
curiosity, and make sure you are awake to what could 
be emerging for you right now. 

Don’t forget, too, that being an innovative leader 
doesn’t mean that you have to have all the ideas. 
Rather, consider it your job to create the conditions 
for innovation. Build an environment where everyone 
on your team is awake to the opportunity that is always 
budding now.

9. DEVELOP POSSIBILITIES

Once a new idea is conceived, you still have to develop 
its potential. In other words, you have to play with 
possibilities.

In a state of play, with all judgment suspended, you are 
free and spontaneous. You simply notice and elaborate 
what is arising in the moment. Like a child playing with 
blocks, you stack things in different ways and let yourself 
be surprised and delighted by what results. Like a jazz 
musician, you improvise.

The Zen Buddhist tradition calls this state of mind a 
“beginner’s mind” – a state of openness, curiosity, and 
willingness to be surprised.  Alas, many leaders, fearing loss 
of control, will resist this mindset.  Or they just habitually 
rush right past this stage. Barely is a new idea conceived 
when they deliver judgment on it. 

“ Any problem can be considered  

just a symptom of a mindset  

that has outlived its usefulness.”
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Some of the most egregious offenders in this regard are, 
of course, “experts.” Armed with reams of conclusions, all 
based on the past, they are so sure they “know what” that 
they shut down every playful “what if.”  

Sadly, this attitude shuts down the possibility being 
offered in the moment.  It simply kills new life. It destroys – 
even prevents – innovation.

To my mind, the really valuable experts are those who 
are smart and humble enough to suspend their expertise. 
They welcome the new information and new possibilities 
that arise in the moment.  

As a leader your greatest contribution might simply be 
this:  to create and defend the conditions that give rise 
to this mindset of possibility, ensuring that everyone on 
your team has the time, space, safety, and encouragement 
to play.

10. UNLEASH MOMENTUM

So, what is really standing in your way? 
Many of the obstacles to change we experience are 

all in the mind:  insecurity, bias, stubbornness, and doubt  
–  not to mention those out-of-date lessons we carry 
from the past or those fears we project into the future.  

In organizational life, of course, obstacles can be 
even more challenging, for they are systemic.  Certain 
characteristics of most organizations – excessive 
workload, inflexible rules, crowded calendars, fixed 
agendas, complicated procedures, and rigid plans – 
stop people from moving freely or responding in the 
moment. All of this is death to momentum. People get 
discouraged. New ideas don’t stand a chance.

To make matters worse, many leaders attempt to 
drive change just by making a plan and then pushing.  But 
if the obstacles to change in a system are entrenched, 
that push won’t make much progress.

As a leader, you might use your time more efficiently, 
and much more wisely, by focusing on creating the conditions 
for momentum. Start by unsticking what’s stuck. Liberate 
people and ideas so they can begin to move freely. Make 
sure that everyone on your team – those people you have 
chosen and trained, those people you trust – actually have 
the freedom to respond in the moment. 

In my experience, when large systems move toward 
this kind of “in the moment” behavior – flexible, dynamic, 
and responsive – then everyone benefits. I have seen this 

kind of transition release extraordinary enthusiasm and 
creativity in even the most dispirited staff.  And the key 
principle is simply to liberate each person’s ability to be 
in the moment.  You might even succeed in creating an 
“in the moment” organization.

Everything starts here.
It may seem at times that advocates of mindfulness, 
myself included, are selling some kind of snake oil. How 
can something as simple as presence in the moment 
have so many benefits?  

Perhaps this is because, to quote the Zen teacher 
Dainin Katagiri, each moment is the universe. Or, in other 
words:  there is nothing we really have but this moment.  
Wherever you go, you will always be here, and the time 
will always be now. Despite this self-evident truth, we 
spend much of our time imagining scenarios that have 
nothing to do with now, haunted by fading memories of 
the past and fantasies about the unknowable future.  

This puts us at a serious disadvantage. For when we 
are distracted from this moment, or act in ignorance 
of this moment, or try to flee from this moment, we 
are just running from reality. It is as if we are manically 
adding stories to a house that has no foundation.

As soon as you invest in this moment, however, 
something remarkable starts to happen, because you are 
no longer running away.  Allowing yourself to land in this 
moment fully, you are aligning yourself with what is true. 
You are choosing to be real. 

In this becoming real, you discover, paradoxically, that 
everything is possible. You are fully yourself and also 
free of self. You are totally grounded and yet exquisitely 
inspired. You are at peace with what is and also wide 
open to what could be. 

Indeed, when you are present in this moment, you 
are ready for anything. 

MARTIN BOROSON is a member 
of the Mobius Transformational 
Leadership Faculty and is founder and 
CEO of the One Moment Company, 
which delivers scalable training programs 
in present-moment awareness to 

Fortune 500 companies and helps leaders design systems 
that promote rapid innovation and culture change.  He is an 
executive coach, a keynote speaker and the author of One-
Moment Meditation: Stillness for People on the Go.   
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Attention Deficit Trait – The Growing 
Workplace Problem 
You know the problem – swarms of distractions, constant 
interruptions, various tones chiming all around, rampant 
“screen sucking,” texting under the table during meetings, 
the overloading of mental circuits, and frequent feelings 
of frustration at trying to get everything done well and 
on time. This is the modern context in which most of 
us work. Whether the workplace itself or the numerous 
demands on your time drive you to distraction, the end 
result is the same. You can’t focus on anything anymore 
at work, and it’s taking its toll 
on your performance and your 
sense of well-being. 

Capturing a widespread 
desperation, Ann Crittenden, 
in her New York Times review 
of Brigid Schulte’s sobering 
2014 book, Overwhelmed: 
Work, Love, and Play When No 
One Has the Time, allowed that 
Schulte’s sensible solutions 
were “good suggestions,” but then punctuated her review 
with grim resignation: “But like all self-help advice, they 
don’t measure up against the entrenched forces that are 
indifferent if not hostile to the emotional well-being of a 
majority of Americans. Schulte is fighting SEAL Team Six 
with a pair of fingernail scissors.”

This book offers a different view. While I fully agree 
that we are contending with forces never seen before 
– and that the modern workplace presents distractions 
like never before – I also know that any person can learn 

to modulate distraction and overload well enough to 
take greater control, while becoming happier, healthier, 
and more productive in the process. To be sure, as 
Crittenden, Schulte, and numerous other commentators 
have shown in well-documented detail, the special forces 
that oppose a sane and measured life today advance en 
masse like invisible pincers, nipping at us wherever we 
turn. And this isn’t going to let up. If anything, the number 
of distractions will continue to grow, exponentially. This 
is why all the commonly offered advice – such as manage 
your time and to-do lists more efficiently, multitask better, 

be more organized – don’t and 
can’t work. They’re only Band-
Aids. Instead, you have to retrain 
your attention. You have to 
recognize that the underlying 
issues of mental distraction – 
all of which are magnified and 
even harder to control in the 
workplace – are within your 
control. Even if you can’t control 
your environment, you can learn 

how to reach a more productive mental state of focus, 
relying on planning, preparation, and technique instead 
of the frantic efforts people typically use to control their 
time and attention. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––– 

I’m a focus doctor. An MD, now sixty-four years old as I 
write these words, I’ve studied attention and productivity 
for my entire career. “Attention deficit trait,” or ADT, is 

Driven to Distraction  
at Work:  
How to Focus and Be More Productive
A book excerpt by Edward M. Hallowell

Reprinted by permission of Harvard Business Review Press. Excerpted and adapted from Driven to Distraction at Work: How to Focus and Be More 
Productive. Copyright 2015. Edward M. Hallowell, MD. All rights reserved.
 

“Since modern life induces 

ADT, you may wake up in 

the morning without it, but 

by 10 a.m. have developed 

many of the symptoms.”
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a term I coined in 1994 to describe what I observed at 
that time to be an increasingly common problem in the 
modern workplace. 

Fate gave me a catbird seat from which to observe 
the growing epidemic of ADT that we are experiencing 
today. I’ve witnessed the vaporization of attention, as if 
it were boiling away, while people tried valiantly to keep 
track of more data than even the most adept human 
brain could possibly accommodate. Since modern life 
induces ADT, you may wake up in the morning without 
it, but by 10 a.m. have developed many of the symptoms, 
which include the following: 

•  A heightened distractibility and a persistent feeling 
of being rushed or in a hurry, even when there’s no 
need to be, combined with a mounting feeling of how 
superficial your life has become: lots to do, but no 
depth of thought or feeling. 

•  An inability to sustain lengthy and full attention to a 
thought, a conversation, an image, a paragraph, a diagram, 
a sunset – or anything else, even when you try to. 

•  A growing tendency toward impatience, boredom, 
dissatisfaction, restlessness, irritability, frustration, or 
frenzy, sometimes approaching panic. 

•  A tendency to hop from task to task, idea to idea, even 
place to place. 

•  A tendency to make decisions impulsively, rather than 
reflecting and taking time to think them through.  

•  An increasing tendency to avoid thinking altogether, as 
if it were a luxury you don’t have time for.  

•  A tendency to put off difficult work or conversations, 
coupled with a tendency to overfill your day with 
feckless busywork.  

•  A tendency to feel overwhelmed, even when, in reality, 
you’re not.  

•  Haunting feelings of guilt about incomplete tasks, 
coupled with resentment that the tasks were imposed 
in the first place.  

•  Difficulty in fully enjoying pleasant moments and 
genuine achievements.

•  Too often saying to yourself, “I’m working really hard 
but I’m not getting to where I want to be,” both at 
work and in relationships.  

•  A feeling of loss of control over your own life and a 
nagging feeling of “What am I missing?”  

•  A recurring thought that “Someday I will make time 
for what really matters, but I don’t have time to do 
that today.”  

•  A growing, compulsive need for frequent electronic 
“hits,” for example, checking e-mails, speaking on your 
iPhone, sending or receiving texts, Googling random 
subjects, visiting favorite web-sites, or playing games, 
coupled with almost an addict’s yen for them when 
they are unavailable.

•  A tendency to overcommit, make yourself too available, 
allow too many interruptions, and say yes too quickly.  

If you see yourself in many or all of these feelings and 
tendencies, welcome to modern life. ADT is everywhere, 
especially at work. 

Consider some of the pernicious effects of ADT. It 
leads you to respond to others in ways you otherwise 
wouldn’t. How often do you find yourself tuning out 
when someone – say, a colleague or a friend – tells a long, 
albeit amusing, anecdote or who poignantly pours his or 
her heart out, while you fake full attention? Sometimes 
you might hear yourself responding rudely to a person 

© MJ MacMahon
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who is trying to explain an important matter to you. 
How often do you find yourself just saying “Bottom line 
it” or “Give me the elevator pitch”? 

Hyper-speed makes it impossible for you to absorb 
what’s new or different. So instead of finding new material 
to help you think in unexpected ways, you start thinking 
in bite-sized, convenient, mundane chunks made up of 
what’s familiar: the stereotypes, slogans, and buzzwords 
that trigger stock responses and come to define your 
predictable, prefabricated beliefs, understandings, and 
convictions. 

Prescription For Focus 
Although I never planned to when I was in medical school 
or residency, over the past thirty-plus years, I’ve turned 
focus and attention into my specialty, a specialty that 
didn’t exist when I was in training, but is booming now. 
If you search for the word “focus” on Amazon.com, 
you will get 463,374 titles, including Daniel Goleman’s 
2013 book, Focus: The Hidden Driver of Excellence. While 
this book gives an excellent account of why focus 
is important to achieving goals, it doesn’t look at the 
many ways people lose their ability to focus at work or 
provide practical solutions for training the attention and 
regaining control at work. 

Most people don’t see lack of focus as the root of 
their problem or even as a possibility. Most of those who 
consult me simply blame themselves for their failure to 
be happier or more successful. They don’t make excuses 
or blame the system or a difficult boss. “Maybe I’m just 
a born underachiever,” they conclude, or “Maybe I just 
don’t have what it takes to get where I want to get to.” 
They are worried about their jobs, their relationships, 
and their families, but they only blame themselves in 
response to the problems they face. 

People are usually in more pain than they let on. If 
they even recognize how much their problem relates 
to impaired focus, they deal with it simply by trying to 
overpower it. But that’s like trying to cure nearsightedness 
by squinting harder. Ironically, the harder they try, the 
more likely they are to fail, which leads them to blame 
themselves even more, thus intensifying the problem. 
They don’t need to work harder, just smarter. 

This book will teach you to work smarter, not 
harder. First, by recognizing and dealing with the six 
most common distractions or patterns of ADT at work, 

and second, by learning a new set of techniques for 
managing your attention over time, you’ll be equipped 
to overcome whatever distraction is holding you back 
from doing your best work. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––– 

What is flexible focus?
Focus varies in its intensity and duration. At one extreme 
is the absence of focus (without being asleep, drunk, in 
a coma, or deprived of focus by some other physical 
cause). I call this aimless, meandering state “drift.” It can 
be a sweet state, indeed, or a time waster. Your mind 
simply drifts along, like a fisherman trawling. Sometimes, 
in drift, you catch a big fish. 

You don’t know it, but your brain uses these seemingly 
empty moments to do a lot of work. It goes into what’s 
called “default mode,” activating the default network, or 
DN. Particularly active in these moments of daydreaming 
or drift are the lateral prefrontal cortex and the dorsal 
anterior cingulate cortex, both of which are crucial in 
so-called executive function, which includes planning and 
focusing attention. 

This explains, in part, why you need to look away 
from what you’re doing from time to time, to drift, to 
take a break mentally. Your brain does not take a break 
during these periods. Quite the opposite. It stokes up on 
energy, element number one in the basic plan, equipping 
you for the next period of paying close attention. 

You might think the brain would consume more 
energy when working on a problem or concentrating on 
a task, but it doesn’t. When in drift, the DN consumes 
just as much, if not more, energy than when deeply 
in focus mode. Interestingly, in drift or in DN, what 
you think about (since your brain never goes empty) 
is usually other people, yourself, and the relationships 
among those. You engage in “social cognition.” Nature 
wired us to think socially during its down times. As 
psychologist Matthew Lieberman, a pioneer in social 
neuroscience, put it, “There are so many other things 
our brain could have been wired to spend its spare time 
on – learning calculus, improving our logical reasoning 
ability, cataloging variations in the classes of objects we 
have seen. Any of these could have adaptive value. But 
nature placed its bet on our thinking socially.”1 

At the other extreme of drift is “flow.” The 
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psychologist who researched this heightened state 
of awareness, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, named this 
most focused state of mind in 1975.2 In flow, a person 
becomes so immersed in what he is doing that he loses 
self-consciousness altogether. He gets so into what he 
is doing that he merges with the action he is involved 
in, becoming one with it. He loses his sense of time, 
even his awareness of his biological needs and drives, 
a state reminiscent of William Butler Yeats’s lines: “O 
body swayed to music, O brightening glance, / How can 
we know the dancer from the 
dance?”3 

Like all moments of peak 
intensity, flow fades. Almost all 
of us have entered into flow 
at one time or another, so we 
know firsthand that it doesn’t 
last. Some people find flow while 
running or doing yoga; others 
while playing music, meditating, 
knitting, doing crossword 
puzzles; others while risking their 
lives skiing downhill or sweating 
over a piece of sculpture.

According to Csikszentmihalyi’s research, corroborated 
by many people I’ve interviewed as well as my own 
experience, in flow a person experiences life at its peak, 
its most joyful, its most intensely fulfilling. It is also the 
state in which people exceed their personal best, often 
achieving much better work than they’ve ever done before. 
So absorbing, however, is the flow state that you only 
recollect the high of it, the pure joy of it. Since you lose 
self-consciousness when you’re in flow, you’re not aware 
of how great it is until it’s over. 

But you can’t spend your whole day in flow. You need 
to eat and sleep. Furthermore, the brain in that state is 
limited by its supply of neurotransmitters. With practice, 
however, you can learn to enter flow regularly. The key 
is to engage in some activity that both matters to you 
deeply and is challenging, so that you have to stretch. 

Csikszentmihalyi’s work has been extended in practical 
directions by Steven Kotler, director of research for the 
Flow Genome Project, an international, transdisciplinary 
organization dedicated to decoding what happens during 
flow.4 Kotler and his group are developing methods for 
“hacking flow,” as he puts it, as it occurs in everyday 

life.5 Most of his research has been with athletes who do 
extreme sports that often put their lives in danger. He’s 
found that these athletes access flow regularly and that 
when they do, they routinely exceed their personal best. 
In these cases, great gain comes with great risk. 

But it is a safe assumption that most people do not want 
to put their lives in danger in order to access flow. For us – 
and I certainly include myself in this group – the doorway to 
flow still remains open. We need to select those activities 
that both challenge us and matter deeply to us. 

For example, in my case, this 
challenge comes with writing. 
I have a love-hate relationship 
with writing; most writers do. 
That’s because writing is beyond 
challenging; at times, it seems 
impossible. The writing is almost 
never as good as it could be or as 
the writer hopes it will be, so the 
task promises disappointment at 
every turn. That’s why we writers 
often avoid writing. When 
Ernest Hemingway was asked 
how to write a novel, he replied, 

“The first thing you do is clean out the refrigerator.” He 
meant that writers will do just about anything to avoid 
putting words onto a page. 

Yet, we love what we do too. Few things please me 
more than creating a well-turned sentence or describing 
an image that does its job succinctly. (I hope you find a 
few in this book.) They are my reasons for coming back 
to the blank page, just as the great shot is the golfer’s 
reason for coming back to the tee, in spite of all his 
bad shots. When I finally do sit down at the keyboard, I 
typically enter flow – usually for minutes, but sometimes 
for an hour. The difference between my experience with 
writing and that of, say, the extreme skier is that I do not 
have the element of danger to keep me riveted in flow 
for extended periods. As a result, flow comes and goes 
as I write. (I suppose if I were writing with my life on the 
line, I might remain in flow for a longer time.) 

Short of flow, there is focus. We all know what focus 
is. It is the standard term for a concentrated, clear state 
of mind, focused on one target. Between focus and flow 
lies what I call “flexible focus.” It differs from flow in that 
it’s not the high that flow is; it’s a way of tapping into 

“You might think the 

brain would consume  

more energy when 

working on a problem or 

concentrating on a task, 

but it doesn’t. ”



  www.mobiusleadership.com  |  Mobius Executive Leadership     71

NEXT PRACTICE RELATED READINGS

ACHIEVE FOCUS THREE WORDS AT A TIME

 1    Turn it off (TIO). Turn off your electronic devices during periods of the day when you 
want uninterrupted, focused time.

 2    Trust your way. Perhaps the single-most clichéd song lyric ever, “I did it my way” became 
so clichéd because its message is so powerful. We focus best and do our best when we do it 
our way. We all have our routines, our own individualized process or way for producing our 
best work. Trust yours. When you don’t know where you’re headed, your process or way will 
allow your unconscious to enter. It will guide and often surprise you with your most valuable 
discoveries and unexpected solutions. Don’t work against your grain, but with it.

 3     Take a break. When you start to glaze over or feel frantic, stop what you are doing. 
 Stand up, walk around, get a glass of water, stretch. Just sixty seconds can do the trick.

 4  Do something difficult. People focus most intently when they take on a challenge, 
when they are working in an area where they are skilled, but where they are also stretched. 
Often, amazingly enough, what seemed impossible becomes possible.

 5  Ask for help. Don’t feel it is a sign of weakness to ask for help when you hit a snag. It’s just 
the opposite, a sign of strength that can get you out of a confused place and back on track.

 6  Take your time. One of the truest rules of modern life is if you don’t take your time, 
someone or something else will take it from you. Guard your time jealously. It is your most 
prized possession. Do not give it away easily or let someone regulate it for you, unless you 
absolutely have to do so.

 7  Close your eyes. When you are losing focus or feeling confused, the simple act of 
sitting back in your chair and closing your eyes can, oddly enough, allow you to see clearly. It 
can restore focus and provide a new direction.

 8  Draw a picture. Visuals clarify thinking. Draw a diagram, construct a table, cover a page 
with zigzags like a child finger painting, cover a page with phrases and arrows, use colored 
pencils or markers. Draw on poster paper on an easel or on the floor, just get past words and 
blow up the frame to accommodate visuals of all kinds. You may soon see the bigger picture 
you’d been looking for coming into focus.

 9  Talk to yourself. Talking aloud to yourself can lead you out of confusion. Assuming you 
are in a setting that allows for this, simply talk about the issue you are grappling with. Talking out 
loud engages a different part of the brain than thinking in silence. It can clear out the fog.

10   Do what works. Don’t worry about convention or what’s supposed to work. Some 
people focus better with music playing or in a noisy room. Some people focus better when 
walking or even running. Some people focus best in early morning, others late at night; some 
in cold rooms, others in a sauna; some while fasting, others while eating. There is no right 
way, only the best way for you. Experiment and discover what works for you.
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some of the qualities of flow without being so absorbed 
that you can’t attend to anything else. In a state of flexible 
focus, you retain the ability to concentrate on a task, 
while at the same time remaining open to new input. 

Flexible focus is a hybrid of flow that’s accessible in 
everyday life. When in a state of flexible focus, you have a 
semipermeable boundary around your mind that allows for 
some distraction and sometimes the arrival of a new and 
important idea. For example, consider the case of David 
Neeleman, the founder of JetBlue. Neeleman invented the 
electronic ticket, one of the most important innovations in 
the business of aviation in the past twenty years. “I didn’t 
plan to do it,” he told me. “I just saw the idea one day. 
It seemed so obvious. I didn’t understand why someone 
else hadn’t already thought of it. But, in fact, everyone 
else in the business laughed at me, saying, ‘No one will 
go to the airport without a paper ticket.’ Of course, now 
we all do, and it’s saved the industry many millions and 
saved customers all kinds of anxiety and missed flights.” 

“What led to the idea?” I asked. 
“Nothing,” Neeleman said. “Other than that I’m 

always thinking of ways to improve the business. That’s 
really all I do. Come up with ideas and develop them. 
The electronic ticket was just one of my better ones. 
But the process is the same with all of them. I get into a 
certain mode and ideas come.” 

Neeleman is not an artist; he’s a businessman. But in 
thinking up the electronic ticket, his mind was in a state 
of open-minded readiness. He was pondering ways to 
improve efficiency, as most executives do. But instead of 
forcing an idea up from a rigid, established, well-trodden 
place – say, overvaluing or being invested in his own 
past experience or reading everything he could about 
improving efficiency – he put himself into a state of flexible 
focus, and the idea appeared. 

Flexible focus embodies a paradox. In flexible focus, 
you hold on to and balance both the logical and creative 

parts of your brain at the same time. You combine both 
your creative powers with your powers to organize 
and analyze. You’re able to take in new input without 
becoming sidetracked by it. You’re able to stay on task 
but not rigidly so. 

To achieve flexible focus, you instinctively balance right 
brain with left brain, creativity with discipline, randomness 
with organization. You can be searching while sticking 
with what you’re doing, combining flexibility with rigor, 
spontaneity with structure, rule breaking with rule 
adherence. You can mix a new way with a proven way, 
and a journey with a goal. This is the great cerebral 
balancing act, the major skill, that allows you to master 
the challenges of your work and to take advantage of the 
opportunities with which modern life abounds. In achieving 
such a balance, you gain access to unbidden, unexpected 
thoughts, images, impulses, and emotions that can deepen 
any mental activity, while you retain the ability to organize 
and develop the ideas you already have. 

EDWARD (NED) HALLOWELL, 
MD, a child and adult psychiatrist, is a 
New York Times bestselling author, world-
renowned speaker and leading authority 
in the field of ADHD. He is a graduate 
of Harvard College and Tulane Medical 
School, and the founder of The Hallowell 

Centers in Sudbury, Massachusetts and New York City. He 
was a member of the Harvard Medical School faculty from 
1983 until he retired from academics in 2004 to devote his 
full professional attention to his clinical practice, lectures, 
and the writing of books.  He has authored eighteen 
books on various psychological topics, including attention 
deficit disorder, the power of the human connection, the 
childhood roots of happiness in life, methods of forgiving 
others, dealing with worry, and managing excessive 
busyness.

© MJ MacMahon
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Recent years have brought a dawning realization 
that we need to rethink the foundational bases of 

capitalism, starting with the idea that it is solely rooted 
in the pursuit of narrowly construed and material self-
interest. Human beings have multiple primal drives, 
including the need to survive and the need to care. 
Love and work define what it means to be human. The 
emerging Conscious Capitalism philosophy is about 
blending the two. It starts with asking the question 
“What is the purpose of business?” The answer: it is 
not to maximize profits but rather to uplift humanity, by 
meeting real needs, providing meaningful work, spreading 
prosperity, and enabling more of us to lead more 
fulfilling and more fully human lives. The second pillar is 
stakeholder integration. Companies should consciously 
create multifaceted value for customers, employees, 
communities, suppliers, investors, the environment, and 
beyond. The well-being of each stakeholder should be 
seen as an end in itself, not as a means to the end of 
making more money for shareholders.

The next pillar of Conscious Capitalism is that 
companies should create nurturing and life-enhancing 
cultures imbued with values such as trust, accountability, 
caring, and transparency. Most businesses are 

characterized by high levels of fear and stress; conscious 
businesses are built on love and care.

Perhaps the most fundamental pillar of Conscious 
Capitalism is about reimagining leadership. Conscious 
leaders are fundamentally selfless. They care about 
people and the purpose of the enterprise ahead of their 
own ego or personal enrichment. They seek power with 
rather than power over people.

The stated purpose of Conscious Capitalism is to 
“elevate humanity” through the practice of business as 
a force for good. Its narrative is centered on the need 
to cultivate a new consciousness of how to lead and 
conduct business. For that, we are going to need a new 
base of power. “Business as usual” runs on ego-based 
power; Conscious Capitalism runs on Shakti-based 
power. Shakti is power that comes from an infinite 
source within you that you can tap into at all times. This 
power is linked to everything, including money, which is 
what business has traditionally focused on.

Why do we consider Shakti an infinite source? 
Unlike the ego, which can be broken down, no one 
can take Shakti-based power away from you. You may 
feel that your power derives from your position. If you 
are the CEO today, you are vested with privilege and 

Reprinted with permission from Berrett-Koehler Publishers: Three excerpts from Shakti Leadership Embracing Feminine and Masculine 
Power in Business by Nilima Bhat and Raj Sisodia. Copyright 2016. All rights reserved.

Shakti Leadership:  
Embracing Feminine and  
Masculine Power in Business 
A book excerpt by Mobius friends, Nilima Bhat and Raj Sisodia

“ Reaching into ancient spiritual and mythical teachings, we revive a feminine 

archetype of leadership: regenerative, cooperative, creative, and empathetic.  

In the Indian yogic tradition, these qualities are associated with Shakti: the  

source of creation, sustenance, and transformation that powers the cycles of life.”
Shakti: The Power Base for Conscious Capitalism
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power, but if you are not CEO tomorrow, who would 
you be? Would people still respect you, look up to 
you, follow you? Can you hold your sense of self, and 
can you help bring about meaningful outcomes from 
that true source rather than from the position vested 
in you?

This whole game is about power; everyone wants 
and needs power. Without power, everything remains 
stagnant. Nothing can become manifest, become 
actualized. Shakti is the transformative power that 
manifests ideas into reality.

You may ask, why Shakti? Why not, for example, 
the Tao, which works with the core principle of qi 
(pronounced chi), not just as a philosophy but also its 
power? The compelling difference in the yogic tradition 
is that Shakti is not an impersonal, inanimate force; it is 
intelligent and conscious. You can enter into relationship 
with it. Once you do, it serves you, moves you, and fuels 
you.

Critically, Shakti also brings in the feminine dimension, 
which is lacking in the world and has been for a long time 
– if not for all time. Shakti is understood as creative and 
generative, and is therefore represented as feminine. 
Men as well as women can tap into it. In the yogic 
tradition, the human journey is one that seeks to end 
the duality between masculine and feminine, or Shiva 
and Shakti. It’s not about “separate but equal,” but about 
evolving into an integrated and synergistic combination 
of both.

How does Shakti fuel us? Consider the north and 
south poles of a horseshoe magnet. There is potential 
in the space between the poles, but you can only tap 
into that energy when you insert a wire in that space. 
We exist in this duality and polarity between male and 
female. We may prefer our traditionally masculine or 
traditionally feminine leadership styles, but that means 
we’re basically split beings, operating from half of our 
selves. As a result, we barely operate, because energy 

only flows when both polarities are leveraged.
Shakti, the power that is latent in your being, gets 

unlocked when you become whole, flexible, and aligned 
with your unique purpose. Shakti is an evolutionary 
force, moving you toward fulfillment. The more you put 
yourself in accord with your purpose as a being and as a 
leader, the more energy starts rising up in you to move 
you forward. There is a beautiful reinforcing pattern 
there: the more you are on purpose, the more power 
you get to meet your purpose. It is similar to the idea of 
being “in flow.”1

Becoming a conscious leader requires a 
transformational journey. You do not become a 
conscious leader just by getting behavioral skill training 
in “what leaders do.” Deeper, foundational shifts 
are required to connect you to new and true bases 
of consciousness and power. The person you are is 
the leader you are; therefore, you have to make the 
journey inward to transform yourself. The “hero’s 
journey,” Joseph Campbell’s masterwork, maps 
perfectly onto modern leadership and business. You 
need to push beyond your known zone. It takes hard 
work and you will face many obstacles along the way. 
It is also a dangerous journey in which you’re going to 
have to “die” in some ways.

Human beings and the universe are evolving in a 
certain direction; there is a distinct trajectory that can be 
discerned. There is an evident purpose to this process; it 
is not all based on random mutations. If we can flow into 
that trajectory and be part of it, rather than be at cross-
purposes with it, we can have access to extraordinary 
power. We become agents of what needs to be. If not, 
these infinitely powerful forces quickly cancel out our 
feeble efforts. How do you connect with a place that fuels 
you continuously? How do you become a whole person 
in order to be a whole leader? How do you become a 
flexible person in order to be a flexible leader? These are 
the questions this book will answer.

© MJ MacMahon
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Within all of us, there is a feminine element that is 
both distinct from and entwined with a masculine 

element. There is a purpose for this: to generate the 
creative tension within and from which evolution can 
move towards its own fulfillment. We need to leverage 
this internal diversity in a way that allows each individual to 
find a unique balance of expression freely for themselves.

Traditionally “feminine” capacities that are gifts of 
tapping into Shakti include beautiful qualities such as 
surrender, receptivity, adaptability, intuition, creativity, 
beauty, flow, sensuality, nurturing, affection, sharing, 
gentleness, patience, vulnerability, empathy, inclusion, 
openness, variety/flavor, trust, and harmony.1 But taken 
too far, feminine qualities can manifest in undesirable 
ways, such as smothering, sentimental, needy, dependent, 
exploited, unfocused, irrational, weak, and manipulative. 
These are considered hyper-feminine or immature 
feminine qualities.

Likewise, positive “masculine” capacities include 
freedom, direction, logic, reason, focus, integrity, structure, 
stability, passion, independence, discipline, confidence, 
awareness, discernment, authenticity, strength, clarity, 
assertiveness, order, and convergence.2 Hyper- or 
immature masculine qualities manifest as aggressive, cruel, 
mechanical, arrogant, insensitive, violent, power-hungry, 
and spiritually empty.

Of course, to categorize certain characteristics as 
“traditionally” masculine or feminine is not to say any 
of them are innate to men or women. Sally Kempton 
points to the danger of pigeon-holing men and women 
based on gender: 

“I have a little bit of a problem with the idea that the 
feminine is naturally nurturing and emotional and the 

masculine is naturally competitive and aggressive. I actually 
think that both genders are nurturing in their own way 

and aggressive in their own way. I would say that Shakti 
is really much more in an individual about finding your 

personal source of the vibrant fountain of power which is 
moving through your unique configuration – which applies 

to men and women.”3

Even as women rightfully fight for equal rights, 
opportunity, and status, it does not take away from 

the need to maintain this primary polarity in a healthy 
balance. 

Shakti Leaders Speak:  
On Masculine and Feminine Qualities
Former President of Southwest Airlines Colleen 
Barrett recalls, 

I’ve learned most of my lessons the hard way, because 
I’ve made mistakes. When you make them and you 

realize it, you’re fine as long as you don’t make the same 
mistake twice. I’ve learned the value of discipline; that’s 
a masculine trait. I’ve also learned that even if you have 
to make tough decisions based on what is best for your 

organization as a whole, you can still keep your friendship. 
For example, you can terminate someone because it 

was the right thing to do for the company, but you can 
still keep your friendship with that person as long as you 
handle it in a positive way. I think lots of people struggle 
with that, male or female. Of course, your heart aches. 
If you ever feel good about terminating somebody, then 
there’s something wrong with you as a leader to begin 

with. But I have kept close friendships with many, many 
people that I had to let go for one reason or another.4

Author and educator Judy Sorum Brown notes that, 
“leadership is … holding both sides and valuing both.”5 
John Gerzema and Michael D’Antonio’s research for 
the book The Athena Doctrine also supports the idea 
that individuals recognize the value of both types of 
traits. 81% of survey respondents agreed that, “man or 
woman, you need both masculine and feminine traits 
to thrive in today’s world.” Gerzema and D’Antonio 
note that individuals who “include feminine strategies in 
their decision making are twice as optimistic about their 
future.”6

A truly conscious leader is able to call on positive 
masculine and feminine qualities regardless of what 
gender they are. They know when it is beneficial to use 
more masculine or feminine energy, and are sensitive 
to the negative aspects of each. But most leaders 
disown their innate feminine capacities because they are 
devalued, and always choose more masculine capacities 
because these are what are seemingly rewarded. 

Blending Positive Feminine and Masculine Capacities
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Human history is one long litany of the consequences 
of masculine values such as conquest and 

domination. Many increasingly recognize that the future 
needs to be more feminine, rooted in nurturing and 
caring. How will we get there? Will it take a revolution? 
Author and social activist extraordinaire Lynne Twist has 
a beautiful way to describe the transformation process: 
the simultaneous “hospicing” of what needs to pass on 
and the “midwifing” of the new wholeness:

In the Pachamama Alliance, we call ourselves “pro-
activists,” which means we’re standing for, not against. I’m 

standing for a vision and I know there are things in the 
way blocking that vision. There are structures and belief 
systems that have become rigid and calcified, causing 

people to behave in ways that are inconsistent with their 
humanity. They are not bad people. When we can look 
from the depth of our humanity and the humanity of 

others, we see that we’re all caught in some sort of a weird 
trance. If you can wake up from it, what’s waiting for you 

is love, compassion, forgiveness, commitment, courage, and 
authenticity – true power, but it’s blocked by the old way 
of doing things. We need to hospice the death of these 

old structures and systems that no longer serve us. We 
don’t need to kill them; they’re not viable or sustainable so 
they’re dying a natural death anyway. If we hospice their 
natural death they will die more quickly and with some 

respect and some grace, because they were useful until they 
became obsolete. We need to hospice the death of those 
structures and systems while we midwife the birth of the 

new structures and systems that are so obvious to us now. 
Midwifing and hospicing are acts of love and witness. A 

midwife doesn’t give birth; a midwife witnesses and allows 
natural birth to take place. A hospice worker doesn’t destroy 
or kill; a hospice worker witnesses and allows something to 
die gracefully with dignity. In many ways, that’s the great 
work of our time, as Thomas Berry says: to transform the 
human presence from one that is destructive to a mutually 
enhancing and nurturing presence on this planet. It’s an act 
of love, to wake up from the trance we’ve been caught in 

and re-dream the world from a place that’s more conscious, 
more highly evolved, more loving. Rather than a “you or 
me” paradigm, it’s a “you and me” paradigm, where you 
don’t have to make it at my expense and I don’t have to 

make it at your expense. Instead, you and I can both make 
it at no one’s expense and everyone’s benefit.1

Life. What are the chances? Wildly improbable.  

Earth, self-created, born of self-will and stardust,  

made her self-willed way her own, the aboriginal I Am.  

Wilful and subversive planet that she is, grinning into the dark, roaring out  

her rebel yell, Earth is the rebel against the whole damn (solar) system;  

Earth, protesting against vacuum, in riot and revolt,  

throws her knickers at the space police. 

– Jay Griffiths in Wild: An Elemental Journey

Transitioning from Old to New
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To enact those two great duties of our time requires 
us to cultivate presence (a deep connection to our 
higher/universal self) and tap into its power (Shakti) to 
fuel the process. Indeed, in the idea of lovingly hospicing 
the old and midwifing the new, Lynne is describing the 
ongoing work of Shakti, the evolutionary process of 
the universe itself that we are called to flow with and 
manifest as leaders.

Of course, this is easier said than done. Humanity is 
poised on its greatest evolutionary adventure yet, but 
our survival depends on our success at making this 
transition. Are we up to the challenge? How can we 
learn to source from the ground of power that is Shakti? 
How can we embody it and manifest from it? 

NILIMA BHAT is a facilitator of 
personal transformation, coaching 
individuals and organizations in their 
quest for conscious evolution. She is 
an international speaker and trainer 
on organizational culture, conscious 

business, women in leadership, and self-awareness 
for work-life balance, as well as Indian wisdom and 
wellness traditions.

A thought leader of the Conscious 
Capitalism movement, RAJ 
SISODIA is the FW Olin 
Distinguished Professor of Global 
Business and Whole Foods Market 
Research Scholar in Conscious 
Capitalism at Babson College. He 

is also Co-Founder and Co-Chairman of Conscious 
Capitalism, Inc

EDITORIAL REVIEW

As global populations age, Bhat 
and Sisodia suggest that the 
world is reaching a point of major 
transformation. Simultaneously, 
women are gaining in numbers in 
white-collar professions, headed 
toward becoming the majority in the 
near future. This escalating shift in 
evolution is rattling the foundations 
of one-sided patriarchical leadership, 
moving us toward a crisis point. 
These authors believe that in order 
not to implode, both men and women 
must begin to embrace a leadership 
style which utilizes competency-based 
(masculine) and consciousness-based 
(feminine) leadership skills in equal 
balance. Laced with insights from 
successful women (and men), it also 
has suggested exercises, such as 
Dialogue with the Higher Self, to help 
readers access the transformative 
power of Shakti within themselves. 
Commonsense and cutting-edge 
perspective make this one a sure-fire 
winner. Consider displaying it with 
Joseph Campbell’s The Hero With a 

Thousand Faces. 

– Anna Jedrziewski, Retailing Insight



“ We all need someone to look at us. We can be divided into four categories 

according to the kind of look we wish to live under. The first category longs for 

the look of an infinite number of anonymous eyes, in other words, for the look 

of the public. The second category is made up of people who have a vital need 

to be looked at by many known eyes. They are the tireless hosts of cocktail 

parties and dinners. They are happier than the people in the first category, who, 

when they lose their public, have the feeling that the lights have gone out in the 

room of their lives. This happens to nearly all of them sooner or later. People 

in the second category, on the other hand, can always come up with the eyes 

they need. Then there is the third category, the category of people who need 

to be constantly before the eyes of the person they love. Their situation is as 

dangerous as the situation of people in the first category. One day the eyes of 

their beloved will close, and the room will go dark. And finally there is the fourth 

category, the rarest, the category of people who live in the imaginary eyes of 

those who are not present. They are the dreamers. ”
– From the novel The Unbearable Lightness of Being, milan Kundera

© MJ MacMahon
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Culture as Strategy

In an ordinary organization, most people are doing a 
second job no one is paying them for. In businesses 

large and small; in government agencies, schools, and 
hospitals; in for-profits and nonprofits, and in any country 
in the world, most people are spending time and energy 
covering up their weaknesses, managing other people’s 
impressions of them, showing themselves to their best 
advantage, playing politics, hiding their inadequacies, 
hiding their uncertainties, hiding their limitations. Hiding. 

We regard this as the single biggest loss of resources 
that organizations suffer every day. Is anything more 
valuable to a company than the way its people spend 
their energies? The total cost of this waste is simple 
to state and staggering to contemplate: it prevents 
organizations, and the people who work in them, from 
reaching their full potential. 

The organizations we researched, taken together, 
point the way to a qualitatively new model for people 
development  – the single most powerful way we know 
of, as developmental psychologists, for an organization 
to unleash the potential of its people. 

And with what result? These exemplar organizations, 
taken as a whole, show us a picture of the following benefits: 

•  Increases in profitability, improved employee 
retention, greater speed to promotability, greater 
frankness in communication, better error detection 

in operational and strategic design, more effective 
delegation, and enhanced accountability 

•  Reductions in cost structures, political 
maneuvering, interdepartmental strife, employee 
downtime, and disengagement 

•  Solutions to seemingly intractable problems, such 
as: how to convert the familiar team of leaders 
(each looking out for his own franchise) into the 
more valuable, but elusive, leadership team; how 
to anticipate crises no one in the company has 
experienced previously and to successfully manage 
through them; how to invent and realize future 
possibilities no one has experienced previously 

In short, this book is as much about realizing organizational 
potential as it is about realizing human potential. Most of 
all, this book describes a new model for the way each 
can contribute to the other – how organizations and 
their people can become dramatically greater resources 
to support each other’s flourishing. 

Now let’s return to the ordinary organization where 
everyone works a second job of hiding imperfections. 
Consider it from the employer’s point of view. Imagine 
you’re paying a full-time wage for part-time work to 
every employee, every day. Even worse, consider that 
when people are hiding their weaknesses they have less 
chance to overcome them, so you must continue to pay 
the cost of these limitations as well – every day. 

An Everyone Culture:  
Becoming a Deliberately  
Developmental Organization
A book excerpt by Mobius Senior Experts Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey 
(with Matthew L. Miller,  Andy Fleming and Deborah Helsing)

Reprinted by permission of Harvard Business Review Press. Excerpted from An Everyone Culture: Becoming a Deliberatively Developmental Organization.  

Copyright 2016. Harvard Business Publishing Corporation.  All rights reserved. 

http://www.amazon.com/Everyone-Culture-Deliberately-Developmental-Organization/dp/1625278624/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1458334381&sr=1-1&keywords=an+everyone+culture
http://www.amazon.com/Everyone-Culture-Deliberately-Developmental-Organization/dp/1625278624/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1458334381&sr=1-1&keywords=an+everyone+culture
http://www.amazon.com/Everyone-Culture-Deliberately-Developmental-Organization/dp/1625278624/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1458334381&sr=1-1&keywords=an+everyone+culture
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Consider the second job from the employee’s 
point of view. What does it cost you to live a double 
life at work, every day, knowing you’re not the person 
you present yourself to be? As human beings we’re 
set up to protect ourselves – but it is just as true 
that we’re set up to grow psychologically, to evolve, 
to develop. In fact, research shows that the single 
biggest cause of work burnout is not work overload, 
but working too long without experiencing your own 
personal development. Now consider the drag or cap 
on personal development we create by hiding our 
weaknesses rather than having a regular opportunity 
to overcome them. 

In an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, 
and ambiguous world (the so-called VUCA world) 
– a world of new challenges and opportunities – 
organizations naturally need to expect more, and not 
less, of themselves and the people who work for 
them. But our familiar organizational design fails to 
match that need. 

How did we come to this observation about 
everyone in the ordinary organization doing a second 
job? Was it by staring hard at the ordinary organization? 
No. When you’re staring very hard at the normal 
organization, it’s hard to see anything but normal. 

Normal began to look strange to us only after we 
stared hard at organizations where no one is doing 
the second job. Different as the companies in this 
book are in their look and feel, they share a striking 

commonality: they are the most powerful settings 
in the world we have found for developing people’s 
capabilities, precisely because they have created 
a safe enough and demanding enough culture that 
everyone comes out of hiding. This is what we call the 
deliberately developmental organization: the DDO. 

An Everyone Culture
We have devoted our professional lives to the 
study and advancement of adult-developmental 
theory, which illuminates the gradual evolution of 
people’s meaning-making systems and psychological 
capabilities. Developmental practitioners have known 
for years how to provide expert support to individuals 
on a one-to-one basis. However, little attention has 
been given to applying these principles and methods 
to an entire organization. 

From the start of our research team’s investigation 
of the three DDOs at the heart of this book, we were 
struck by three things. First, all of them are doing what 
the science of human development recommends, and 
they are doing so in ingenious and effective ways 
(even though only one of the organizations explicitly 
studied the science). They seemed to have an 
intuitive, practical grasp of how to accelerate people’s 
development. 

Second, these organizations are taking these 
concepts to scale so that everyone in the organization 
– workers, managers, and leaders alike – has the 

“Executive coaching, high-potential programs, mentoring, 

corporate universities, off-sites, retreats, and leadership 

development programs may sound like widely varying approaches, 

but they actually share enough common (and problematic) features 

to be seen as a single, twentieth-century answer to the way we 

might best develop human capabilities.”
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opportunity to develop. In the pages ahead, not only will 
you meet three unusual organizations, but you will also 
learn an explicit theory of human development that will 
help you better understand how these organizations’ 
cultures impact their members. The theory will help you 
see under the organizations’ practices to the way they 
help people uncover, engage, and ultimately transcend 
the limiting assumptions and defensive routines that 
prevent us from developing our capabilities beyond our 
own expectations. 

In this way, should you have an interest in fostering, 
or working in, a deliberately developmental organization, 
you will have something more to guide you than a set 
of exemplary practices you may think to copy. You will 
have a crack-the-code understanding that may enable 
you to create practices that do not yet even exist. 

Finally, all three companies intentionally and 
continuously nourish a culture that puts business and 
individual development – and the way each one supports 
the other – front and center for everyone, every day. 
Delivered via their homegrown, robust, daily practices, 
their cultures constitute breakthroughs in the design of 
people development and business strategy. 

A Twenty-First-Century Design  
for Development
One way to look at this book is to see it as a twenty-
first-century answer to the question, “What is the most 
powerful way to develop the capabilities of people at 
work?” Executive coaching, high-potential programs, 
mentoring, corporate universities, off-sites, retreats, and 
leadership development programs may sound like widely 
varying approaches, but they actually share enough 
common (and problematic) features to be seen as a 
single, twentieth-century answer to the way we might 
best develop human capabilities. 

What are the features common to these approaches? 
First, they give people punctuated inputs, delivered from 
time to time rather than continuously. By themselves 
they may not occur often or intensely enough. Given 

how daunting the project is to help people grow in 
fundamental ways, the application of the intervention 
may be too thin. 

Second, they constitute “something extra” – 
something beyond and outside the normal flow of work, 
an approach that raises the vexing problems of transfer 
and cost. Even if these activities support powerful 
learning in a context outside work, how do you ensure 
that employees transfer their new knowledge to the 
stubbornly durable context of business as usual? And 
how do you sustain the double costs of external inputs 
and employees’ time away from the job?

Third, these types of programs are provided only for 
a few, generally for the 5 to 10 percent of employees 
who are designated “high potentials” (to say nothing of 
the way such a label indirectly writes off the potential of 
90 to 95 percent of your workers). 

Finally, and above all, notice that the twentieth-century 
answer to developing potential, in all cases, makes the 
individual and not the organization the point of dynamic 
entry. If the organization wants to significantly impact 
people’s capabilities, it should apparently find something 
new, outside the organization itself, some additive: 
give them a coach, a program, a course, a mentor. The 
organization itself does not change. We might soup up 
the fuel through these additives, but the engine remains 
what it has always been. 

What is the alternative? Imagine so valuing the 
importance of developing people’s capabilities that you 
design a culture that itself immersively sweeps every 
member of the organization into an ongoing developmental 
journey in the course of working every day. 

Imagine making the organization itself – and not 
separate, extra benefits – the incubator of capability. 
Imagine hardwiring development into your bottom 
line so that, along with asking whether your culture is 
fostering the other elements of business success (such 
as profitability or the consistent quality of your offering), 
you ask –  demand – that your culture as a whole, visibly 
and in the regular, daily operations of the company, be a 
continuous force on behalf of people overcoming their 
limitations and blind spots and improving their mastery 
of increasingly challenging work. 

Imagine finding yourself in a trustworthy environment, 
one that tolerates – even prefers – making your 
weaknesses public so that your colleagues can support 

© MJ MacMahon
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you in the process of overcoming them. Imagine 
recapturing the full-time energies of your employees 
now joined to the mission of the enterprise. 

You’re imagining an organization that, through its 
culture, is an incubator or accelerator of people’s growth. 
In short, you’re imagining a deliberately developmental 
organization. 

Being a DDO does not present a choice between 
focusing on individuals or focusing on the organization as 
a whole. In a DDO, coaching, leadership programs, and 
the like do not disappear; instead, they become figures 
on the ground of a more comprehensively developmental 
culture. Development is not an additive. Instead, both 
the fuel and the engine are developmentally enriched. 
In this book, we show you the twenty-first-century way 
to create a robust incubator for people’s development.

A Strategic Approach to Culture
The intention of every DDO leader in the pages ahead 
is crystal clear: he or she is working hard on the culture 
every day as much to enhance the business as its 
employees. These leaders do not see two goals or two 
missions, but one. The relationship between realizing 
human potential and organizational potential in these 
companies is a dialectic, not a trade-off. We believe 
these companies have something provocative to teach 
about a new route to business success. 

You will see not only how a DDO helps its people 
develop but also how the DDO culture enables it to 
come up with original and effective means to meet its 
most vexing challenges – and capitalize on its most 
promising opportunities. One of these companies, for 
example, is in an industry with an annual turnover of 
40 percent, but this organization figured out a way, 
year after year, to get that figure into the single digits. 
Another entered a whole new industry in record time. 
A third may be the only company to have anticipated 
the economic crisis of 2008 – and manage through it 
successfully. 

The distinctive quality of business challenges in 
a VUCA world is that they are as often adaptive as 
technical. Technical challenges are not necessarily easy, 
but they can be met by improvements to existing mind-
sets and organizational designs. Adaptive challenges 
can only be met by people and organizations exceeding 
themselves. We believe the DDO may be the single best 
means for meeting adaptive challenges. 

ROBERT KEGAN, a Mobius 
Senior Expert, is the William 
and Miriam Meehan Professor of 
Adult Learning and Professional 
Development at the Harvard 
University Graduate School of 
Education. The recipient of numerous 

honorary degrees and awards, his thirty years of research 
and writing on adult development have influenced the 
practice of leadership development, executive coaching, 
and change management throughout the world.

Bob’s work with CEOs, recently featured in The New 
York Times Sunday Business Section, is tightly tied to 
very specific, high-value personal-improvement goals; 
the uncovering of blindspots; and the overturning of 
longstanding, less-than-optimal behavioral patterns. 
Based in his ground-breaking research and the 
immunity-to-change practice he co-developed with 
Harvard colleague, Lisa Lahey (Immunity to Change, 
Harvard Business School Press, 2009), Bob helps his 
clients make significant and sustainable improvements 
in their leadership by linking changes in the CEO’s 
behavior to changes in his or her underlying mindset.

LISA LASKOW LAHEY, 
ED.D., is a Mobius Senior Expert 
who specializes in leadership and the 
intersection between individual and 
organizational development. She is 
Associate Director of the Change 
Leadership Group at Harvard 

University, on the Faculty at the Graduate School of 
Education at Harvard University and Co-Director at 
Minds At Work, a consulting firm serving businesses and 
institutions around the world.

An expert in adult development and an experienced 
practicing psychologist, educator and leadership 
curriculum developer, she works with senior executives 
and leadership teams in a wide range of organizations. 
Lisa and her colleague Robert Kegan are credited with 
a breakthrough discovery of a hidden dynamic, the 
“immunity to change,” which impedes personal and 
organizational transformation. Lisa and Robert Kegan 
recently received from Boston University the Gislason 
Award for exceptional contributions to organizational 
leadership, joining past recipients Warren Bennis, Peter 
Senge, and Edgar Schein.
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This is an excerpt from the draft of Adam Kahane’s new book, 
which has the working title “Collaborating with the Enemy: An 
Open Way to Work with People You Don’t Agree With or Like 
or Trust” to be published by Berrett-Koehler in 2017. 

Adam is keen to engage with interested readers as he 
develops this material. If you would like to participate in the 
conversation, please visit Adam’s blog (http://reospartners.
com/blog/) where you can access the complete Chapter 2 and 
leave comments on this work in progress.

Some of the most beautiful and uplifting experiences of 
my life have been in the midst of tough collaborations. 

Few events are as transcendent as enemies meeting 
and talking and discovering that they have some common 
ground and sense of connection or even oneness. These 
encounters can enable us to resolve our frustrating and 
frightening conflicts, and to get unstuck and move forward.

Twenty-five years ago I was delighted to find out that 
I could be helpful to such collaborations. I threw myself 
into doing this work in many complex contexts around 
the world. One thing I was certain of was that if we want 
to make progress on our toughest challenges then we 
must choose talking instead of fighting. I was wrong.

In October 2013, I had a challenging interaction with 
David Suzuki at a meeting of the board of his eponymous 
foundation in Vancouver. Suzuki is a Canadian geneticist 

who has presented popular radio and television shows 
on science for more than 40 years. He is an outspoken 
environmentalist and is among the country’s most 
respected public figures. At that time he was in the 
middle of a big battle among environmentalists, fossil fuel 
companies, and the federal government over how Canada 
should deal with climate change and especially the high 
carbon dioxide emissions from its oil sands projects. 

Before the meeting, I had read one of Suzuki’s 
speeches in which he had said that he would be willing 
to talk with the CEO of a consortium of oil sands 
companies only if the CEO would “agree on certain 
basic things,” for example that “we are all animals, and 
as animals our most fundamental need, before anything 
else, is clean air, clean water, clean soil, clean energy 
and biodiversity.” I thought that Suzuki’s insistence 
that he would only engage in talking if the principles he 
believed in were agreed to in advance was unreasonable 
and unproductive, and at the meeting I challenged him 
about this. His position was that given the absence of 
agreement on such fundamental matters, it was better 
for him to fight than to talk, and so he was going to focus 
his energies on mobilizing public and political opinion in 
support of the principles he believed in. 

This brief exchange struck me. I had heard similar 
arguments many times from other actors in other 
contexts: that their principles were right and needed to 
be accepted as the starting point for any collaboration. I 

Talking Cannot Replace Fighting
By Mobius friend Adam Kahane, Reos Partners Director 

“Different kinds of fighting – debates, campaigns, rivalries, 

marches, boycotts, lawsuits, sometimes violent confrontations – 

are part of every story of systemic change.”

http://reospartners.com/blog/
http://reospartners.com/blog/
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had always confidently dismissed these arguments on the 
grounds that such disagreements over principles were 
usually the reason collaborations didn’t occur, and that 
agreement could only be reached through – not prior to 
– collaboration. But Suzuki’s provocation stayed with me, 
both because the principles he was arguing for seemed 
correct to me, and because I held him in such high esteem 
that I could not easily dismiss his argument. 

I could now see that talking and fighting were 
complementary rather than opposing ways to make 
progress on complex challenges, and that both were 
legitimate and necessary. Different kinds of fighting – 
debates, campaigns, rivalries, marches, boycotts, lawsuits, 
sometimes violent confrontations – are part of every 
story of systemic change. Conflict is ubiquitous and 
inevitable and so cannot for long be ignored or denied. 
But I thought that perhaps some people and organizations 
could do the fighting while others did the talking; I had 
heard activists refer to “outside the room” and “inside 
the room” roles in efforts to change the status quo. I 
hoped that this complementarity meant that others could 
focus on fighting and that I could maintain my comfortable 
focus on talking. 

At the beginning of December I got home to South 
Africa, and a few days later Nelson Mandela died after a 
long illness. For weeks local and international newspapers 
were filled with obituaries and reflections on his life 
and legacy. I also reflected on my understanding of his 
biography, with which my own had become intertwined. 
By 2013, social and political relations among South Africans 
were becoming more fractious and less forgiving, and 
many were re-evaluating the success of the “miraculous” 
1994 transition that Mandela had led. 

Now, coming right after my exchange with Suzuki, I 
could see that in focusing so much on Mandela’s efforts to 
achieve his objectives through talking with his opponents, 
I had downplayed his efforts to achieve these same 
objectives through fighting. Before Mandela went into 
prison, he had led illegal marches and other campaigns 
against the apartheid government, gone underground and 
made clandestine trips abroad, and served as the first 
commander of the armed guerilla wing of the African 
National Congress (as late as 2007, ANC leaders were 
still being denied visas to enter the United States on 
the grounds that they had been members of a terrorist 
organization). After Mandela was released, both during 

“If we only embrace talking 

 – if we reject fighting –  

then we will end suffocating  

other actors and the social system  

of which we are part. ”

© MJ MacMahon
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the negotiations leading up the 1994 elections and then 
during his presidential term, he often pushed hard and 
imperiously against his opponents to advance his positions. 

A more complete picture of Mandela’s leadership, I 
could now see, showed that he knew both how and when 
to talk, and how and when to fight. The extraordinary 
transition in South Africa had been effected through 
Mandela and others employing both talking and fighting as 
the situation had required. And in thinking about my own 
work, I realized that I had been focusing only on the part of 
the picture in which I had been present: although I usually 
met the actors I worked with in workshops designed to 
enable them to talk with one another, most of them spent 
a lot of their time outside the workshops fighting, often 
against one another. In fact this fighting was what made 
the conversations in the workshops so remarkable and 
useful. So I thought that perhaps the talking and fighting 
roles could not, as I had been hoping, be kept separate. 

Then in Thailand in May 2014, after months of violent 
“We Fight” confrontations, the army finally staged a coup 
d’état. Some of my Thai colleagues were outraged at 
these antidemocratic actions. Others were relieved that 
a further increase in violent conflict had been halted and 
hopeful that a strict military government could establish a 
new set of rules that would enable an orderly and peaceful 
construction of a “We Collaborate” scenario. I wasn’t 
sure which of these positions I agreed with. I understood 
the limitations and dangers of a military government. And 
I also felt sympathy for the junta’s impulse to impose 
orderly and peaceful collaboration: they were suppressing 
fighting to enable talking. This extreme event gave me 

the last piece of the puzzle I had been sitting with. I was 
surprised by what I could now see: that a coup d’état 
is the logical extreme outcome of the particular way 
of collaborating that I had been focused on since Mont 
Fleur. If we only embrace talking – if we reject fighting 
– then we will end up suffocating other actors and the 
social system of which we are part. This is what Arenas 
had been trying to tell me six years earlier in Guatemala. 
This parallel between what the junta was doing and what I 
had been doing took me aback. If we want to collaborate 
effectively, then we cannot choose only to talk and not to 
fight. We need to find a way both to do both. 

ADAM KAHANE is the  
best-selling author of Solving Tough 
Problems, Transformative Scenario 
Planning, and Power and Love.  
Nelson Mandela said of Solving  
Tough Problems, “This breakthrough 
book addresses the central challenge 

of our time: finding a way to work together to solve the 
problems we have created.”

In 1991 and 1992,  Adam facilitated the Mont Fleur 
Scenario Exercise, in which a diverse group of South 
Africans worked together to effect the transition to 
democracy. He has since led influential cross-sectoral 
dialogue-and-action processes in more than 50 countries. 
During the early 1990s,  Adam was head of Social, Political, 
Economic and Technological Scenarios for Royal Dutch 
Shell in London. He later held strategy and research 
positions with a number of corporations and institutions.
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Whether you are committed to ending homelessness, 
strengthening education, improving public health, 

reducing the problems of poverty, developing environmental 
sustainability, or helping people live better lives in other 
ways, you might have noticed that the organizations and 
systems you want to change have a life of their own. In 
other words, you do things to try to improve them and 
they essentially continue to operate as if your input makes 
no difference.

Organizations and social systems do in fact have a life of 
their own.

As someone committed to achieving sustainable, 
breakthrough social change, it helps to understand these 
forces so that you can consciously work with them instead 
of unconsciously working against them. You might be 
working in a foundation or nonprofit, government agency 
or legislature, department of corporate social responsibility, 
or as a consultant to people in these roles. In an era when 
growing income inequality and climate change increase the 
vulnerability of many and reduce the sustainability of all, 
you might feel called to do more to heal the world. You 
might also be challenged to achieve more with less – less 
time, attention, and money than you had before.

The book is based on a simple premise: Applying systems 
thinking principles and tools enables you to achieve better 
results with fewer resources in more lasting ways. Systems 
thinking works because it:

•  Increases your awareness of how you might 
unwittingly be contributing to the very problems you 
want to solve.

•  Empowers you to begin from where you can have 
the greatest impact on others, by reflecting on and 
shifting your own intentions, thinking, and actions.

•  Mobilizes diverse stakeholders to take actions that 
increase the effectiveness of the whole system 
over time instead of meeting their immediate self-
interests.

•  Helps you and others anticipate and avoid the 
negative longer-term consequences of well-
intentioned solutions.

•  Identifies high-leverage interventions that focus 
limited resources for maximum, lasting, systemwide 
improvement.

•  Motivates and supports continuous learning.

If you are a professional in the systems thinking 
community who is committed to social change, you can 
learn how to integrate the tools of systems thinking into 
a proven change management process.

If you are an organizational or community development 
consultant, you can use systems thinking to increase 
people’s motivations to change, facilitate collaboration 
across diverse stakeholders, identify high-leverage 
interventions, and inspire a commitment to continuous 
learning.

What You Will Learn
Systems Thinking for Social Change helps you achieve 
these benefits by understanding what systems thinking 
is and how it can empower your work. It will also help 

Systems Thinking for  
Social Change
A book excerpt by Mobius friend David Peter Stroh,  
founder, Bridgeway Partners

Reprinted by permission of Chelsea Green Publishing. Excerpted from Systems Thinking for Social Change:  A Practical Guide to Solving Complex Problems, Avoiding 
Unintended Consequences,  And Achieving Lasting Results. Copyright 2015. All rights reserved. 
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you appreciate the basic principles and tools of systems 
thinking, and learn how to apply it to problem solving, 
decision making, and strategic planning without becoming 
a technical expert.

More specifically, you will learn to:

u Use systems thinking instead of more 
conventional linear thinking to address 
chronic, complex social problems. 
Einstein observed, “The significant problems we face 
cannot be solved with the same level of thinking we were 
at when we created them.” Systems thinking is more 
appropriate than conventional thinking to solve chronic, 
complex social problems. By contrast, you can unwittingly 
perpetuate such problems by thinking conventionally 
about how to solve them.

u Apply systems thinking as both a set of 
principles and a particular group of analytic 
tools. 
The tools in Systems Thinking for Social Change – which 
include the iceberg, the causal loop diagramming and 
systems archetypes popularized by Peter Senge, and the 
Bathtub Analogy – have proven highly effective in shifting 
how people address social problems.1 While many other 
analytic tools exist,2 this book demonstrates why these 
specific tools are especially helpful in enabling a diverse 
group of stakeholders to, in the words of executive 
consultant Ram Charan, “cut through complexity to the 
heart of the matter, without being superficial.”3

u Integrate systems thinking into a proven 
four-stage change management process. 
There are many change processes that seek to align diverse 

stakeholders without helping people understand how 
their thinking and subsequent behavior unintentionally 
undermines their own performance, the performance of 
others in the system, and the system’s effectiveness as 
a whole. In other words, they often establish common 
ground around a shared aspiration yet fail to help people 
develop a joint understanding of not only what has been 
happening but also why. In searching for root causes, 
people typically assume that they are doing the best 
they can and that someone else is to blame – instead 
of recognizing, in the words of leadership expert Bill 
Torbert, that “if you are not aware of how you are part 
of the problem, you can’t be part of the solution.” By 
contrast, systems thinking enables people to identify high-
leverage interventions based on deep insights into root 
causes that incorporate their own thinking and behavior.

This book reveals a four-stage change management 
process, grounded in systems thinking, that my longtime 
colleague Michael Goodman of Innovation Associates 
Organizational Learning and I have been working with 
for more than fifteen years. It also discusses how you 
can build systems thinking into other change processes. 
Many new processes have emerged in recent years 
to engage diverse stakeholders as a way of managing 
complexity and sharing resources.4 From a systems 
thinking perspective, the key is to help participants cultivate 
a deep awareness of current reality as something they have 
created instead of as something that exists outside of and 
independent of them.

u Catalyze an explicit choice between the 
purpose people say they want to accomplish 
and the benefits they are achieving right now.
Systems are perfectly designed to achieve the results 
they are currently achieving.5 In other words, no matter 

“Systems are perfectly designed to achieve the results  

they are currently achieving.5 In other words, no matter how  

dysfunctional a system appears to be, it is producing benefits  

for the people who participate in it. ”
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how dysfunctional a system appears to be, it is producing 
benefits for the people who participate in it. A pivotal 
intervention you will learn in this change process is to help 
people compare the benefits of change with the benefits 
of the status quo – and then help them make a conscious 
choice between the payoffs they are now getting and 
the espoused purpose they say they want the system to 
accomplish. This involves deepening people’s connections 
with what they care about most and supporting them to 
let go of current payoffs that do not serve their highest 
aspirations.

u Apply systems thinking prospectively as 
well as retrospectively. 
The book highlights the application of systems 
thinking retrospectively to help people develop better 
solutions to chronic, complex social problems by 
first deepening their understanding of why they have 
been unsuccessful so far despite their best efforts. 
Emphasizing the retrospective application of systems 
thinking is so important because people tend to create 
more problems by failing to first fully appreciate the 
problem they are trying to solve.

At the same time, the book also shows you how 
to use the tools prospectively for strategic planning and 
assessment. You will learn to integrate leverage points 
into a systemic theory of change, design new systems 
where there is no precedent, organize your priorities, 
and establish an evaluation method grounded in systems 
principles.

u Cultivate systems thinking as a way of 
being – not just as a way of thinking. 
Because systems thinking challenges people to take 
more responsibility for their actions and make hard 
choices, it is framed in this book as more than a way 
of thinking. The book describes how the approach 
affects people not only cognitively but also emotionally, 
spiritually, and behaviorally. As you build your capacity 
to think systemically, you will discover that the tools 
both enable and require you to develop a new way 
of being, not just doing – a set of character traits to 
cultivate (such as curiosity, compassion, and courage) 
that complement and deepen your new skills.

The concepts will be tied closely to experiences my 
colleagues and I have had in applying systems thinking 

to social change initiatives. Some of the stories you will 
read about address:

•  Aligning a community of a hundred thousand 
people around a ten-year plan to end 
homelessness.

•  Designing a more effective statewide early-
childhood development and education system.

•  Improving the quality of environmental public health 
in states, counties, and cities around the United 
States.

•  Reforming the criminal justice system with 
particular attention to reducing recidivism among 
people recently released from prison.

•  Improving relationships between two agencies 
responsible for improving K–12 education in their 
state.

•  Increasing people’s fitness and consumption of 
healthy local food in a rural region.

In November 2006, The After Prison Initiative 
(TAPI), a program of the US Justice Fund of the Open 
Society Institute (OSI), convened a three-day retreat 
in Albuquerque, New Mexico, to accelerate progress 
on ending mass incarceration and harsh punishment 
in the United States.1 Aptly named Where Are We 
Going?, the retreat brought together one hundred 
progressive leaders – activists, academics, researchers, 
policy analysts, and lawyers – to clarify what else could 
be done to facilitate successful reentry of people after 
incarceration and redress the underlying economic, 
social, and political conditions and policies that contribute 
to making the US the world’s largest incarcerator among 
developed nations.

To give you an idea of the scope of the problem, the 
United States has 2.5 million people behind bars today – 
versus 200,000 in the 1970s – and approximately 650,000 
return home each year. The meeting was grounded in a 
recognition of how the US criminal justice system – from 
the beginning and at an accelerated pace since the 1970s 
– is determined by race, and how society, in the words 
of Berkeley law professor Jonathan Simon, is increasingly 
“governed by crime.”2 Most of the participants at the 
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retreat were Soros Justice Fellows or OSI grantees who 
competed for OSI funding at the same time that they 
shared a commitment to criminal justice reform.

The challenge presented by this and many similar 
retreats was that the diverse stakeholders required to 
solve a chronic, complex problem often do not appreciate 
the many and often non-obvious ways in which their 
work is connected. Taking this challenge into account, 
the goals of the meeting were to:

•  Develop a shared understanding of why US 
incarceration rates and rates at which people return 
to prison are so high.

•  End over-incarceration; create new opportunities 
for and remove barriers to successful reentry of 
formerly incarcerated people.

•  Strengthen working relationships and collaborations 
among the advocates.

•  Deepen awareness of the interdependencies (both 
reinforcing and potentially conflicting) among their 
diverse efforts.

•  Identify new ways to strengthen civil society 
institutions and promote civic and political inclusion.

Perhaps the most radical new tool introduced at the 
retreat was systems thinking. Working under a grant 
supported by OSI, the organizers of the retreat, Joe Laur 
and Sara Schley of Seed Systems, recognized that tackling 
the same problems with the same mind-set and strategies 
often produces the same, largely unsuccessful, results. They 
believed that systems thinking might help people in the field 
get “unstuck,” better understand their theory of change, 
and devise new strategies and ways of collaborating.

Joe and Sara asked me to introduce systems thinking 
and systems mapping to help participants create a shared 

story of why mass incarceration and high recidivism rates 
persisted, as well as to identify what more they could do 
to reduce these rates. This picture needed to include 
the contributions of all participants to the solution, an 
explanation of why their independent efforts fell short, 
and insights into what they could do more effectively 
given limited resources and an urgent need for change.

STORYTELLING FOR SOCIAL CHANGE
Telling stories is a powerful way to make sense of our own 
experience and of the world around us. Stories shape our 
identity, communicate who we are and what is important 
to us, and move others to act. They are a primary way 
of distilling and coding information in memorable form. 
Leaders use them to inspire others. Peace builders 
recognize narrative as a key source of conflict (people 
interpret historical facts in very different and incompatible 
ways), and they work to help disputants both appreciate 
each other’s narratives and modify their own. Therapists 
use storytelling to help people heal from trauma by 
supporting them to shape a new and more constructive 
narrative based on past experience.

Likewise, people committed to social change often 
share a similar story of what they are trying to accomplish 
and the challenges they face. Three key elements of this 
story are:

•  The world, in the words of Martin Buber, “stands 
in need of us,” and we are called to contribute our 
gifts and resources to support those less fortunate 
than ourselves.

•  We are not making the impact we want despite our 
best intentions.

•  The major obstacles to our success are limited 
resources and the behavior of others in the system.

“Telling stories is a powerful way to make sense of our own 

experience and of the world around us. Stories shape our identity, 

communicate who we are and what is important to us,  

and move others to act. They are a primary way of distilling  

and coding information in memorable form.”
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While the first two aspects of this story are helpful 
and move people to act in positive ways, the belief that 
the primary causes of problems are beyond their control 
holds people back from being as productive as they 
could be. By attributing shortfalls to limited resources 
and assuming that others need to be the ones to change, 
people tend to minimize the impacts of their own 
intentions, thinking, and actions on their effectiveness.3 
Moreover, because many of the stakeholders compete 
for limited funds, in this case from The After Prison 
Initiative, they naturally promote their own successes, 
downplay their failures, and sometimes may be reluctant 
to collaborate.

In order to optimize the performance of the entire 
system, people need to shift from trying to optimize their 
part of the system to improving relationships among its 
constituent parts. In the case of US criminal justice, the 
broader system includes how crime is currently fought, the 
negative unintended consequences of this system structure, 
and reformers’ efforts to mitigate these consequences and 
redesign the structure. People need to:

•  Understand how focusing on their part of the 
system – the grantees’ reform work in this 
example – not only supports but might also limit 
the effectiveness of the whole system.

•  Appreciate the non-obvious as well as obvious 
ways in which they are connected to one another 
as reformers and to others in the system.

•  Recognize the unintended impacts of their 
intentions, thinking, and actions on both others and 
themselves.

•  Apply this increased self-awareness to shifting how 
they relate to others in the system.

Even if people’s contributions to an existing situation 
are not obvious, it is important, in the words of Jesse 
Jackson, that they tell themselves, “We might not be 
responsible for being down, but we are responsible for 
getting up.” In other words, empowering themselves 
through greater self-awareness is the first step in 
changing their reality.

Systems thinking can help people tell a new and more 
productive story. It honors their individual efforts and 

surfaces the limitations of these efforts. It distinguishes 
the short- and long-term impacts of their actions. It 
aligns their diverse views and stories into a bigger 
picture where individual contributors can see their part 
in relation to the whole. Seeing the big picture and their 
role in it, people are more motivated and able to work 
together to redesign the whole. 

SHAPING A SYSTEMS STORY
In order to tell a systems story, people need to 
make three shifts:

•  From seeing just their part of the system to 
seeing more of the whole system – including 
why and how it currently operates as well as 
what is being done to change it.

•  From hoping that others will change to seeing 
how they can first change themselves.

•  From focusing on individual events (crises, 
fires) to understanding and redesigning the 
deeper system structures that give rise to 
these events. 

DAVID PETER STROH is a 
founder and Principal of Bridgeway 
Partners. He started his career in 
city government and went on to co-
found Innovation Associates, the 
pioneering consulting firm in the area 
of organizational learning; their work 

was the foundation for the international management 
bestseller, The Fifth Discipline.

Much of David’s work over the past 30 years has focused 
on enabling leaders to apply systems thinking to hone 
organizational strategy and achieve sustainable change. He 
is a co-creator of the website Applied Systems Thinking and 
a charter member of the Society for Organizational Learning.
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Systems Thinking in Action and other conferences.
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Although it was published 25 years ago, The Fifth 
Discipline continues to have a profound influence 

on organizations around the world. What accounts 
for its lasting relevance, and how has the way people 
work and learn together changed in that time? In this 
interview with Reflections, Peter Senge talks about what 
he has learned since the initial publication of The Fifth 
Discipline and from the global response it has generated. 

REFLECTIONS: What impact do you 
think The Fifth Discipline has had over 
the past 25 years?

PETER SENGE: A lot has changed in the world in 25 
years, but to me it always feels like we’re doing more or 
less the same thing. Complementary tools and methods 
have evolved that didn’t exist 25 years ago, like Theory 
U and the Presencing tools. Because of this evolution, 
we can now see the larger field of know-how that is 
emerging, what we have started to call “awareness-
based systemic change.” But nothing that we do 
has changed so terribly. The work has always been 

about how the systems that shape our lives function 
as they do because of how we function. Whether we 
use the language of mental models or “sensing” and 
“presencing,” real change involves both the “inner” and 
the “outer,” both how we see the world and what we 
truly care about as well as what we measure and how 
we organize. So the work has both evolved and stayed 
the same. 

In many ways, the main thing that has changed is 
the context for the work. Twenty-five years ago, all of 
the initial practical experiences were in the business 
world. Today, we work in a much broader variety of 
organizations. A lot of the most interesting projects 
for me have been cross-organizational and even cross-
sectoral projects, involving business, civil society, and 
government. So in that sense, there has been a significant 
evolution in the application domains. Otherwise, a lot 
of the basics really haven’t changed much.

A story might make this more concrete. The Fifth 
Discipline was originally translated and published in 
Taiwan in 1994–1995 and then found its way into 
Mainland China in 1996 or 1997, where it became 
popular. I remember seeing a list of nonfiction bestsellers 
in Shanghai in 1998, and The Fifth Discipline was number 

Peter Senge on the 25th Anniversary  
of The Fifth Discipline 

Abridged interview (2015) reprinted with Permission from Reflections, The SoL North America Journal on Knowledge, Learning and Change www.solonline.org

An interview reprinted from Reflections, a journal from  
The Society for Organization Learning (SoL)

By Mobius Senior Expert Peter Senge with Frank Schneider and  
Debora H. Wallace 

We are delighted to announce that Peter Senge has joined the cadre of Mobius Senior Experts.  
We join colleagues from around the world in congratulating him, and his team at the Society for 
Organizational Learning, on the 25th Anniversary of his landmark book The Fifth Discipline.
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two, behind Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time. I 
thought that was pretty good company.

In 2011, The Fifth Discipline, along with the rest of 
the books in the series – The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, 
Schools That Learn, The 
Dance of Change, and 
Presence – was retranslated 
and republished in China. 
The next year, it was the 
number one bestselling 
business book in China, 
and two years later it was 
the number two bestselling 
book in China. That says 
something about the 
relevance of the ideas, the 
tools, and the basic spirit of the book over a long period 
of time. So I don’t think the relevance has changed at all. 
If anything, it’s more relevant today than it was in 1990. 

With this particular sort of success, people tend to 
over-attribute things to you. People tend to think the 
ideas are mine, because I was the sole author of the first 
book. One reason I like the subsequent fieldbooks is 
that they clearly demonstrate that the work has always 
arisen from a community of practitioners, consultants, 
and researchers. In fact, every book since the original 
The Fifth Discipline has been jointly authored.

REFLECTIONS: How has your thinking 
and work evolved over time?

SENGE: Who can remember how they were thinking 
and feeling 25 years ago? We’re all victims of retrospective 
sense-making, right? We look back at the past from where 
we are today. I was very confident about the relevance 
of the tools and ideas when the book came out, and 
the reason for that was simple. We had had 10 years of 
experience with these tools prior to the publication of 
the book, through lots of consulting and training and initial 
research projects. We even had a CEO group that met 
regularly at MIT throughout the 1980s.

So The Fifth Discipline was a reflection on and an 
attempt to organize 10 years of previous experience, 
which was really the reason for writing the book. There 
was no question that the basic tools and ideas were 

enormously useful for people. I remember sitting on an 
airplane one day, looking out the window and seeing a 
bunch of droplets and thinking, This book will sell a million 
copies. It was just that clear to me, even though it was 

a crazy thing to say for an 
unknown body of work by 
an unknown writer. But it 
was because of the prior 
practical experience, not 
only on my part but on the 
part of a large number of 
people. I knew how useful 
the work had already been 
to many people. As for the 
evolution of my thinking, it 
starts with understanding 

that books serve a function, but it’s a narrow function. 
You can’t learn to walk by reading a book about walking. 
In fact, you can’t really learn anything by just reading 
about it. And that’s because the modalities of awareness 
and thought involved in reading are different from those 
involved in real learning.

We take in a lot of important ideas by reading books 
that are well written and get us thinking. That’s an 
important first stage for a lot of learning. But reading is 
basically passive, and to learn you have to do. There’s no 
learning from reading if you define learning as processes 
that enhance your capacity for effective action over time. 
That has always been our definition of learning in the SoL 
community. Knowledge is a capacity for effective action, 
and learning is a process that enhances knowledge.

I never thought a book by itself would be very 
significant. The real question was, how does a book fit 
into something larger that could have more impact? It 
was no coincidence that the publication of the book and 
establishment of the Organizational Learning Center at 
MIT, which was the precursor to SoL, occurred at the 
same time. In fact, I consciously wrote the book to be 
able to launch the MIT Organizational Learning Center. 

The idea was simple. Books may have a lot of 
interesting ideas, but the only way to support people 
in developing new capabilities over time is to build 
learning communities where people inspire each other 
and help each other become part of a larger network of 
collaboration. It’s that collaboration that helps people 
sustain the efforts needed to learn something in a way 
that just reading a book will never do.

“There’s no learning from 

reading if you define learning 

as processes that enhance 

your capacity for effective 

action over time.”
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A couple of things became really evident in the 
ensuing years. One was that different people were 
having dramatically different results from working with 
the same tools. Some people produced amazing results, 
and others produced nothing.

This data that it made all the difference where people 
were coming from was what led to the book Presence. For 
example, someone who just picked up the tools of The 
Fifth Discipline and said, “Hey, we can make more money 
if we use these tools” generally accomplished very little. 
But someone who had a deep intent to transform the 
prevailing organizational culture or the nature of work 
itself or people’s relationship to their work could have 
amazing results. So, where the practitioner is coming 
from in terms of intent, spirit, and openness is important.

REFLECTIONS: How did those revelations 
and experiences change your thinking?

SENGE: I don’t know if my thinking changed much about 
any of the basic things. In the early days, we had a lot of 
chances to work with some wonderful business people. 
So, I always appreciated that there was something about 
the quality of the people doing the work that mattered. 
That is why so much of The Fifth Discipline stresses deep 
personal work, like the disciplines of mental models and 
personal mastery. In fact, we even had some intuition 
about the role of connecting to deeper sources of 
change, which was expressed in terms of David Bohm’s 
“implicate order” in the lead essay I wrote for The Fifth 
Discipline Fieldbook. But Otto Scharmer has been able to 
take these intuitions much further in his development of 
Theory U, which Presence was meant to introduce in a 
non-technical way.

Moving beyond focusing on business alone and 
attempting to address the bigger issues we face in the 
world was always an intention, at least for me. Many of us 
always had the idea that businesses contribute to issues 
such as climate change and the destruction of species and 
the profound inequality that operates around the world, 
and that sooner or later, they would need to embrace 
these issues as part of their core strategies. If they 
didn’t, they would destroy the environments needed for 
business to be successful. But the main learning was that 
you had to get different kinds of organizations working 

together, including but not limited to business.
I would not characterize that as a big shift in my 

thinking, but a natural evolution of simply continuing to 
inquire into larger systems. It was no surprise that this 
expansion of focus would be hard. It’s evident that we 
are still at the beginning of businesses redefining their 
purpose to go beyond narrow self-interest. In my opinion, 
this is starting to happen in a few industries, like the food 
industry, where social and environmental breakdowns 
around the world are starting to be seen as genuine 
shifts in businesses’ strategic context. But fostering the 
sorts of collaboration and learning processes needed 
over time is challenging. For me personally, this was 
always the direction I cared about. I had no inherent 
interest in business, but I was drawn to it as a great 
laboratory to develop practical know-how by virtue of 
the wonderful business leaders I had the opportunity to 
meet and learn from, like Bill O’Brien and Ray Stata, who 
are often mentioned in The Fifth Discipline.

I’m trained as a systems guy. I was an undergraduate 
student at Stanford when Paul Ehrlich wrote The 
Population Bomb, and I was at the MIT System Dynamics 
Group when the Limits to Growth study was done. I 
grew up with the big, global issues. They were always the 
ones paramount in my mind, because they’re paramount 
for our future as a society and ultimately as a species.

REFLECTIONS:  Did the response to the 
book take you in different directions 
than you had anticipated?

SENGE: Not really. I knew it would be a long time 
before we could focus directly on larger issues because 
they simply were not on the radar screen of businesses 
in 1990. It felt appropriate to continue the focus on 
building a community of businesses deeply involved in 
the work. I always thought that business was the most 
powerful institution in modern society. That’s basically 
true in all countries, even China, where government 
clearly plays a much bigger role than it does in a lot of 
other places.

Really, I’ve had one interest my whole life: how we 
can build the capacity to address the common systemic 
issues that are taking our society in directions no one 
really wants to go. At one point about 10 years ago, 
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I had this shocking “aha” moment when I realized 
that my desk had not moved more than about 10 feet 
in 20 years. The building my office was in had been 
completely rebuilt, but when we moved back in after 
the reconstruction, my desk was right in the same place. 
That was kind of a symbol for me that my interests have 
always been exactly the same.

It’s just that things unfold and get clearer and new 
opportunities open up over time.

REFLECTIONS:  What are some of the 
milestones from the last 25 years that 
have helped you determine what you 
would be doing next?

SENGE: The first was my visit in 1994 to the first 
public school using systems thinking and organizational 
learning and seeing that – wow – there was no reason 
that educators couldn’t do all this stuff – shared vision, 
team learning, mental models, personal mastery, and 
obviously systems thinking. It all worked.

The next was the formation of the SoL Sustainability 
Consortium a few years later. We had several failed 
efforts in organizing it initially, but the idea was clear. 
We knew that gradually social and environmental 
conditions were becoming strategic, and we wanted to 
get together a small group of businesses that could learn 
together. We didn’t want to waste time arguing about 
whether climate change was real or things like that. We 
only wanted to get a small number of businesses that 
already saw these issues as strategic and see how that 
affected the way they actually managed.

The one other milestone that really stands out was 
the formation of the Sustainable Food Laboratory, 
founded by Oxfam and Unilever in 2003-2004. More 
than 10 years after its founding, it is still a vibrant global 
network of 70 of the world’s biggest food companies and 
NGOs working together to make sustainable agriculture 
the mainstream system.

The initial intent of the Food Lab was simple. We 
wanted to build networks of collaboration that connected 
businesses and civil society organizations, specifically food 
companies and social justice and environmental NGOs, in 
about equal numbers. Watching it evolve and take root, 
I think it has had enormous impact on the world. Today, 

many people see the global food industry as one of the 
most interesting industries in terms of deep change. It’s 
clearly been crucial to understanding the huge problems 
that people were previously unaware of, particularly in 
this country. Ten years ago, you talked about food and 
nobody really saw it as much of an issue. But for a long 
time, the global food system has been driving farmers 
around the world into poverty by connecting them to 
commodity markets that behave as commodity markets 
invariably do – with growing output and falling prices. We 
in the rich countries are the beneficiaries, because we 
have huge varieties of food that we can buy at prices far 
lower than they would have been 30 years ago. But those 
lower prices are farmers’ incomes.

The global food system has also destroyed half the 
world’s topsoil through practices that maximize short-
term yields but do not rebuild soil nutrients. And, by the 
way, agriculture uses two-thirds of the world’s water, 
and in many ways water is the most acute problem in 
the world today. People have begun to wake up to these 
problems, mainly through movements like fair trade and 
scares about the quality of and ingredients in the food we 
eat. But of course most only glimpse a bit of the scope of 
the problem. In my judgment, the industry as a whole, at 
least in the West, is really waking up. For example, the 
importance of sustainable sourcing has become evident 
to many retailers and food companies.

The Food Lab was a first-ever opportunity to move 
right into the middle of a key industry. You might also 
say it’s the single most important industry we have, since 
it is the only thing we actually consume.

“Really, I’ve had one interest 

my whole life: how we can 

 build the capacity to address 

the common systemic issues 

that are taking our society  

in directions no one really 

wants to go.”



96     Mobius Executive Leadership  |  www.mobiusleadership.com

LEADERSHIP READINGS

REFLECTIONS:  What would you say has 
been the greatest impact resulting from 
the book and this field of work?

SENGE: Well, I think you have to start thinking about 
that question by distinguishing two levels. There’s a 
top-of-the-mind acknowledgment and then there’s  
the real transformation of capacity and the building of 
new capabilities.

Top-of-the-mind acknowledgment includes things 
like organizational culture and organizational learning. 
Look at the learning field over the last 30 years. In the 
manufacturing world, for example, quality management, 
process improvement, just-in-time, and lean represented 
radical shifts toward embedded learning. Probably 
the most recent embodiment is the shift to what the 
software industry calls “agile.”

But to me, these are all one wave after another of a 
larger sea swell of recognition that how we learn really 
matters. As Arie de Geus said almost 30 years ago in his 
famous 1987 Harvard Business Review article, “Planning 
as Learning,” “the ultimate determinant of competitive 
advantage for a business is its relative ability to learn.” 
At the top-of-the-mind level, everybody nods their head 
at that now in the same way they nod and say, “People 
really matter; you’ve got to create an environment for 
developing the talents of your people.” These are big 
changes in espoused views of business. The focus on 
teams is another related big change. Twenty-five years 
ago, people didn’t spend that much time on teams. Now 
almost everyone in the business world works in a team.

The second, deeper level concerns the real 
transformation of capacity and the building of new 
capabilities. On this level, the results are pretty uneven, 
and they vary by industry. I’ll use the software industry 
as an example.

Most competitive, innovative software businesses 

today are into agile. Agile is a disciplined approach to 
continuous learning. A good friend of mine who’s a 
serial entrepreneur in the software industry said that 
somewhere within the last few years, the industry 
crossed a threshold. And the threshold was that today 
nobody understands the impact of introducing a new 
element of software.

The complexity of the software environments into 
which new elements are placed and will interact has 
become so great that nobody really knows what’s going 
to happen.

Obviously, when you’re designing new software, you 
have goals and intentions. Maybe you’ve even made 
promises to your customers about the benefits. But in 
fact the unintended side effects can swamp the intended 
effects. The consequence in that industry is a deep 
cultural change that is still gradually unfolding.

Think of it like walking in a dark room. You can’t 
really see much. In such a situation, you naturally don’t 
take big, long strides. You walk slowly; you take small 
steps and feel your way through. It’s very much like that 
in the software industry today. It takes small steps to 
introduce increments of software, often with thousands 
of people online gathering data and reflecting on what’s 
happening, what’s working, what’s not working, what 
sort of adjustments we have to make. That whole 
philosophy is bundled up in this idea of agile, the ability 
to continually keep shifting as you learn more.

Another example of transformation in the business 
culture of an industry is the phrase you hear again and 
again in the high tech world: “fail fast and early.” It’s 
not just a platitude. It’s a philosophy and a discipline 
of “rapid-cycle prototyping.” Don’t just sit around 
and talk about it. Don’t make elaborate plans. Get a 
prototype product quickly, so you can learn what works 
and doesn’t. For me, the phrase “fail fast and early” is 
encouraging, because it encourages a genuine learning 
attitude.

“Certainly when something isn’t going well, trying harder  

is often not the best strategy, because the problem you are  

having may not be about effort, but about limited insight.”
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REFLECTIONS:   Looking at the impact 
of culture and collaboration, what key 
principles or characteristics do you 
associate most often with success?

SENGE: Perhaps the most obvious is people doing 
something that really matters to them. In The Fifth 
Discipline, there was a lot of stuff about purpose. If you 
think the purpose of your business is to make money, 
you should forget all this stuff about learning and 
systems thinking, because at the most, you’ll accomplish 
a little, but you will never accomplish a lot. The reason 
is simple: The depth of commitment, time, dedication, 
openness, and patience just won’t be there. If people are 
only focused on making money, and there is no sense of 
larger purpose, little will be achieved with these ideas 
and tools.

Second, I would say is time horizon. If your organi-
zation operates on extremely short time horizons, 
that’s fine, that’s a realistic part of many businesses 
today. Some have very short product cycles and more 
or less continuous introductions of new products. That 
is not what I am referring to. I’m talking more about the 
cultural time horizon.

Again, the software industry is interesting, because a 
company like the one I was referring to before operates 
in rapidly moving businesses yet has disciplined learning 
cycles that can steadily move the culture over time. 
In their reflective practices, people at that company 
continually ask, “What is happening with new software?” 
“Is this what we expected?” “What kept us from seeing 
these changes?” “What are our blind spots?” These are 
classic reflective questions. During some periods in the 
development cycle, they have spent up to half a day a 
week reflecting on these questions and analyzing the 
data they were gathering. This is a significant amount of 
time for any business to spend on reflection.

Last, do you really care about people growing and 
developing? If you’re going to foster an environment 
of deeper thinking and a sense of purpose, you can’t 
do that if you’re not focused on people really growing 
and developing – popular today with Bob Kegan’s 
and Lisa Lahey’s work on Deeply Developmental 
Organizations. These are all pre-requirements for tools 
like organizational learning taking root.

REFLECTIONS:   What are some of 
the personal challenges you have 
experienced in realizing your own vision 
and aspirations, and how did you move 
through them?

SENGE: The first thing that comes to mind is all the 
failures. We worked for six months to organize the 
first meeting of the SoL Sustainability Consortium. We 
had this idea of building such a consortium, but the first 
meeting was a complete disaster. With a lot of time and 
effort, we managed to get a bunch of CEOs together, 
and it was just a waste of time. Most of the time they 
complained about their investors, their boards, and the 
government – all that stuff. That was a rude awakening. 
We thought, “Hey, this is a big issue – social and 
environmental stewardship and responsibility – so it’s got 
to be driven by CEOs.” We had a bunch of people who 
said the right things, but when we got them together, we 
realized they actually were just talking. They had no real 
skill in moving an enterprise. And they spent a hell of a 
lot of time complaining.

So that was really an eye-opener. I remember talking 
with one of the CEOs who co-organized the meeting. It 
was about a day later. We both said, “That was really a 
horrible meeting. We don’t know what we’ve learned, 
but we know that was not the way to do it.” It was one 
of those moments where you could draw no conclusion, 

© MJ MacMahon
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except to acknowledge the fact that it didn’t work. We 
went back to the drawing board and restarted about six 
months later with a group of people who were already 
leading these changes in their organizations, mostly at 
local levels or focused on particular issues. The energy 
was completely different. It was a group of amazing 
innovators, and that reset became the beginning of the 
SoL Sustainability Consortium.

Lots of experiences like that have occurred, to the 
point where I always tell people, “Hey, I expect almost 
everything not to work.” If it worked the first time out, 
it’s probably because you’re doing something you know 
way too much about. If you’re doing something really 
new, the one thing you can be sure of is it’s not going 
to work.

The other lesson would be the importance of relaxing 
and being patient. I have a predisposition to push a little 
too hard. But there are times when you just need to 
stop pushing. Certainly when something isn’t going well, 
trying harder is often not the best strategy, because the 
problem you are having may not be about effort, but 
about limited insight.

With regard to working with other people, I probably 
wasn’t nearly as good at listening as I should have been. 
In fact, I’m sure of that. How do you collectively get 
better at understanding what’s going on, as opposed to, 

“Hey, here’s the idea and let’s go for it.” Getting better 
at listening has been a lifelong journey, which of course 
relates directly to collaborating.

REFLECTIONS:  Can you give us a few 
examples of what some of the next 
generation leaders are doing in the field 
of systemic change?

SENGE: In the last three or four years, a small 
group of us has become involved with identifying and 
supporting next generation leaders in this emerging 
field of systemic change, people who are in their 30s, 
who have already accomplished a lot, and who could 
potentially evolve the whole field in the next 20 or 30 
years. This is the Next Generation Leaders initiative of 
the Academy for Systemic Change.

We’ve only had this effort organized now for a little 
over nine months, so it’s a little early to identify too 
many patterns in these leaders’ thinking. But one I do see 
is moving much deeper into different cultural contexts. 
For example, one of the Fellows is doing marvelous 
work in the schools of Monterrey, Mexico. He’s been 
doing programs on civic engagement with communities 
for 10 years and has now begun doing the same thing 
in schools. He’s a tremendously warmhearted guy 
who also has plenty of drive. But what really strikes 
me is his connection and credibility with the people in 
Monterray.

A woman who is the founder of one of the largest 
indigenous reconciliation movements in the world, 
Reconciliation Canada, is also one of the Fellows. 
The native population in Canada, like many native 
populations in the world, has been the victim of a century 
of genocide, organized efforts to eradicate its culture. 
This woman is building a wonderful movement based 
on dialogue and what she calls fostering a “relational 
economy.” In contrast to a transactional economy, a 
relational economy goes back to the older ideas where 
services or products were bartered on a one-to-one 
basis. This kind of economy has totally vanished in the 
modern world, where you buy something but don’t 
have any connection to who made it.

If we can support people like the three I just 
referred to, people who know how to weave the tools 

“ In the next 20 to 50 years,  

we won’t have to use terms 

like 'systems thinking.'  

We can just call it 'thinking,' 

because real thinking is 

about seeing the reality 

you’re in the midst of, which 

naturally entails appreciating 

the interconnectedness of 

things.”
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and methods of systemic change deeply into different 
cultural contexts, in the next 20 to 50 years, we won’t 
have to use terms like “systems thinking.” We can just 
call it “thinking,” because real thinking is about seeing 
the reality you’re in the midst of, which naturally entails 
appreciating the interconnectedness of things.

The significance of cultural embeddedness is that it is 
allowing such young leaders to connect more and more 
to the systemic intelligence already present in older 
(pre-industrial) cultures – much like the educators are 
cultivating the innate systems intelligence of children. 
This may be the really big new idea: tapping and 
cultivating the genuine “naturalness” of all this work. 
The more experience you have with these sorts of tools 
and learning processes, the more you realize that we 
are doing nothing more or less than enabling people to 
do what is most natural, though rarely easy – opening 
head, heart, and will in very challenging settings. 
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Reprinted with permission. An excerpt from Why Does This Always Happen to Me? By Nadjeschda Taranczewski. Copyright 2016. All rights reserved.

Four Quadrants
“What are you unhappy about?” I asked my client. 

Alistair looked at me puzzled, as if this question 
catches him by surprise. 

"Well, that's a good question. Actually, I find it hard to say, 
right now, everything seems like a mess. Our organization 
recently went through a change process. We paid a lot 
of money to have all of our processes overhauled and 
streamlined. The leadership team received feedback, which 
was supposed to make us more efficient leaders. Somehow, 
since the change initiative started, everything is worse than 
before. The atmosphere throughout the organization is tense, 
everyone is dragging their feet and moaning and complaining 
about anything they're asked to do differently. And frankly, I 
can’t blame them. 

Part of the change initiative was to strengthen leadership 
within the organization. Which is great in theory. And so I 
also received feedback about my leadership style and what 
I need to change. But I don’t think the process was fair, and 
they simply dumped all the data on us and left us to our own 
devices to make sense of it. As a result, I mainly feel put upon 
and right now I have absolutely no motivation to figure out 
how to turn myself into the inspirational leader they want me 
to become. And on top of everything, I am frustrated with how 
my team is resisting the change. Even when it comes to steps 
that actually do make sense.’ His voice trails off… ‘I sure as 
hell don’t like how things are right now, but I wouldn’t even 
know where to start to fix it."

A Map for Life
Whenever life feels stuck, somehow not in flow, it can 
be helpful to understand the location and nature of the 
blockage before rushing to change random aspects or our 
life that may or may not be the cause for our unhappiness. 
Instead we can hit pause and inquire into where we 
experience the biggest gap between our current and our 
desired reality. If we were in possession of a map, we 
could even systematize our exploration and conduct a 
thorough diagnosis. Then, once we had identified where 
something appears to be stuck, we could proceed to 
investigate what seems to be stuck, and eventually create 
some ideas about how we might be able to fix it. With this 
deepened understanding of the situation, we could focus 
our efforts and energy in the right direction and identify 
the lever that would result in the biggest shift towards 
the desired direction. That all sounds wonderful. 

Half of the time, we either only have a vague idea 
about the origin of our unease, or we suspect the source 
in the wrong place. This is why buying a Ferrari and 
getting a 23-year-old girlfriend is a temporary fix at best 
for a midlife crisis. I'm not saying this couldn’t bring joy 
to your life on some levels, but it's unlikely to answer the 
questions at the root of your unrest. The model I share 
with you in this chapter has proven to be a very useful 
map in understanding more about the territory we need 
to look at: the landscape of the human experience. 

We human beings are social animals, each of us 

Why Does This Always  
Happen to Me?
A book excerpt by Mobius Transformational Faculty Member Nadjeschda Taranczewski
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embedded in a number of different collectives or groups. 
A collective is hereby defined as any number of individuals 
who interact in order to form a whole and share an 
identity, whether temporarily or permanently. Some of 
the different collectives we belong to might include our 
relationships, our family, the team we work with, the 
team we play sports with, an interest group we attend, 
the organization we work for, the nation we were born 
into, and humanity at large. 

Human experience unfolds in the constant dance 
between the individual and the collective. As individuals, 
we are part of an innumerable amount of more or less 
permanent collectives. For example: my family of origin, 
my religion, my nationality, the relationship I am in, 
my gender, whether I am a stamp collector, artist, or 
train conductor. In every moment, I am simultaneously 
separate (I am me, distinct from anyone else) and a part 
of different collectives/groups (me in interaction with 
one or more other individuals). 

There are aspects about each perspective, the individual 
and the collective, which are observable, measurable, 
and/or quantifiable. Because we can observe them, let’s 
call them exterior. At the same time, the individual and 
collective perspective have aspects that are experiential 
(they are experienced internally) and mostly intangible. 
These aspects are much harder to observe, and we 
will call them interior. When we combine the individual/
collective and exterior/interior perspective we get a 
Four-Quadrant Matrix (for those of you familiar with the 
integral-quadrant matrix, please read the footnote1).

The top-left quadrant allows us to relate to what can be 
known of an individual through observation: their behavior 
(what they do) and their physical body (their objective 
reality). The bottom-left quadrant encompasses what is 
mostly invisible to the outside observer, yet known to 
the individual: reality experienced and expressed through 
thoughts and feelings (their subjective reality).

The top-right quadrant relates to what can be seen 
or measured about a collective: its structure, systems, 
and processes (their social or interobjective reality). 
The bottom-right quadrant encompasses that which is 
experienced collectively: culturally shared values, norms, 
and ways of communicating (their intersubjective reality).

If you wanted to study me, Nadja, you could quantify 
and measure my body and physiology, track my behavior 
and the results I produce, the skills I master and those I 

don’t. By doing so, you would create a report of my top-
left quadrant (exterior-behavioral).

However, what happens inside my consciousness, my 
feelings and thoughts (interior-intentional, bottom-left 
quadrant) is not directly accessible to you as an outside 
observer. What is going on in this quadrant determines 
how I experience others and myself. For me as an 
individual, the bottom-left quadrant is the center of my 
subjective reality; what is created here is my concept of 
I, my thoughts and feelings – the way I experience the 
world.

If you now want to investigate any particular collective 
I am a part of, you could, for example, zoom in on a 
project team I work with. Through observation, you 
could quantify the top-right quadrant (exterior-social) of 
this project team: how we are structured, the systems 
and processes we use, and what the output of our 
combined actions appears to be.

To you as an observer, my team’s bottom-right 
quadrant (interior-cultural) is equally as elusive as 
my individual-interior quadrant. Within my team we 
experience a shared reality that is called culture. This 
culture is expressed through our shared norms and 
values and the way we communicate with each other. 

If this explanation of the four quadrants felt a bit dry and 
theoretical, consider how each of the four perspectives 
allows you to explore aspects of your own world. 
Every quadrant brings light to another fragment of your 

INDIVIDUAL COLLECTIVE

EXTERIOR 
(measurable/ 
quantifiable)

Behavioral 
body/physiology, 
behavior, skills, 
individual output

Social 
environment, 
systems, 
structures, 
processes, 
collective output

INTERIOR 
(experiential)

Intentional 
psyche, mindset, 
consciousness

Cultural 
culture, 
relationships, 
shared values 
& norms, 
worldviews, 
communication
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reality. The contents of each individual quadrant can also 
change depending on which of your different collectives 
you look at. For example, if you look at yourself in the 
context of your family you might see habitual ways of 
feeling, thinking, and behaving which are very different 
from those you experience when in the context of your 
organization. 

Inquiring into the four quadrants within the specific 
context of one collective allows you to gain a different 
perspective on your life. You may feel stuck at work 
because you're lacking a skill that you need (upper-left, 
behavioral), or because you feel isolated in your team 
and at a loss about how to create more meaningful 
connections with your co-workers (bottom-left, inten-
tional). Or, possibly, you feel upset your team doesn’t 
have the right systems and processes in place to work 
effectively (upper-right, social) or because the culture of 
your team, the way you communicate, is lacking mutual 
appreciation and respect (bottom-right, cultural). 

When working with Alistair, the frustrated manager 
you met at the beginning of this chapter, the Four-
Quadrant-Matrix helped him to resolve his confusion. 
We first looked at his team and identified which 
structures and processes were effective and which he 
felt were missing or hampering the team. We went on 
to identify what the current shared culture was and what 
needed to shift on a values level and in the team’s shared 
communication to improve the general atmosphere. 
Eventually, Alistair was ready to look at his individual two 
quadrants, and it became obvious to him what mindset 
he was holding that was causing his frustration. 

Thus he identified a behavior that contributed to 
the problem – and that he subsequently committed to 
shift. The four quadrants allowed Alistair to deepen his 
understanding of the situation before designing a strategy 
that considered all, not just one, of the quadrants. 
Encouraged by the results this approach created in 

his own team, Alistair brought the four quadrants as a 
perspective to the leadership team of his organization. 
The Four-Quadrant-Matrix guided their analysis of 
where and why the recent change initiative had worked 
and where it had failed.

The Four-Quadrant-Matrix
Let’s imagine the four quadrants as one giant iceberg. 
Only about 10% of the actual mass of an iceberg is visible 
above the waterline. The iceberg as a metaphor brings 
to our awareness how much there is lurking below 
the waterline. Because the bottom quadrants are less 
accessible, they are too often overlooked as the root 
cause for the sinking ship. 

When I am called into organizations, undergoing change 
processes, I often observe how the lower sections of 
the Four-Quadrant-Matrix have been forgotten entirely. 
There seems to be a belief, stemming from the industrial 
age, that all it takes to make a company more successful 
or productive is to optimize its systems or structures 
(e.g., introduce a better software or re-arrange who is 
reporting to whom), and to train people in new skills so 
they can be more effective at their job. Organizations 
narrowly focused on improving the exterior quadrants 
(everything above the iceberg’s waterline) eventually 
produce employees with severe change fatigue. Employees 
are tired of being chased through one new system after 
the other and often develop resistance to new structures 
and procedures – even if they are sensible. I have heard 
countless complaints from employees who feel that 
new is not better but worse, because it does nothing 
for them but add to their confusion and sense of being 
overwhelmed.

There is nothing wrong with wanting to influence and 
optimize the upper quadrants, but as Henry Ford stated 
nearly one hundred years ago, "Culture eats strategy 
for breakfast." Unless we consider what lies below the 

“Organizations narrowly focused on improving the exterior 

quadrants (everything above the iceberg’s waterline) eventually 

produce employees with severe change fatigue.”
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waterline (the interior quadrants), sustainable change 
in individuals and collectives is unlikely. Humans will 
continue to do what they have always done unless they 
are touched at a deeper level, unless the new is embraced 
as sensible and meaningful, unless our thinking shifts. 

Some leaders believe the saying that you can’t teach an 
old dog new tricks. I believe most people are very much 
capable of behaving differently – if it’s worth it to them. 
Usually, this happens more at an emotional level rather 
than at a logical level. The transformation of a single 
person as well as of a whole organization only works if 
individual mindsets and shared culture and communication 
are taken into account. The bottom quadrants of our 
iceberg matrix are at the heart of individual and collective 
transformation, and they deserve a lot more attention 
than we typically give to them.

Getting the Big Picture
Each of us holds the power to exercise true choice for 
one person and one person alone: ourselves. Beyond 
this chapter, I will therefore concentrate my attention 
on the individual and interior experience, the lower-left 

quadrant. What we think and feel – what happens in our 
internal reality – is the key for personal transformation. 
But since no one is an island,  disconnected from other 
people, collectives or groups, I want to demonstrate 
how being mindful of the right-hand quadrants can help 
to fundamentally shift our understanding of life.

For some time, Andreas, a retiring CEO of an 
automotive supply company, had been plagued by 
recurring nightmares. Andreas was in his early seventies, 
and had been brought up during post-war Germany. In his 
dreams, he was haunted by images of his early childhood; 
he saw himself wandering anxiously through his destroyed 
hometown of Dresden or having unsettling interactions 
with his overwhelmed and disconnected mother or his 
angry and violent father. It was evident to me that much 
of what Andreas had experienced was shared by a whole 
generation of post-war children. To give context to the 
memories that haunted him, I recommended he read a 
book called Die vergessene Generation: Kriegskinder brechen 
ihr Schweigen (The Forgotten Generation: Children of the War 
Break Their Silence).2 

During our next session, Andreas shared how reading 
the book had touched him deeply. 

For many years I have been so incredibly angry at my 
parents and how they had brought me up. I was angry at 
my dad’s uncontrollable rage and how he beat me and 
my siblings, I was angry with my mother for her inability to 
communicate and connect with us, I was angry about how 
emotionally unavailable they both were and that the only thing 
that ever gained their acknowledgement was my success. 

But when I read this book, I was absolutely dumbstruck 
how many of my most personal feelings about experiences I 
had with my parents were reflected in the stories of others. 
I realized that what I thought had just been my parents’ 
ineptness at raising children was actually the experience of 
a whole generation. After all this time, I read these stories 
and I feel deep grief for the life my parents – and all these 
parents – had. I suddenly understand that they really didn’t 
know any better. They simply tried to make the best of an 
awful situation. 

Andreas and I worked on helping him release the 
emotional charge still connected to his memories. Very 
quickly, the nightmares subsided. Andreas had realized 
how powerful the life conditions present at the time 
had influenced his personal experience. Our individual 
reality is embedded in a collective reality, and this reality 

                      CURRENT-SITUATION

INDIVIDUAL COLLECTIVE

EXTERIOR 
(measurable/ 
quantifiable)

What helpful or 
unhelpful behaviors 
do I observe in 
myself? What is my 
output/result?

What is our 
output? Which 
structures or 
processes are 
enabling us and 
which are holding 
us back? Which are 
missing?

INTERIOR 
(experiential)

What do I think and 
feel about a) myself, 
b) my staff, c) my 
students, and d) our 
school? Which of my 
thoughts are helpful 
and which are not?  
What is important to  
me, what do I want?

What values do 
we share and how 
do we role-model 
them? How do 
we communicate? 
What is great about 
our culture and 
what is limiting? 
What do  
we want?
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is shaped by the existing life conditions: whether we live 
in peace or in war, whether or not there are enough 
resources, there's a balanced climate, if there's been a 
natural disaster.  The life conditions we experience will 
influence the systems and processes and they affect the 
culture, the way people interact. Every change in one 
quadrant has a ripple effect in all other quadrants. 

If you, like me, are among the privileged few (globally 
speaking) to have been born during a time of peace in a 
democratic country, your experience may not have had 
the same intensity as the one that influenced Andreas. 
But even then it can be informative or even freeing to 
understand the interconnection between our own 
internal experience, our behaviors, and the collectives 
we belong to and interact with; whether they are our 
family, our team, our organization, or our nation.

Understanding Where You Are and  
Where You Want to Go
The four quadrants not only guide our understanding 
of a current situation, they also help us to articulate 
what change we want to affect. As stated previously, 
no quadrant is in itself more important than any of the 

others, and change in any quadrant will reverberate in 
all other quadrants. In order to start somewhere, we 
can inquire: What are the challenges I experience at the 
moment and therefore, what is the perspective I need to 
pay particular attention to? 

You can ask questions to deepen your understanding 
of each quadrant:

“Exterior” quadrant questions                              

•   Individual/behavioral: How do I act? What can/can’t I 
do? What is my output?

•   Collective/social: How are we organized? What can/
can’t we do? What is our output?

“Interior” quadrant questions (below the iceberg)

•   Individual/intentional: What do I think? How do I feel? 
What do I want?

•   Collective/cultural: What is our culture? How do we 
communicate? What do we want? 

In the following real-world example, I will share with 
you how one of my clients, headmistress of a secondary 
school, used the four quadrants to guide her inquiry into 
both her current and her desired reality for herself and 
the school she leads. 

Real-World Example
My client, Mrs. Schiller, is the headmistress of a 400-pupil 
high school. During our coaching, she had repeatedly 
expressed her frustration with her faculty. To organize 
her thought process, we designed questions for each 
of the four perspectives that helped her to deepen her 
understanding of herself and of herself in relation to her 
faculty team. 

Mrs. Schiller wrote her answer to each of the 
questions onto an empty four-quadrant sheet and began 
to create From’s (the present state) and To’s (where I 
would like us to be). She decided to share her reflections 
during the next faculty meeting and began to explain to 
her team how she felt, the things that made her happy, 
and those that kept her up at night. She talked about 
the unproductive behaviors she noticed in herself: the 
tendency to complain and blame others, focusing on the 
negative or the lack of sufficient resources, but also the 
sense of being overwhelmed, as well as her thoughts 
about the state of faculty team. She spoke about realizing 

                    DESIRED FUTURE

INDIVIDUAL COLLECTIVE

EXTERIOR 
(measurable/ 
quantifiable)

What behaviors 
do I see in myself 
and others that 
I experience as 
positive/successful? 
Which other 
behaviors would I like 
to see? How are my 
values reflected in 
my behavior? What 
behavior do I need to 
stop?

What do we want 
to achieve? Which 
of our structures 
or processes 
are helpful and 
empowering? 
Which additional 
ones do we need? 
What structures/
processes stand in 
our way? What are 
out team rules?

INTERIOR 
(experiential)

What empowering 
thoughts/assumptions 
do I have about 
myself, my colleagues, 
my students, my 
school? Which of my 
values could most 
contribute to create 
the school I want to 
work in? What do I 
want to stand for? 
What beliefs stand in 
the way?

What is positive 
about us as a team? 
What values do we 
share? When do 
we communicate 
in an authentic 
way? What do 
we need in order 
to do this even 
more often? When 
is our culture 
disempowering?



  www.mobiusleadership.com  |  Mobius Executive Leadership     105

LEADERSHIP READINGS

that she wanted to work less and with more joy. She 
shared her intention to focus her life on what worked, 
instead of putting all her energy into what didn’t work. 
Finally, she declared her wish to work in a team that 
would take joint ownership to create a school they felt 
excited to enter each morning. Through the coaching, 
Mrs. Schiller had learned to distinguish between instances 
where she had created problems in her mind and blown 
them out of proportion versus her own thinking that 
presented tangible challenges to be jointly address with 
her team. She painted a powerful vision of the school she 
wanted to lead, and the team she wanted to be part of.

Her faculty team was touched by her openness and her 
willingness to be vulnerable, especially since the previous 
headmistress of the school had fostered a culture in which 
any form of personal sharing amongst colleagues felt 
inappropriate. Inspired by her vision, the team decided to 
use the Four-Quadrant Matrix for a collective reflection. 
They invited me to facilitate the process. 

Based on the team’s perception of their current 
reality, we formulated questions to help them define an 
appealing vision of the future of their school and their 
team. The questions allowed them to bring to the surface 
what they currently experienced as positive aspects they 
wanted to integrate, and identify things they needed to 
change.

Based on these questions, each team member began 
to share what they would like to have more of and what 
they each felt they needed to stop. Soon some common 
themes began to emerge:

‘Exterior’ quadrant
Individual/behavioral
•   Behaviors we like: friendly, solution-oriented, 

appreciative
•   Values: humor, reliability, creativity
•   Behaviors to stop: complaining
Collective
•   Helpful processes:
 – Teacher teams for each year instead of  being 

centered around subjects
 – Weekly team meetings
 – Regular exchange with teachers from other 

teams
 – Inviting students and parents to meetings
•   Stop: old complaint management system

‘Interior’ quadrant
Individual/behavioral
•   Empowering beliefs: I have the potential to change; 

others have the potential to change; I mean well; 
others also mean well; our school has the potential 
to be one of the best in town; we could give each 
other energy

•   Stop: believing that we don’t have the time
Collective
•   Positive in our team: sense of humor and frequent 

laughter; shared values around learning, creativity, 
empathy, humor and respect

•   Stop: interrupting each other
•   Start: sharing more about ourselves

The faculty team decided to use their description of 
their desired future during a school day at which students, 
teachers, and parents worked together on expanding 
the vision of the school they wanted. Their school now 
applies the lens of the Four-Quadrant-Matrix regularly 
to assess progress and define the next steps in their 
development journey. My client, Mrs. Schiller, continues 
to base her self-reflection on the four quadrants to 
discover what works and determine actionable steps for 
what she wants to create, not just at school, but in all 
areas of her life. 

Download your empty copy of the matrix to create your 
own questions or organize your responses by visiting  
www.whydoesthisalwayshappentome.com.

NADJESCHDA 
TARANCZEWSKI is a Mobius 
Transformational Faculty member and 
works as an executive and team 
coach in the areas of leadership and 
team-development, culture 

transformation. She is also a speaker and author. After 
completing her master in Psychology, Nadjeschda 
focused her coaching career on helping individuals and 
teams to understand themselves, challenge their 
mindsets and implement more constructive ways of 
being and communicating. To keep updated on her 
book, visit www.whydoesthisalwayshappentome.com.

http://www.whydoesthisalwayshappentome.com/
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Five Ways to Discover Your Purpose 

You may be wondering how to determine your 
purpose. 

Don’t worry, you don’t have to do it all at once, 
and certainly not for all time. Life ebbs and flows, and 
your purpose may modify accordingly over time. In this 
chapter, I’ll share five techniques for discovering (or 
remembering) your purpose. 

1. Look in Your Past 
One place to look for what turns you on is to see what 
has turned you on in the past. Your passionate memories 
may be of graduating from college, meeting a spouse, or 
getting a big raise. They may include a special trip you took, 
a speech you gave, having a baby, running a marathon, or 
accomplishing an important goal. If you can’t find at least 
three memories of passion – and I promise you’ve had at 
least thirty-three, maybe three hundred and thirty-three 
– you’re being too hard on yourself and setting your 
sights too high. Memorable moments come in all sizes. 

It doesn’t even matter if you harbor negative reactions 
about them because anger and frustration can be mighty 
motivators. When you look back now, were you excited? 
Did you feel good? If you answer yes to those questions, 
then write the memory down. 

On a fresh page in your Dream Book, list three times 
in your life from the day you were born to this moment 
when you felt excited and passionate. Look for three 

special moments about which you can say, “I did that; it 
felt good.” Write them down simply and quickly; as you 
write the first one, the other two will come. 

When you have three, take a deep breath and relax; the 
hard part is over. Now look for the pattern, the common 
theme about those memories. What was present for you 
in all three examples? What were you passionate about? 

If you think at first that there’s nothing consistent 
about the listed events, bring your mind back to the time 
and place of each situation. Get in touch with what you 
were feeling then, about the events and about yourself. 
Avoid narrowing things down; try to stay with broad 
qualities. Perhaps all the items listed were fun. Maybe 
they all had a partnership component, or they all made 
you feel uneasy at first, but you took a risk and did them 
anyway. Perhaps the accomplishments all went beyond 
what you thought was possible, or they led to other 
things that you hadn’t even considered. Maybe there was 
a quality of surprise connected to them, or they were 
things you made happen against all odds. The broader the 
common thread is, the better. 

What you’re looking for is the consistency of how 
you felt in each case – who you were – not what was 
happening externally. For example, if you wrote down 
three sports examples, the commonality is not just 
sports or even a particular sport. Ask yourself: what 
exactly was the common thread of passion? Were you 
passionate about playing, winning, competing, or being 

Dream: Clarify and  
Create What You Want 
A book excerpt by Mobius Transformational Faculty member 
Marcia Wieder

Marcia Wieder’s new book Dream offers practical steps to discover or reconnect 
with your life’s passion. As leaders, owners, artists, and managers we need passion and 
dreams to grow and excite others about our ideas, solutions, and brand. In this excerpt 
from her new book, we look at the first two steps to get back into finding your passion.

Reprinted by permission by Next Century Publishing. Excerpted from Dream: Clarify and Create What You Want. Copyright 2016. All rights reserved. 
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part of a team? These are very different responses and 
will take you in very different directions. 

The acid test is whether or not the consistent 
element or elements in your memories of passion were 
something about which you felt excited; however, don’t 
be concerned if passion seems to elude you at first. Some 
people feel passion about their purpose as soon as they 
define it. Others might not be sure if the stated purpose 
is something that truly excites them. You may not 
experience passion until you’re in action on a project; 
someone else might be turned on by the planning process. 
If you’re having difficulty finding the common thread in all 
three accomplishments, but you were excited by two of 
them, you’re probably on the right track. 

Don’t worry about trying to turn these memories 
into a purpose just yet. Right now, you’re just looking for 
clues. Once I’ve shared all five ways you might find these 
clues, we’ll talk about how to craft a purpose statement 
that captures your passion and fires up your imagination. 

2. Go on a Passion Quest 
A Passion Quest is a wonderful way to look in your 
present for your purpose. As human beings we are 
constantly growing and changing, and sometimes the 
things about which we were passionate in the past no 
longer turn us on in the same way. If you’re having 
difficulty discovering your purpose through memories of 
past passion, try taking yourself on a Passion Quest to 
discover who you are now – including what you love, 
what you long for, and what no longer works for you. 

A Passion Quest could take a day, a weekend, a week, 
or a year. You don’t have to put the rest of your life on 
hold. The idea is simply to choose a period of time during 
which you will pay particular attention to what lights up 
your passion; then follow those threads and see where 
they lead you. Look for what matters to you, what moves 
you, even what frustrates, or angers you. And then follow 
it – that’s why it’s called a quest. Start to do the little 
things in life you love. If you love to cook, take a class or 
have a small dinner party. If you love adventure but time 
or money (or both) won’t allow you a major vacation, 

consider a day hike or a weekend trip. Do the things 
you love, but make them part of the research phase of a 
project called Finding My Purpose. When I am in Passion 
Quest mode, I pay extra attention to how life affects me: 
what makes me laugh or cry, and what upsets or excites 
me. I notice what I am drawn to, even the movies I’m 
watching. 

For that period of time, explore life, using passion 
as the barometer for deciding what you will and won’t 
do (when choice is an option). Whether you’re doing 
something work-related or personal, notice what excites 
you versus what drains you. Reignite your passion by 
simply doing more of what you love. Do you remember 
when you were a kid, playing a game in which, as you got 
closer to the thing you were seeking, people would say, 
“Warm, warmer, hot, burning hot,” or as you got farther 
away, they would say, “Lukewarm, cool, cold, colder, 
freezing”? It’s kind of like that on a Passion Quest. You 
move toward what lights you up, what gives you energy 
and vitality, and move away from the things that deaden 
you, tire you, or drain you.

It was a Passion Quest that led me to a new life and 
the path I am on now. Many years ago, I hit a point 
where I was unwilling to continue to schedule my life 
into thirty-minute meetings and meals. Deciding to close 
my marketing company I vowed to find more meaningful 
work and set out on a Passion Quest. 

Driving home one evening, I heard a radio commercial 
for the Make-a-Wish Foundation, and something inside 
of me went “zing.” Because I was on a Passion Quest, 
I followed that feeling – warm, warmer, hot – to a 
volunteer meeting. I still remember it vividly. The room 
was small with an exposed light bulb hanging low over 
a round, wooden table with paint peeling off the walls. 
It was non-profit land, yet the work being done in the 
room was priceless. 

At that table, five of us brainstormed how we were 
going to raise money to send a young boy to Disneyland 
and get another child a puppy. After the meeting, I got 
into my car, put the key into the ignition, and began to 
sob. I was so inspired by who these people were and the 

“When our existence gets reduced to a list of problems  

to solve or things to check off, passion dries up.”
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good work they were doing that I knew at some level 
this was my calling. Little did I realize it, but that day was 
the beginning of a life dedicated to helping people achieve 
their dreams. 

When you’re on a Passion Quest, you put your 
antennae up and pay attention to what you need to say 
“yes” to and what you need to say “no” to. My Passion 
Quest began with saying “no” to my business that was 
no longer fulfilling. Remember that bringing new dreams 
and visions into your life often requires creating space 
(something we’ll be talking more about in chapter ten). 

Here is the essential question you are asking yourself 
on your Passion Quest: who am I now and what am I 
passionate about? The dreams you have in your fifties 
and sixties, for example, might be very different than 
those you had in your twenties, thirties, or forties. So a 
Passion Quest is an opportunity to meet yourself anew, 
to discover who you are now, rather than assuming 
that what you wanted before is what you still want. It’s 
a chance to open, imagine, dream, and create how you 
want the next phase of your life to be. 

One of the critical skills to use during a Passion Quest 
is what’s known as “beginner’s mind” or the curiosity of 
a child. Try to set aside all of your ideas and beliefs, and 
resist the temptation to jump to conclusions or dismiss 

anything too quickly. As soon as you say, “I know for 
certain . . .” it cuts off the energy of discovery. During the 
time you’ve set aside for your quest, keep exploring with 
an open heart and mind. 

A Passion Quest is the perfect prescription for 
someone who is seeking to get in touch with their 
purpose or dreams. You can also use it to make specific 
life choices or decisions, like a career change or a major 
move. In these cases, however, you might want to set a 
specific timeframe around your quest. 

On your Passion Quest, let life lead you to and 
through the unknown where amazing gifts and insights 
often await. Taking quality time for your heart and soul is 
an act of generosity. If you think it’s selfish, consider this. 
Connected to your passion and dreams, you will have 
more love, joy, and energy to share with the people you 
love and care about most. 

MARCIA WIEDER is a member of the Mobius 
Transformational Faculty and CEO of Dream University 
and founder of the Meaning Institute. She is the author 
of 15 books, has been teaching for over 30 years and 
lives in California. To learn more about her visit  
www.MarciaWieder.com

© MJ MacMahon
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Three things happened to me when I was seventeen 
that turned out to have a significant effect on my 

interest in communications and, specifically, nonverbal 
communications, later in life. First, I read a book about 
the Dalai Lama and made him one of my personal 
heroes. Second, I learned my father was gay. And third, 
I died. 

Let me take those in order. I read a book about the 
Dalai Lama’s escape into India from the Communists in 
1959 and immediately cast him as one of my heroes in a 
pantheon that included Martin Luther King Jr., President 
John F. Kennedy, and the Beatles. I was excited, 
therefore, a half dozen or so years later when I had the 
chance to hear the Dalai Lama speak at the University of 
Virginia, where I was a graduate student, and cheerfully 
queued up for a seat in the small auditorium. 

The room was overflowing with devotees, local 
Buddhists, and the merely curious. There was an excited, 
impatient buzz – or at least as impatient as Buddhists 
get – and the Dalai Lama was late. He was an hour late 
when he finally took the stage, crossing to the middle 
of the space slowly, hunched over a little, dressed in his 
signature saffron robes, much smaller than I’d imagined. 

I realized I was holding my breath as he crossed the 
stage. To my astonishment, when he finally reached the 
center of the space, he sat on the floor, bypassing the 
comfortable chair that had been provided. He arranged 
his robes. He looked at us. 

Then he said . . . nothing. He just looked at us for one 
minute, saying nothing. Two minutes went by, and he 

was silent. Three minutes passed, and still His Holiness 
said nothing. 

We were transfixed. Finally, he let out an unearthly 
laugh, high and spacey, like a child’s “hahahahahahaha.” 
He said, “I’d better say something really important, I’ve 
kept you waiting for so long.” 

After that, his speech was an anticlimax. There was 
something about the way he looked at us in silence, 
each person in turn, for those three minutes, that made 
a much deeper impression on everyone in the room 
than anything he could have said about the science 
of happiness. Comparing notes afterward with other 
attendees, I learned that we all shared the feeling that 
he had touched us in some profound way. I wanted to 
know: What was it that passed between us? What was it 
about the Dalai Lama’s silent gaze that was so profound?

More broadly, how did nonverbal communication 
work? How could one person transfix me with a look?

A Look That Changed Two People Forever
A look also forever changed my relationship with my 
father. And it took place in a nanosecond on Christmas 
day. 

I’d rushed around attempting to buy him a present 
with my usual lack of success. He was a hard man to buy 
presents for; he didn’t have many hobbies and divided 
his life rigorously between work and home. When he 
was at home, he did DIY projects or played the piano. 
But he wasn’t the kind of man you’d buy a hammer for; 
his deep interests were artistic and literary. I couldn’t 

Reprinted by permission of Harvard Business Review Press: Excerpted from Power Cues: The Subtle Science of Leading Groups, Persuading  

Others, and Maximizing Your Personal Impact. Copyright 2014. Harvard Business Publishing Corporation. All rights reserved. 

Power Cues:  
The Subtle Science of Leading Groups, Persuading  
Others, and Maximizing Your Personal Impact 

A book excerpt by Mobius friend Nick Morgan
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afford to buy him a second piano, so I was looking for 
a book. 

I finally found E. M. Forster’s posthumously published 
novel Maurice.2 This was the book that revealed his 
homosexuality, and so had been embargoed until his 
death. I was dimly aware of this back story, but it wasn’t 
foremost in my mind. 

I chose it, I imagined, because of its literary merit. 
Glad to have the chore accomplished, I thought no more 
about it. I wrapped up the book and put it under the 
Christmas tree. 

On Christmas day, when my dad got around to opening 
it, he tore off the wrappings and gave me a very brief, 
startled look, before regaining his composure, saying 
thanks, and moving on to the next present. But in that 
momentary, startled glance, I saw suddenly, intuitively 
and finally, that he was gay. It wasn’t a question; it was 

an answer – to a question I hadn’t realized consciously 
that I had asked. 

Nothing was said out loud, and it was ten more years 
until my dad came out to me deliberately, but I knew it 
in that look. That a whole secret life could be revealed 
in one glance was astonishing to me. Humans didn’t 
need words to tell each other things, even very deeply 
guarded, private things. How could this be? How could 
his unconscious mind speak to me that way without him 
being consciously aware of it?

Never Toboggan Alone
Later that eventful Christmas season when I was 
seventeen, I was tobogganing with a couple of friends 
on a cold, icy afternoon. The first run went smoothly, so 
with seventeen-year-old bravado, I said, “We didn’t go 
fast enough.” My friends suggested that perhaps I’d like 
to try a solo run, so I did. 

I got a running start, jumped on the toboggan, and 
crashed headfirst into a tree on the second turn. I 
fractured my skull and was taken to Geisinger Medical 
Center in Danville, Pennsylvania. The neurosurgeons 
there operated on me for a subdural hematoma – a 
blood clot – that was putting pressure on my brain and 
causing intense pain. 

I was in a coma for a few days and, at some point 
during that coma, I died briefly – for a total of about 
fifteen minutes. I came back to life, woke up, and asked 
the nurse, “Where am I?” because, despite the cliché, it 
was what I wanted to know first. 

I think the doctor was relieved too, because my 
question meant that I was at least roughly intact, mentally. 

As it turned out, I was alive, yes, but not everything 
was normal. Over the next several weeks, I noticed that 
something odd had happened to my mental processes. 
The world – or at least the people in it – had become 
distant and strange for me. 

I couldn’t figure out affect – intent – in other people. 
Their words seemed hollow. I couldn’t tell what they 
were thinking or feeling. I knew I should be able to tell 
what was going on with other people, but I couldn’t. 
Everyone around me seemed like automatons, robots, 
without the affect I was used to before the accident. 

Something in me had switched off, and I had no idea 
what. It meant that people were suddenly complete 
mysteries to me. It was terrifying. 

So I began to study body language consciously, in a © MJ MacMahon
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deliberate and indeed panicked attempt to figure out 
what people were feeling, what their intent was, what 
they actually meant. I focused obsessively on gesture, 
facial expressions, posture, the ways people revealed 
tension in their arms and shoulders, the way they 
moved closer or further away from each other, their 
smiles and frowns – everything, in short, that I could 
see that might tell me something about what they were 
feeling. 

Then, after a couple of months of agonized and largely 
unsuccessful efforts to read people, efforts that were 
making me more and more anxious and depressed, 
something switched on again. The part of my brain that 
read other people effortlessly, more or less, switched 
back on as mysteriously as it had switched off. 

But the whole experience awakened in me a lifelong 
interest in body language, gesture, and the conscious 
effort to understand what other people took for granted, 
happy to pick up emotion and intent for the most part 
unconsciously. 

Over the years, I’ve continued to study unconscious 
human behavior to try to understand how people actually 
communicate. My work, first in a university setting with 
public speaking and Shakespeare students, and then with 
clients over the past two decades, has given me a rich set 
of experiences in the practical implications of focusing on 
body language in order to make communication more 
effective and persuasive for leaders and future leaders 
in politics, education, business, and entertainment. More 
recently, startling advances in brain science have made 
it possible to have the beginnings of a rigorously tested 
and grounded understanding of this essential piece of 
human behavior. 

Out of these experiences and from these advances 
in science, I have developed the seven-step process to 
communications mastery you’ll find in this book. The 
integrated system is mine; the research that underpins it 
comes from many scientists around the world.

We’re Not Aware of Our Most Important 
Activities
Most of our communication is indeed unconscious. Our 
conscious brains can handle something like forty bits of 
information a second. That sounds like a lot until you 
know that our unconscious minds can handle 11 million 
bits of information per second.3 So we’ve evolved to 
push much of our behavior down to our unconscious 
minds because they can handle these important chores 

so much more powerfully and rapidly. 
Within those constraints, by far the biggest activity 

the brain undertakes is handling visual input. Visual 
data can be as much as 10 million bits of information 
per second out of that 11 million.4 Yet, despite all that 
computing power and effort, we don’t see reality. What 
we “see” are the mental images our brains put up in 
response to the visual input. In essence, the brain gets 
the visual stimuli, then scans its data banks to find the 
closest approximate forms that correspond to the visual 
data. Our minds then offer that stored image as an 
interpretation of reality. That’s what our brains think 
they see. For example, in a field of view in which most 
things are still and one thing is moving, the brain doesn’t 
bother to get input on all the still stuff, just the moving 
item.5 

This kind of triage of visual input has evolved to such 
an extent because it’s essential to our basic survival. 
It’s part of how we’re able to act before our conscious 
minds realize exactly what’s happening. For example, 
if something dangerous is thrown at you and you duck 
without thinking, getting out of the way a split second 
before it could hurt you, that’s your unconscious mind 
at work. If you move at virtually the same instant and 
with the same gesture as someone you love, that’s your 
unconscious mind at work. And if you get a suddenly 
powerful gut feeling that the person across from you is 
concealing an important feeling or piece of news, that’s 

© MJ MacMahon
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your unconscious mind at work.
In the first instance, the conscious mind would be 

too slow to react. In the second and third instances, 
you’d simply have a much harder time relating well with 
others. 

Precisely because all of this mental activity is 
unconscious, we’re not aware of it until it has already 
started to happen. Studies show, in fact, that we make 
most decisions unconsciously and only become aware 
of them consciously afterward, once we already start 
acting on that decision. The delay can be as long as nine 
seconds.6 

In short, for most of the things that matter, your 
unconscious mind rules you, not the other way around. 
That should disturb you. 

The idea chips away at the sense of personal autonomy 
you have, the sense that you’re a sentient being in charge 
of what you think and how you feel. And, what’s most 
important, the sense that you’re aware of what’s going 
on with you and around you. 

In fact, your unconscious mind is in charge. That part 
of you that you’re aware of, that you think of as you, is a 
chip of ice on top of the tip of the proverbial iceberg that 
is a human being. But what if you could learn to become 
aware of the important parts of this unconscious mental 
activity? What if you could learn to read it in others’ 
minds? And what if you could control conversations, 
meetings, and all sorts of interactions among the 
people around you, using that conscious awareness of 
everyone’s unconscious minds, including your own? 

What if you could walk into a room and effortlessly 
(or apparently effortlessly) take charge of it? What if you 
could switch on charisma at will, making all heads swivel 
in your direction when you walk into that room? What if 
you could become the natural leader – the go-to person 
– of most of the groups that you join? What if you could 
learn the essential power cues that will enable you to 
master virtually any situation where you want or need 
to be in control? Would that be worth the effort?

Take Control of Your Communications  
Before Someone Else Does
That’s what this book is about. I’m going to take you 
through seven important nonverbal power cues that will 
teach you how our communications really work, show 
you how to take control of your own communications, 
and help you learn to guide others’. 

A series of recent breakthroughs in science have 

overturned the accepted wisdom about how we express 
ourselves to others, how we interpret what they say 
to us, and how we decide whether or not to follow 
another’s leadership. These scientific studies not only 
allow us to understand communication in a new way, 
but also reveal how to become much more persuasive 
and successful without changing a single word we say. 

Take the following recent findings from brain research: 

•  You gesture before you think consciously about 
what you’re doing. 

•  You have neurons that fire when you witness 
someone else experiencing an emotion – and they 
give you the exact same emotion. 

•  If you lose your ability to process emotion, you lose 
your ability to remember or to decide anything. 

•  You emit low-frequency sounds that align with the 
most powerful person near you through matching 
vocal tones. 

•  Your measurable nonverbal signals concerning your 
confidence in a negotiation predict success or failure 
far more accurately than the relative merits of your 
position or what you say. 

•  Neurons are distributed throughout your body, not 
just in your brain, including your heart and your gut. 

•  When you communicate with someone else, the 
two of you align your brain patterns, even if you 
don’t agree with the other person.

Each of these findings is surprising, and some truly 
defy common sense.10 I’ll talk more about each one in 
the coming chapters. But taken together they add up to a 
very different view of how people actually communicate 
and what you should do to connect with other people 
powerfully and persuasively. 

NICK MORGAN, founder of Public 
Words Inc., is one of America’s top 
communication and speech coaches. 
He is a former Fellow at Harvard’s 
Kennedy School of Government, 
where he was affiliated with the 

school’s Center for Public Leadership. From 1998 to 
2003, he served as editor of the Harvard Management 
Communication Letter. He is the author of the acclaimed 
book, Working the Room, reprinted in paperback as Give 
Your Speech, Change the World.
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Traditional problem-solving methods taught in 
business schools serve us well for some of the 

everyday challenges of business, but they tend to be 
ineffective with problems involving a high degree of 
uncertainty. Why? Because, more often than not, these 
tools are based on a flawed model of human behavior. 
And that flawed model is the invisible scaffolding that 
supports our surveys, our focus groups, our R&D, and 
much of our long-term strategic planning.

In The Moment of Clarity, Christian Madsbjerg and 
Mikkel Rasmussen examine the business world’s 
assumptions about human behavior and show how these 
assumptions can lead businesses off track. But the authors 
chart a way forward. Using theories and tools from the 
human sciences – anthropology, sociology, philosophy, 
and psychology – The Moment of Clarity introduces a 
practical framework called sensemaking. Sensemaking’s 
nonlinear problem-solving approach gives executives a 
better way to understand business challenges involving 
shifts in human behavior.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
A Sophisticated Outlook on Human 
Experience

After the publication of her first books, Alice Munro – 
a revered Canadian fiction writer and winner of the 2013 
Nobel Prize for Literature – started receiving fan letters 
from other writers. These letters were requesting what 

Munro later described as “brass tacks” information about 
the writing life. “Is it necessary to work on a computer? 
Have an agent? Associate with other writers?” Really, 
of course, the writers were asking Munro how she 
managed to capture the essence of life in language. How 
does one describe all of the mystery, heartbreak, joy, 
and grace that go into our own human existence? How 
does one describe “life”?

Munro might have responded to these letters with 
facts, or properties. She might have told writers exactly 
when she did her writing (in between other household 
responsibilities), where she did her writing (at the 
table and then, later, at an old desk), and what piece of 
equipment she used to make these scribblings appear 
permanently on paper (a pen, most often). But these 
details – the hard science of her accumulated writing 
experience – struck her as absurd.

It assumes that I am a person of brisk intelligence, 
exercising steady control on a number of fronts.  

[That] I make advantageous judgments concerning 
computers and themes, I chart a course which is called a 

career and expect to make progress in it.

Munro was never able to answer these letters 
with “brass tacks” information. In one of her stories, 
however, her imagined character describes the futility of 
attempting to capture the facts of life as it is lived:

The Moment of Clarity:  
Using the Human Sciences to Solve  
Your Toughest Business Problems 

A book excerpt by Christian Madsbjerg and Mikkel B. Rasmussen

Reprinted by permission of Harvard Business Review Press.  Excerpted The Moment of Clarity: Using the Human Sciences to Solve Your 
Toughest Business Problems Copyright 2014. Christian Madsbjerg and Mikkel B. Rasmussen. All rights reserved.
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I would try to make lists. A list of all the stores and 
businesses going up and down Main Street and who owned 

them, a list of family names, names on the tombstones 
in the cemetery and any inscriptions underneath . . . 
The hope of accuracy we bring to such tasks is crazy, 

heartbreaking. And no list could ever hold what I wanted, 
for what I wanted was every last thing, every layer of speech 

and thought, stroke of light on bark or walls, every smell, 
pothole, pain, crack, delusion, held still and held together – 

radiant, everlasting.

We all know that life is complex: mysterious, by turns 
banal, and then, in moments, touched by transcendence. 
Humans live in a reality that is textured, nuanced, 
complicated, filled with every last thing. Try, like Alice 
Munro, to make a list of everything that you know in 
your embodied experience of the world. Experienced 
soldiers in Iraq describe the sensation of “feeling” 
the booby traps in their bodies upon getting near to 
these devices. Seasoned fire fighters can intuit when 
the floor is going to collapse beneath them. George 
Soros, veritable emperor in the world of investing 
and high finance, knows that something is not right in 
the markets when the pain in his back acts up. Famed 
dancer and choreographer Twyla Tharp described the 
experience of watching her dancer Rose Marie Wright 
teach a dance that Wright learned thirty some years 
ago to a group of new dancers in the company: “If she 
demonstrates the dance without thinking about it, she 
will re-create each step and gesture perfectly on the 
spot the first time, as though she were a medium in 
a trance. That’s muscle memory. Automatic. Precise. 
A little scary. The second time through, however, or 
trying to explain the steps and patterns to the dancers, 

she will hesitate, second-guess herself, question her 
muscles, and forget. That’s because she is thinking 
about it, using language to interpret something she 
knows nonverbally. Her memory of movement doesn’t 
need to be accessed through conscious effort.”

The best of life – the richest existential layers – 
are deeply encoded within such details. The famous 
Japanese woodworker, Toshio Odate, told his 
students during one of his many master sessions, “You 
enjoy chisels, you enjoy planes, you enjoy the feeling 
of this organic material. You have to train your body 
to sensitivity. That’s the key. Then you learn how to 
sharpen chisels, you feel the vibration. You can feel the 
resistance of many different types of wood.” Odate 
explained that about a third of woodworking could 
be learned intellectually, by reading. The majority of 
it had to come from daily repetition: hands on the 
wood, the smells, the different blades, and even the 
painful cuts in the skin.

In the best of his music, famed trumpeter Miles 
Davis is described as playing not what is on the page 
but “the ghost note,” interpolating musical and historical 
influences with the nuances of every sound coming 
out of his trumpet. Terence Blanchard, contemporary 
trumpeter and devotee of Davis, explained, “When Miles 
Davis played a simple phrase, sometimes that expressed 
something with more elegance and beauty than any 
very technically accomplished phrase could say.” Davis 
himself put it simply: “Don’t play what’s there; play 
what’s not there.”

As the great philosophers of the twentieth century 
argue, if your outlook on life does not include this level 
of depth and richness – this embodied knowledge – you 
will never really understand people’s behavior. Our 

“ If we were to create a philosophical death match to illustrate our point, we 

would pair René Descartes – father of rational thinking, or minds detached 

from the world – against Martin Heidegger, the philosopher who argued that 

human beings are at their best when deeply embedded in the world.”
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argument directly contradicts the prevailing approach of 
the current business culture: default thinking. If we were 
to create a philosophical death match to illustrate our 
point, we would pair René Descartes – father of rational 
thinking, or minds detached from the world – against 
Martin Heidegger, the philosopher who argued that 
human beings are at their best when deeply embedded 
in the world.

Not every decision people make is rational and 
diligent. They buy things they don’t need, do things that 
are a waste of time, and sometimes hold sacred their 
various decisions made on a whim. This is why religion, 
magic, love, music, art, beauty, literature, and national 
parks don’t make any sense in a rational universe. Over 
the last millennia, this deep divide between rational 
thought and real life has led philosophers to divide 
human beings into strange sets of two: body and spirit, 
subject and object, sense and sensibility. 

CHRISTIAN MADSBJERG co-
founded ReD Associates – a strategic 
innovation consultancy – with a group 
of like-minded people in 2007. He is 
the author of books on social theory 

and discourse analysis. Christian studied philosophy and 
political science in Copenhagen and London.  

MIKKEL B. RASMUSSEN co-
founded ReD Associates. He is a 
specialist in innovation strategy in both 
public sector and private organizations 
and has delivered hundreds of keynotes 

around the world. Mikkel studied public administration 
and economics in Copenhagen and holds a Masters in 
Innovation Management from Limburg University in 
Maastricht.

“ Over the last millennia, this deep divide between rational thought  

and real life has led philosophers to divide human beings into strange  

sets of two: body and spirit, subject and object, sense and sensibility.”

© MJ MacMahon
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The terms executive presence and charisma or a larger than 
life personality are frequently used to describe a leader 

who is exemplary. It is commonly believed that people 
either have executive presence or they don’t. Beyond basic 
management and communication competencies, we hold 
to the adage that an individual’s ability to be respected, 
earn trust, build great teams, be an inspiring catalyst for 
innovation and enable consistent performance is due to 
a charismatic or a larger than life personality. Company 
Boards, Human Resources and executive search firms 
sift through thousands of resumes and attend countless 
interviews attempting to find those “blessed” individuals 
with these rare traits. However, based on our experience, 
we believe that the idea of random, heaven sent qualities is 
a widely accepted misunderstanding about the true source 
of leadership effectiveness. Our observations lead us to 
an understanding that leadership effectiveness has more 
to do with an individual’s deliberate way of being and how 
they build skills to interact with and relate to others. These 
skills can be learned. Self-aware and committed leaders 
can become exemplary leaders who project compelling 
executive presence when they develop the necessary critical 
foundation of qualities we call Grit, Grace, and Gravitas.

Grit represents an uncompromising commitment to 
performance excellence and strategic focus.  Gravitas 
represents a depth of professional knowledge and 
competence that contributes to excellence in a leader’s 
performance and their impact on the performance of 
others. And Grace represents a command of relationship 
intelligence and transformative communication that plays 
a critical role in elevating the performance of others. 
Each of the three G’s holds and expresses energy that 
we can see and feel in ourselves and in others. How does 
your energy show up when you are tested? Regardless 
of your personality or emotional orientation the deeper 
distinctions that follow provide guidance to help you 
authentically develop executive presence. 

GRIT
Grit is essential in making tough decisions and having 
the difficult conversations that are an essential part of 
achieving an organization’s strategic objectives. It allows 
us to see beyond obstacles and opposition and identify 
possible ways to innovate and move forward. It helps us 
empower others to recognize and take effective action in 
the face of breakdowns, and challenges. 

Developing Executive Presence 
through Grit Grace and Gravitas
By Jane Firth and Mobius Executive Coach Andrea Zintz

“ What you get by achieving your goals is not as important as  

who you become by achieving your goals. ”  –  GOETHE

© Firth Leadership Partners and Strategic Leadership Resources. All Rights Reserved.
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Grit begins with vision, innovation and decisiveness. 
This includes eliminating confusion and hesitancy, and 
knowing when to stop talking and take action. Grit requires 
strategic focus and constructive persistence. This involves 
an understanding and acceptance of the uncertainties 
of risk, facing critical issues, and communicating with 
transparency and relevance. Grit is also about dedication, 
boldness, commitment and courage. It involves standing 
up for what matters., And lastly, it is about resilience, 
power and possibility in the face of resistance. Grit helps 
us melt resistance, including our own.

The energy of Grit is one of commitment informed 
by toughness – a core of inner strength. Grit is not 
intolerance. It is not about being demanding in ways that 
intimidate, dominate, bully, or manipulate others. Grit 
provides toughness that is up to the challenge, that faces 
difficult people and situations not by imposing one’s will, 
but rather by providing an approach, from a clear and 
certain place, that opens a way forward for all to benefit. 

GRACE
It is Grace that helps a leader understand his or her 
perspective, feelings, and needs, as well as those of the 
men and women they lead. Grace accounts for a leader’s 
ability to inspire others, and is essential in generating 
strong partnerships. The energy of Grace is useful in 
transforming emotional content in a way that neutralizes 
turmoil and allows everyone to remain constructive in 
the face of challenges. Grace is about having a respectful 
and constructive influence. 

Grace begins with a clear understanding of identity, 
values and purpose. It’s about equanimity and constructive 
intent. It calls for our own mental calmness and composure. 
Grace is about dealing well with our own emotions and 
reactions as well as the emotions and reactions of others. 
It requires us to work in a spirit of partnership and shared 
accountability. Grace is about transforming emotional 
content to remain aligned and forward objectives. Grace 
accounts for our ability to inspire those we lead. Qualities 
of humility, generosity, and empathy reflect an absence of 
arrogance. 

Exemplary leaders are masterful in choosing what is 
permitted to occupy their attention. The energy of Grace 
is about being present in a way that places full attention 
on people and issues that are strategic and critical in the 
present moment. It is not about a leader allowing his or 

her attention to be hijacked by all the things clamoring for 
their attention. Instead, as leaders strategically select their 
focus the energy of Grace invites the higher quality of 
work and collaboration that comes when a leader speaks 
and listens with full, undivided attention. 

GRAVITAS
Gravitas forms a foundation for generating trust and 
credibility. The development of mastery begins with a clear 
sense of one’s evolving depth and breadth of knowledge 
and experience, and how that is then conveyed through 
one’s demeanor. The energy of Gravitas is not self-
contained, or only self-referent. It includes an awareness 
of what one doesn’t know. It operates with open curiosity 
and a respect for inquiry. Gravitas is about being someone 
others know they can count on, and someone who 
follows through on promises. Gravitas includes a leader’s 
integrity and trustworthiness; where values and behavior 
are congruent, ethical, and honorable. The Gravitas of 
excellence in ones’ role and profession also involves one’s 
voice, carriage, dress and demeanor. It’s about speaking 
in a way that forwards the action and invites connection, 
and it’s about dressing in a way that is role-appropriate. 
Gravitas brings an overall grounded and focused presence 
that inspires trust and followership.

Gravitas is about recognizing when it’s time to change 
course. The energy of Gravitas requires a leader’s 
flexible resolve. When the unexpected calls for strategic 
regrouping, flexible resolve is about remaining open to 
input and evidence and adapting to the changing directions 
and needs of the organization and its stakeholders. 

 
BALANCING "THREE G" ENERGY
A leader’s ability to balance their Grit, Grace, and Gravitas 
results in he or she generating an authentically positive 
presence.

Each of the three G’s generates a specific type of 
energy that drives behavior. 

Presence, yours, anyone’s, is something people feel and 
experience when they are with you... it is a kind of energy.

On the door to Oprah Winfrey’s office is a sign that 
reads: “Be responsible for the energy you bring into this 
room.” Your energy can be positive, negative, constructive, 
and destructive. It can lift people up and it can bring people 
down. It can bring people together and it can drive people 
apart. How does your energy inform your presence? 
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What do people experience when they are with you? Do 
they feel your genuine interest in them? Do they find you 
approachable? Empowering? Objective? Or, conversely 
do they find you unapproachable, dismissive, demeaning? 
If you could observe yourself in action, what do you think 
you would see about what people experience when they 
are with you? How is your presence felt in a room of 
colleagues when you are leading a meeting? What energy 
do you bring when you walk into a room? What could 
you observe about what you leave in your wake through 
your interactions with others?

While exemplary leaders have a positive presence that 
includes and balances the three G’s, let’s consider some 
of the dynamics involved in situations where one of the 
three G’s are distinctly missing.  Below we examine three 
examples.

BILL: A LACK OF GRIT
In charge of leading a large construction project for a 
major U.S. city, Bill had a team of experts, subcontractors 
and stakeholders under him for whom he was responsible 
to inspire, inform, manage and develop as he literally 
planned and built a new skyscraper from the ground up.  
Bill landed his position in light of many years of established 
Gravitas, earning his reputation though successful past 
projects and developing strong and trusting relationships 
along the way. 

An intelligent, warm and giving person, Bill’s authentic 
demeanor drew him towards helping others and he often 
chose opportunities to be kind, caring and give freely of 
his time, energy and resources. Along with his need for 
giving, belonging and expressing his support of others, he 

had little need to be recognized or viewed as prominent 
and well known. He never sought the spotlight nor was 
he comfortable being the focus of attention. The only 
recognition Bill appreciated from others was on the basis 
of earning it for the team.  His use of Grace energy balanced 
his Gravitas, and this showed up to those above him as 
a credible technical leader who was good with people. 
How does a leader build executive presence in positions 
of authority, influence and being the one in charge, when 
the spotlight is less attractive?  The answer is found in 
how a leader balances Grit, Grace, and Gravitas. 

Bill had already established a great deal of Gravitas 
in how he approached his work – researching, planning, 
his rich background of knowledge and experience – and 
this earned him respect.  His natural expression of Grace 
created strong relationships, loyalty, and faith that he will 
share credit, operate with integrity, and be trustworthy. 
However, Bill’s default leadership presence lacked the 
energy of Grit, which caused him to be subject to the 
whims of others. Bill’s natural low tolerance for what he 
believes is political maneuvering, common in business, 
created less comfort in directly competitive situations. 
While Bill considered himself straightforward and 
unwilling to be calculating and opportunistic, the lack of 
toughness in consistently standing for his point of view 
when challenged robbed him of leadership presence. 
Bill realized he had to attend to his balance of Grit and 
Grace energy to increase his competence and confidence 
in political situations, and to stand up well in situations 
where there is conflict and competition. 

Using his natural strength with Grace, Bill has an 
opportunity to listen with openness, be judicious and 

“Grit represents an uncompromising commitment to 

performance excellence and strategic focus. Gravitas represents a 

depth of professional knowledge and competence that contributes 

to excellence in a leader’s performance and their impact on the 

performance of others.  And Grace represents a command of 

relationship intelligence and transformative communication that 

plays a critical role in elevating the performance of others. … ”   
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thoughtful rather than judgmental. When Bill asks 
questions that arise from his concern for the integrity 
of the project, meeting the needs of stakeholders, 
achieving the project outcomes with respect to budget 
and meeting deadlines, this is Grit: an uncompromising 
commitment to performance excellence and strategic 
communication. In this case, strategic doesn’t mean 
manipulative or opportunistic, but a sincere exploration 
of what decisions and behaviors will lead to the best 
outcome for all factors and parties involved. Bill can 
stand up for what he knows needs to happen, he can 
respectfully use the toughness of Grit as an important 
part of his stewardship of a project on behalf of his 
organization. Bill’s authentic concern for integrity and 
congruence will then have a different energy than that 
of righteousness. His increased ability to face issues with 
the compelling courage of Grit will then be of benefit 
to all.

In practice, the balance of Grit, Grace and Gravitas 
served Bill well, especially when involved in high-
powered negotiations that required some reciprocity 
and reconciliation of differences. With every opportunity 
to use inquiry thoughtfully and skillfully, his balance of 
Grit, Grace and Gravitas – enhanced his reputation and 
presence as a skillful leader. 

Rick: a Lack of Grace
The second example is Rick, who was challenged with a 
lack of grace. Rick was the executive in charge of building 
his organization’s brand and increasing their market share 
abroad. He was visionary. He was exceptionally intelligent 
and extremely successful in achieving his goals. He had 
tremendous Gravitas and Grit. What he lacked and 
had no time for was Grace. Everyone on the executive 
team he was a part of disliked and mistrusted him. He 
was uncooperative, he listened to no one, he placed the 
blame on others when things went wrong, he withheld 
important information, he strategically tore others down 
behind their backs so that they were discredited, and he 
had no remorse. Even though his negative behavior took a 
tremendous toll on company morale, teamwork, and the 
success of others, he was generously rewarded for the 
results he produced. 

The absence of Grace in a leader can have dire 
consequences. You have most likely had experiences 
where a leader has used their Grit and Gravitas in ways 

that left damage in their wake, or cases in which a leader’s 
negative presence has been rewarded. 

In his 2013 research study Dr. Gavin Dagley examined 
various elements of executive presence including 
‘negative’ or ‘dark presence’ where a person’s presence 
triggers anxiety in those around them.

Is there merit to what Goethe tells us when he says 
that “what you get by achieving your goals is not as 
important as who you become by achieving your goals”? 
Is the frustration and fragmentation of a team and their 
efforts worth the price it exacts? What power is available 
in the energy of Grace? Its power is in how it changes 
the energy of Grit and Gravitas into a more constructive 
and benevolent energy that invites partnership and 
participation of others in facing challenges. With Grace 
you get commitment, not merely compliance.  

Ilene: a Lack of Gravitas
A leader’s depth of knowledge and experience in their 
professional role is a critical component of Gravitas and 
executive presence. This is evident in exemplary leaders. 
What we have found in the work we’ve been doing with 
Grit, Grace and Gravitas and executive presence is that 
an absence of Gravitas isn’t always because a leader 
lacks trust or experience. The way in which a leader is 
presenting him or herself, may cause their Gravitas to not 
be visible, that is, it isn’t showing up in their demeanor 
in the way they lead or communicate during important 
discussions. 

Ilene was a Director of Quality in a Pharmaceutical 
company. This role required a command of scientific 
knowledge matched with a grasp of process excellence. 
She brought to this role over ten years of operations 
experience and five as a manager within the quality 
group. In addition, she had an advanced degree.  
Ilene’s role involved a great deal of negotiation with 
operations leaders, and influencing them required strong 
relationships based in partnership and credible influencing 
power.  The feedback she received let her know that she 
lacked executive presence. She was surprised, given her 
knowledge and experience.  When she requested more 
feedback from her boss, she was told that her soft high-
pitched voice, need for reflection time when asked for 
an on-the-spot decision, and the way she got right to 
the point instead of setting a strategic context for her 
recommendations using facts and data, was detracting 
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from a strong executive presence. She was characterized 
as having a lack of Gravitas.

In our research, another executive woman, known for 
her Gravitas shared her frustration with this very topic 
– how women show up at the table in her organization. 
In her organization there are but a few women, she 
being one of them, who have succeeded in distinguishing 
themselves, who are seen as powerful women of merit 
and accomplishment. “Gravitas for me is substance and 
weightiness, it is not superficial.” She continued sharing 
her concerns about women missing the Gravitas mark, 
“Women with Gravitas are serious and can participate 
in serious business conversations on budget, market 
strategy, where to invest or divest… they would never 
be seen as understanding the business at a superficial 
level… they weigh in on issues, they innovate, they take 
risks and they do not use any stereotypical little girl 
tactics like smiling, batting their eyes or acting like the 
good daughter to get resources or funding, etc. They 
compete based on facts, data, and have a high degree of 
integrity.” She said that Gravitas is what is missing when 
women come to a meeting and don’t speak in a voice 
that carries weight and substance.

For Ilene, it is a case of owning and integrating the 
executive presence strengths that reflect her true 
Gravitas; to bring the energy of Gravitas forward through 
her voice, carriage, and demeanor where it can serve her 
and the organization well.  It is within her grasp to balance 
each of the three G’s and harness their energies to speak 
through her presence as a leader. 

Conclusion
Our work and research has led us to identify these three 
critical, non-negotiable qualities and behaviors that form 
the foundation and infuse the character of truly exemplary 
leaders. Each of the three G’s generates a specific type 
of energy and presence. The absence of any one of the 
three G’s will show up in different, counterproductive 
ways such as a leader’s derailment, a dark or negative 
presence that leaves anger and frustration in its wake, or 
diminished desired results at critical times. 

To address imbalances, we are not talking about 
leaders reaching for some kind of perfection, but rather 
for a depth of knowledge, congruency, relationship 
intelligence, and transformational capability that is gained 
in the journey and process of reaching for his or her 

leadership ideal. Rather than having to have charisma or 
a larger than life personality the three G’s of Grit, Grace 
and Gravitas provide a potent map and guide; they provide 
you with access to their distinct energies and give you the 
tools you need to place the evolution of your executive 
presence within your grasp.

Executive Presence is not a random set of qualities 
entitled only to those born with charisma or larger than 
life personalities. An empowered and effective executive 
presence, like the kind that is projected by exemplary 
leaders, can be developed and sustained by any person 
with self-awareness and the discipline to understand and 
promote within themselves the three G’s of Grit, Grace, 
and Gravitas. 

JANE FIRTH is an expert in the field 
of Executive Coaching and Leadership 
Development. She is a trusted advisor, 
coach, consultant, and seminar leader, 
empowering individuals, C-Suite 

executives, and their teams to address dramatic 
improvements in performance, behavior, and leadership. 
Jane has created state of the art transformational 
programs and tools including the Firth Relationship Skills 
Profile – a relationship management tool for building and 
sustaining successful business relationships, and the Firth 
Leadership Profile – a way to measure and increase the 
essential skills of effective leaders.

ANDREA ZINTZ, a Mobius Senior 
Consultant and Executive Coach, 
is President of Strategic Leadership 
Resources LLC (SLR), specializing in 
executive and high potential leadership 

strategy, succession and development. She has over 
30 years experience in Leadership Development, 
Change Management, Human Resources Development 
and Training. Prior to joining SLR, Andrea was sr. 
vice president of PulvermacherFirth, vice president 
of Hudson Talent Management, president of Andrea 
Zintz and Associates LLC, a leadership and organization 
development consultancy, and the co-founder of the 
Center for Inquiring Leadership, a training company for 
leadership effectiveness. During this time she designed 
and executed landmark work in the development of 
internal coaches within major companies. 
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What-if’ questions are classic keys to unleashing 
creativity, so let’s begin with a few:

•  What if there is a source of creative energy that 
is inexhaustible, easily accessible, and free?

•  What if the people we call geniuses, such as 
Leonardo da Vinci, Hildegard von Bingen, 
Nikola Tesla, and Marie Curie, had an intuitive 
understanding of how to connect with this 
source?

•  What if for thousands of years people have 
been studying how to access, cultivate, store, 
and express creative energy? 

•  What if this wisdom, shrouded for millennia 
by esotericism and cultural prejudice, is now 
readily available? 

•  What if this book could teach you to apply 
that wisdom to raise your baseline of creative 
energy and insight? 

•  What if we combined this practical wisdom on 
accessing creative energy with an exploration of 
the most powerful methods for understanding 
and applying the creative process in your life 
now?  

The answers are: There is. They did. They have been. 
It was and now it is. It will. And you will discover that 
you are more creative than you’ve ever imagined! 

Creativity is my passion. I’m especially passionate 
about helping people develop and express their creativity. 
It’s my profession, but it’s also my life. Nothing gives me 
greater pleasure than helping someone realize his or her 
creative potential. Whether it’s helping an aspiring author 
to write her first book, guiding a company to develop 
a more creative culture, or assisting a young friend in 
discovering his creative purpose, there’s nothing that 
pleases me more. I do this by teaching tools for creative 
thinking and by a transmission of creative energy. That’s 
what I want to do for you in this book.

Creativity: The Essential Twenty-First- 
Century Competency
In 1979 I co-directed my first five-day senior management 
retreat for the International Field Service Leadership 
Team of Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC). The 
theme was “utilizing creativity to deal with accelerating 
change.” DEC’s Field Service Leadership Team was 
ahead of the curve relative to the rest of the company. 
But their corporate leadership failed to anticipate the 
rise of the personal computer, and eventually Compaq 
acquired DEC.

Years later I gave a keynote speech at the global 
management conference for Compaq and reconnected 
with many of the participants from our original seminar. 
Then, a few years after that, I worked with Hewlett-
Packard when it acquired Compaq. None of us knew, in 
that first seminar, just how fast change would accelerate.

Creativity on Demand
How to Ignite and Sustain the Fire of Genius 

A book excerpt by Mobius friend and innovation expert, Michael J. Gelb 

Reprinted with permission from Sounds True Publishers: Excerpt from Creativity on Demand: How to Ignite and Sustain the Fire of Genius by 

Michael Gelb www.michaelgelb.com
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Since 1979 the zeitgeist has shifted toward the 
recognition that creativity is the most important 
“competency” for individuals and organizations. 
Evidence for this shift was offered in 2010 by IBM’s 
Institute for Business Value survey of fifteen hundred 
chief executives, which aimed to ascertain the qualities 
that CEOs value in their people. Although “execution” 
and “engagement” continue to be highly valued, the 
CEOs had a new number-one priority: creativity.

For years creativity was seen as primarily the 
province of research and development, and marketing 
and advertising. It is only recently that organizations 
have realized that creativity is the key to successful 
leadership in an increasingly complex world. The IBM 
report concludes, “CEOs are signaling a new direction. 
They are telling us that a world of increasing complexity 
will give rise to a new generation of leaders that make 
creativity the path forward for successful enterprises.” 
It adds, “Success requires fresh thinking and continuous 
innovation at all levels of the organization.”

Fresh thinking and continuous innovation are also 
necessary for anyone who wishes to lead a creative 
and fulfilling life. Fortunately, as you’ll discover, 
contemporary neuroscience has overturned the old 
fixed-mindset paradigm that led many of us to believe 
that creativity couldn’t be learned or developed. Now 
we know that we can continue improving our creative 
abilities throughout life.

Managing Energy: The Key to Creativity
Also in recent years, the best thinking on leadership 
and organizational performance has shifted away from 
the idea of managing time to recognize the importance 
of managing energy. One of the pioneers of this shift 

“For years creativity was seen as primarily the province of  

research and development, and marketing and advertising. It is  

only recently that organizations have realized that creativity is  

the key to successful leadership in an increasingly complex world.”

COMMENTS ABOUT 
CREATIVITY ON DEMAND:

“A treasure chest of practices for bringing  
your inner spark out into the world –  
with heat, power, beauty, and grace.”

– Erica Ariel Fox,  
author of the New York Times bestseller  

Winning from Within

“Are you hoping to make creativity a daily practice,  
but feel that what you’re doing just isn’t working?  
In his latest book, Michael Gelb shows us how to  
tap into a creative energy that’s been recognized  
and cultivated for millennia. With examples drawn  
from a rich array of sources, both contemporary  
and ancient, this book might be the something  

different you’ve been looking for.”

– Daniel H. Pink,  
author of To Sell is Human and Drive

Creativity on Demand is a highly original mixture of 
inspiration and executive coaching that will help you 
claim the creativity that is your birthright. Michael 
J. Gelb has generated an outstanding wellspring for 

creative thinking and practical problem-solving – you’ll 
find yourself reading it again and again to discover 
success and satisfaction in everything you do. And 

you’ll be thrilled with the results!

– Marshall Goldsmith,  
a Thinkers 50 Top Ten Global Business Thinker  

and top ranked executive coach 
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is James Clawson, the Johnson & Higgins Professor of 
Business Administration at the Darden Graduate School 
of Business at the University of Virginia. I asked him to 
reflect on his forty years of experience in business and 
offer his most important insight about leadership.

He responded, “Leadership is about managing energy, 
first in yourself and then in those around you.”

When I asked him to elaborate, he explained, “Most 
executives want to know how to motivate others, when 
often the problem lies closer to home. When you walk 
into an organization, you can tell quickly what the energy 
level is – and therefore the quality of leadership in the 
place. If the energy level is low, the leadership is likely 
to be weak. If the energy level is high, there is likely 
to be good leadership in place.” In his book Powered 
by Feel: How Individuals, Teams, and Companies Excel, 
Clawson and his collaborator, Doug Newburg, observe 
that worldwide managers believe that how one feels 
affects performance, yet virtually none of them think 
about or focus on managing feel and/or energy. Clawson 
adds, “Energy management is the key to generating 
engagement, esprit de corps, and creative leadership.”

Jim Loehr and Tony Schwartz, authors of the New York 
Times best- seller The Power of Full Engagement, came to 
similar conclusions. They explain, “Managing energy, not 
time, is the key to enduring high performance as well as 
to health, happiness, and life balance.” They emphasize:

•  “Energy is the most important individual and 
organizational resource.”

•   “Positive energy rituals – highly specific routines 
for managing energy – are the key to full 
engagement and sustained high performance.”

The sages of China came to these same conclusions 
five thousand years ago. Now we can apply this ancient 
wisdom to meeting the demand of our contemporary 
lives. In addition to learning and applying the creative 
mindset and methods of the creative process, the most 
important thing is to bring more geist to your zeit.  

MICHAEL J. GELB is the world’s 
leading authority on the application 
of genius thinking to personal and 
organizational development. He is 
a pioneer in the fields of creative 
thinking, accelerated learning, and 
innovative leadership. 

He is the author of 14 books on creativity and 
innovation including the international best seller How to 
Think Like Leonardo Da Vinci: Seven Steps to Genius Every 
Day. 

In 1999, Michael Gelb won the Brain Trust Charity’s 
“Brain of the Year” award; other honorees include Prof. 
Stephen Hawking, Bill Gates, Garry Kasparov and Gene 
Rodenberry. Michael Gelb is also a certified teacher of 
the Alexander Technique and the author of the classic 
work: Body Learning: An Introduction to the Alexander 
Technique.

“Leadership is about managing energy, first in yourself and  

then in those around you.”
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Setting Intentional Direction for Your Day

Let me begin by telling you about a morning some 
years ago, when I took none of the advice I’m about 

to lay out. 
I was in a bad mood from the moment I woke up. I’d 

just been asked to join a new project that didn’t interest 
me, and it was my first week on the job. In persuading 
me to sign up, my boss had suggested I would nicely 
complement Lucas, another senior colleague on the 
project. Lucas was a hard-driving operations guy, and 
I was all about the so-called human side. Lucas would 
produce reams of analysis and ideas; meanwhile, I’d help 
our clients create plans that their colleagues could rally 
around. I understood why our boss thought we’d be a 
great combination, but I couldn’t shake a concern about 
the mismatch in our working styles. 

On this particular morning, our team was about to 
have its first big meeting with some new clients, and I 
fell out of bed with barely enough time to get ready. On 
my way in, my head was a fog of lingering annoyance 
and tiredness. When I arrived, I discovered the meeting 
was taking place in one of those dark, cramped, low-
ceilinged videoconference rooms that are so common in 
modern office buildings. Everyone was sitting in a row, 

as though we were at some kind of judicial hearing, while 
disembodied faces floated on the video screen in front 
of us. My heart sank further. 

As I thought about how badly I could use another 
coffee, Lucas plowed into the brick of paper in front 
of us, without much introduction and with an evidently 
clear sense of what he wanted to say. I did my best to 
go with the flow and contribute constructively, but the 
long discussion felt to me like pushing a boulder uphill 
– lots of little misunderstandings, people talking over 
each other, the air thick with unspoken irritations and 
concerns. By the end of it, I didn’t feel I’d made much of 
a positive impact. It was just as I’d feared, and it le me 
with a cloud over my head for the whole day. 

Some time later, in a better mood, I felt compelled 
to talk to Lucas about my concern that we’d started 
on the wrong foot with the clients. But as I gave him 
my take on the meeting, he looked incredulous. Lucas 
hadn’t thought the room was particularly unpleasant; he 
had no recollection of the frowns and awkwardness I 
mentioned. He’d been excited about the new project, 
happy to have found a time for us all to talk, keen to 
make progress. He knew what he wanted from the 
meeting, and he’d achieved it. 

How to Have a Good Day 
A book excerpt by Mobius Senior Expert Caroline Webb

“Until you make the unconscious conscious,  

it will direct your life and you will call it fate.”
 –  CARL JUNG
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Of course, we had different personalities, and that 
explained some of the variation in our perspectives. But 
only some of it. Something else was going on: it was truly 
as if we’d each been in an entirely different meeting. 
He hadn’t seen through his rosier-tinted glasses what 
I’d seen. From my side, it quickly became obvious that 
I hadn’t paid much attention to his side of the story. 
He pointed out, convincingly, all the things we’d gotten 
done; he reminded me of moments of levity, smiles that 
I barely remembered. It wasn’t that either of us was 
completely wrong, and we avoided outright insults as we 
traded viewpoints. (“Why are you being so blind? Were 
we even in the same room? Sheesh. Get real.”) 

But we’d experienced the same few hours very 
differently. How could that be? And, of particular 
interest to me: why had he enjoyed the meeting so much 
more than I had? The answer, I came to realize, was in 
the way each of us had approached the day. Lucas had 
been deliberate in deciding what he wanted to see, what 
he wanted to accomplish, and how he wanted to feel. 
But I’d let the morning kind of happen to me. I’d been 
professional, yes, but I’d drifted into the day. 

And that lack of direction made me miss what I 
now know were three big opportunities to influence 
the quality of my morning. First, our priorities and 
assumptions determine our perceptions to a surprising 
extent. Second, setting the right kind of goals not only 
reliably lifts our performance but also makes us feel 
good. And third, what we imagine in our mind’s eye can 
shape our real-life experience. In the following three 
chapters, I want to show you how to exploit each of 
these major behavioral science benefits, to have a much 
better time than I had with Lucas that day. 

Choosing Your Filters 
We so often cruise through our busy days on autopilot, 
rolling from task to task without pausing to stop and 
think. We work hard and do our best, and we’re glad if 
it all works out to our liking. Sometimes luck is on our 
side, and sometimes it isn’t. “That’s just life,” we might 
tell ourselves. 

But I’d like to make the case that we can do better than 
that, thanks to an important aspect of the way our brain 
makes sense of the world: the fact that we consciously 
notice only a small selection of what’s actually happening 
around us, and filter out the rest. Because the things 
that get through the filters are strongly influenced by 

the priorities and assumptions we take into the day, that 
gives us a huge opportunity. It means that with a few 
minutes of mental preparation – involving a quick check 
and reset of those priorities and assumptions – we can 
shift the way we experience the day, making it more 
productive and enjoyable. This mental preparation is a 
process that I call setting intentions, because it’s about 
being more intentional about your approach to the day. 

Before I talk about a quick daily intention-setting 
routine for you to try, let me explain why the reality we 
experience is so dependent on our filters. 

Our Subjective Reality 
As we learned in the Science Essentials [covered earlier 
in the book], our brain’s deliberate system (responsible 
for reasoning, self-control, and planning) has only so 
much attention to give to our complex world. So as we 
go through the day, our automatic system prioritizes 
whatever seems most worthy of the deliberate system’s 
attention, while screening out anything that doesn’t seem 
important. This filtering happens without us being aware 
of it, and it’s central to our brain’s ability to cope with the 
complexity of the world. But this selective attention also 
leaves us experiencing an incomplete, subjective version 
of reality – one that may or may not serve us well. 

Obviously, it’s a good thing that our automatic system 
filters out things that are truly unimportant. Otherwise 
we’d be obsessively counting carpet fibers or getting 
mesmerized by the ingredients of our lunch, making 
it hard to get anything done. The downside, however, 
is that even potentially useful things can be tagged by 
our automatic system as “unimportant.” For example, 
if we’re intently focused on checking our messages, 
our automatic system might decide it’s not worth 
diverting some of our attention toward understanding 
a question we’ve just been asked by a colleague. When 
she raises her voice and finally breaks through into our 
consciousness with a “Hey, did you hear me?” we might 
apologize and swear we hadn’t heard her before. And 
we’d be technically correct. We didn’t hear her – not 
consciously, anyway. 

Now, we can’t switch off our automatic system’s 
filtering function –  by definition, it’s automatic. But 
we can adjust the settings, by being more proactive in 
defining what our brain sees as “important” each day. 
If we do that, we can affect what our conscious brain 
gets to see and hear. It’s one of the most powerful ways 
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to steer our day toward the reality we’d most like to 
experience. 

On Autopilot, What Does Our Brain Treat 
as “Important”? 
Our automatic system uses several selective attention 
rules to decide what’s important enough to bring to our 
conscious attention and what should be filtered out. 
If we can understand how some of those rules work, 
we have a better chance of hacking into the system and 
adjusting its settings. 

The first thing to know is that if we’ve got a task that 
we’re consciously prioritizing, our automatic system will 
make sure we see anything directly relevant to that specific 
task, and it will tend to blank out anything that seems 
off topic. Anything? “Surely,” you’re saying, “if something 
striking cropped up in front of us, off topic or not, we’d 
see it, wouldn’t we?” Well, an enormous amount of 
research suggests we might not.1 Take this recent study, 
for example. Psychologist Trafton Drew and colleagues at 
Harvard’s Visual Attention Lab asked some experienced 
radiologists to look closely at a bunch of medical images 
to spot abnormalities. The radiologists were given a stack 
of genuine lung scans to work with, some of them with 

sadly genuine nodules. But the last image was different: 
it showed a picture of a gorilla inserted inside the lung. 
(The researchers were paying wry homage to the original 
gorilla/basketball experiment described in the Science 
Essentials.) Astonishingly, 83 percent of the radiologists 
failed to spot the gorilla, although the image was forty-
eight times the size of the average lung nodule. Even 
more remarkable is the fact that the Harvard researchers 
used an eye-tracking device that showed that most of the 
radiologists looked directly at the gorilla – and yet they still 
didn’t notice it.2 It’s not that they saw it and discounted 
or forgot about it. Their brains simply didn’t consciously 
register the ape. In other words: because they weren’t 
actually looking for it, they didn’t see it. 

This type of selective attention is what scientists call 
inattentional blindness – that is, we see what we’ve decided 
merits our attention, and we’re remarkably blind to the 
rest. So the priorities we set for ourselves really matter. 

We don’t even have to be deeply focused on a task 
to encounter inattentional blindness. In fact, as soon 
as we have something on our mind, we become much 
more attuned to anything related to that concern and 
less attuned to everything else. In one study that was 
conducted by psychologist Rémi Radel in France, where 

© MJ MacMahon
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mealtimes matter, volunteers who’d been forced to skip 
their lunch went on to see food-related words more 
clearly and quickly in a word-recognition test. That is, 
the hungry people noticed the word “gâteau” more 
readily than “bateau.”3 (If the researchers had taken their 
volunteers out on a boat, they might have seen “bateau” 
even faster than “gâteau.”) Our automatic system will 
generally prioritize information that resonates with 
anything that’s top of mind for us. 

Even our attitude can play a part in setting the 
perceptual filters we apply to the day. Joseph Forgas and 
Gordon Bower, professors at the University of New 
South Wales and Stanford, respectively, conducted an 
experiment designed to put volunteers into a slightly 
good or bad mood by giving them random positive 
or negative feedback about their performance on a 
minor test they’d just taken. After that, the volunteers 
were given some descriptions of fictional people to 
read. Those descriptions were carefully calibrated to 
be neutral: the volunteers could easily interpret the 
subjects as being either energetic or chaotic, calm or 
boring, depending on their reading of the text. And 
what did Forgas and Bower find?4 That their happier 
volunteers were significantly more likely to see the 
people described in a positive light, compared with 
the volunteers they’d deliberately put into a funk. And 
it’s not just inter- personal judgments that are affected 
by our mood. Another research team found that sad 
people perceived a hill as being significantly steeper (and 
saw scaling it as a less pleasant prospect) than people 
who were feeling more upbeat.5 

So it really is possible to get up on the wrong side of 
the bed. Our perceptions of the world can be strongly 
influenced by our starting point, good or bad, because 
our brain’s automatic system makes sure that we see 
and hear anything that resonates with our conscious 
priorities, our top-of-mind concerns, and even our 
mood. Meanwhile, it downplays everything else. 

What Are Your Filters Doing to Your Reality? 
Now let’s think about how we can apply this knowledge. 
Suppose you and I were sitting in the same room, 
participating in the same conversation. My priorities, 
concerns, and mood would shape my perceptions of 
what was going on, while yours would shape yours. As a 
result, it’s entirely possible that I would miss things that 
matter to you, while getting hung up on things that don’t 

register with you at all. With all this in mind, it’s little 
surprise that my meeting with Lucas didn’t seem like 
the pinnacle of my professional life, given my crankiness 
when I walked in. Meanwhile, of course, he had a blast. 
We’re each living through our own private reality, a 
reality shaped by our hardworking automatic system’s 
attempts to allocate our attention to the right things. 

So what particular reality would you like your brain to 
pay a little more attention to? Take your next meeting. 
If your primary concern is to get your point across, 
you’ll probably find yourself noticing every instance of 
being interrupted, and every moment of airtime that 
others take up. You’ll probably lose some of the thread 
of the conversation, without realizing it, because you’ll 
be focused on your desire to tell people what you want 
them to hear. You’re not being willfully closed-minded; 
your automatic system is just efficiently prioritizing 
information that relates to your state of mind. Turn all 
this around, and the reverse is true, too. For example, if 
you instead decided to focus on finding new opportunities 
for collaboration or on hearing useful input from your 
colleagues, chances are you’d discover more of that. As 
we change our intentions, our brain’s filters change, and 
the facts can appear to change with them. 

Set Your Intentions, Set Your Filters 
The point behind all of this is clear: we miss a big 
opportunity if we simply let the day happen to us. 

We can’t control everything (there are different types 
of books for those who believe that’s possible). But we 
can tweak the way our working hours feel, by being 
more deliberate in setting our perceptual filters. And 
that’s where it helps to have an intention-setting routine, 
one that has us pay explicit attention to the priorities, 
concerns, and mood we’re carrying into the day. 

Here’s an approach I like. It involves taking just a 
moment to look at something from three angles (each 
beginning with “A,” conveniently): 

 u Aim: Think about each of the most important of 
today’s activities –  the people you’ll meet, the work 
you’ll do. What really matters most in making them a 
success? That’s your real aim. 

 u Attitude: As you think about the upcoming 
workday, take a moment to notice and acknowledge 
the concerns that are dominating your thoughts or 
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your mood. Do these concerns help you achieve your 
real aim – and if not, can you set them aside for now? 

 u Attention: Given your real priorities, where do 
you want to focus your attention? Figure out what 
you want to see more of, and then make sure you 
look out for it. 

Most people I’ve worked with find it’s ideal to think 
about these questions before the day gets under way, 
either in the morning or even the night before. But 
because the whole routine takes no more than a couple 
of minutes, it’s never too late to set your intentions as 
you’re flying from one thing to the next. 

For example, how differently might my meeting with 
Lucas have gone if I’d taken a moment to consider the 
“three A’s” just before walking into that conference 
room? I might have had these things in mind: 

 u Aim: “What really matters to me is to help the 
team get off to a strong start with our new clients, 
by encouraging a collaborative tone and helping 
everyone feel good about the prospect of working 
together.” 

 u Attitude: “I admit that I’m feeling grumpy and 
tired right now. I can’t make myself less tired. But 
I can decide to set aside my irritation at the way 
the project is set up, in favor of focusing on the real 
priority: making the team a success.” 

 u Attention: “I want to spot opportunities to 
help the team gel, by high- lighting common ground 
in their ideas. I want to look for chances to inject 
warmth into the meeting.” 

Going over this mental “aim-attitude-attention” checklist 
would have taken me no more than a few moments as 
I stashed my coat on my way into the videoconference 
room. (And yes, ever since that day, I’ve made sure to do 
this before embarking on anything that matters to me.) 
It simply doesn’t take much effort to focus your filters 
more firmly on the kind of day you want – especially if 
you can make it a regular part of your daily schedule. 

To see a great example of someone who knows the 
value of setting intentions, let’s meet Martin, the strategy 
director of an aircraft manufacturer. Alongside this role, 
he somehow finds time to sit on the board of several 
technology companies and provide advice to high-tech 
entrepreneurs seeking to get their start-ups off the 
ground. He’s thoughtful, focused, and successful – partly, 
he says, because he’s learned to be as strategic about his 
daily personal intentions as he is about his business. 

What led Martin to establish an intention-setting 
routine? “Well, I’ve always had a problem with 
concentration,” he says. “I’d get into the office and 
immediately get pulled into low-value tasks, chatting to 
colleagues, checking news websites, and so on. I started 
to realize my days weren’t as good as they could have 
been because I was just drifting through them.” One 
morning, by accident, Martin discovered how to give his 
day more direction. “I was sitting on the bed before going 
to work, feeling kind of overwhelmed by everything I had 
on my plate,” he says. “For some reason I just started 
thinking about what really mattered to me. I picked up 
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a notebook and I just wrote and wrote, about why I was 
doing what I was doing, and how I wanted to do it. I 
wasn’t writing full sentences; it was more of a visual map 
of things that were important for me. It was incredibly 
clarifying.” He was struck by how much more upbeat 
and purposeful he felt afterward, with his intentions so 
much more crisply and constructively defined. 

Naturally, Martin wanted to inject more of that 
intentional direction into each day. He realized he 
couldn’t sit on his bed and write for hours every 
morning, but he came up with a short version of the 
routine that he could fit into every day. “Before leaving 
for the office, I spend a moment clearing my head, 
just breathing deeply. Then I ask myself what’s most 
important today, given what I’m trying to achieve at 
work, and make a few notes about where I want to 
focus my attention. It’s that simple. And things come 
to the surface that I hadn’t realized were there until 
I stopped to think. Often it means deciding to take a 
particular approach to a challenge at work, like thinking 
longer-term and being more tolerant of delays.” 

Martin says the payoff has been clear. “My first hour 
at work used to be all over the place, very unproductive. 
Now I’m 100 percent ready to go when I arrive. I’m 
calmer and in a better mood.” Moreover, throughout 
the day, he makes a point of recalling his intentions, to 
help him stay on track. “It reminds me what my real 
priorities are for the day, if – when – I start to feel 
frazzled.” 

Make Your Intentions Positive  
(or: “Snark In, Snark Out”) 
When you’re contemplating a particularly challenging 
day, it can be easy to find yourself coming up with 
intentions that are a little sarcastic or negative, like: 
“What really matters to me is never again creating 
a two-hundred-page document for a meeting.” Or 
perhaps you find yourself thinking that your real aim is 
to persuade one of your colleagues to understand that 

he made a stupid mistake last week. 
But making sure a co-worker realizes his stupidity? 

It’s not the most uplifting way to articulate an intention. 
It’s a little petty – and that will have your brain 
subconsciously prioritizing petty observations. If you 
genuinely want to have a good conversation, it’s better 
to articulate a more generous intention that speaks to 
the bigger picture. Ask yourself what you really want 
to achieve. In the case of dealing with your error- 
prone colleague, a bigger intention might be to help 
him work out how to avoid making the same mistake 
again. Thinking bigger still, you might decide you want 
to improve your working relationship, so in the future 
you can be more honest with each other about how 
things are going. 

Setting these more solution-focused intentions 
doesn’t mean avoiding challenging topics with your 
errant colleague. But a less combative approach will 
make it easier for you to spot ways to resolve the 
situation when you have that conversation. It will also 
make it easier to avoid triggering a defensive fight-
flight-freeze response, whether in his brain or in yours 
– meaning you’ll both be smarter and better able to 
reach a useful outcome. 

CAROLINE WEBB is a Mobius 
Senior Expert and CEO of Sevenshift, 
a firm that shows people how to use 
insights from behavioral science to 
improve their working life. Her book 
on that topic (How To Have A Good 
Day) is being published in 17 languages 

and more than 60 countries. She is also a Senior Adviser to 
McKinsey, where she was previously a Partner, and a Senior 
Expert with Mobius. Her work has been widely featured 
in the media, for example in the Financial Times, New York 
Times, Fast Company, The Economist, WIRED, Fortune, TIME, 
Business Insider, The Guardian, and Harvard Business Review. 
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“Myths are public dreams.  

       Dreams are private myths.”
– JOSEPH CAMPBELL
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Deepen your capacity to lead effectively and gain the skills to facilitate systemic change at 

this interactive workshop. Explore what it takes to create an environment where leadership 

is a shared responsibility, embedded in the fabric of your organization or community. 

As a Participant You WillWho Should Attend

March 15-17, 2016, Ashland, MA, USA
Facilitated by Peter Senge and Robert Hanig

September 2016 (Exact dates TBD), Boston area, MA, USA
Facilitated by Peter Senge and Robert Hanig

Founded in 1997, SoL, the Society for Organizational Learning, is an intentional learning 
community composed of organizations, individuals, and local SoL communities around 
the world. Learn more and register online at solonline.org.

 Seasoned and emerging leaders from businesses, 
 organizations and communities of all sizes.

 Leaders who seek an opportunity for renewal.

 Those who would appreciate a leadership program 
 with interactive talks, paired and group exercises, 
 opportunities to work in-depth with peers and time 
 for personal reflection.

 Teams are encouraged.

 Enhance your organizational learning skills and gain 
 tools to facilitate lasting change.

 Learn to facilitate conversations that promote 
 learning and collaboration.

 Reflect with peers on your leadership journey, what 
 you would like to accomplish in the future and how 
 you could go about achieving these results. 

 Leave energized, with an expanded capacity to make 
 strategic choices.

BASED ON THE LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT PROCESS DESCRIBED IN 

THE FIFTH DISCIPLINE, BY PETER SENGE

FOUNDATIONS FOR
LEADERSHIP

For more information or to register please visit www.SOLonline.org



What Past Participants SayWho Should Attend

FACILITATED BY

Founded in 1997, SoL, the Society for Organizational Learning, is an 
intentional learning community composed of organizations, individuals, 
and local SoL communities around the world. Learn more at SOLonline.org.

 The Executive Champions’ Workshop is created 
 exclusively for leaders at the top levels in their 
 organizations.

  Teams from the same or across organizations 
 or networks.

 Senior change leaders across all sectors and 
 industries. Past participants have included executives 
 from BASF, BMW, Boeing, Colorado State University, 
 EDF, Ford, Milwaukee Public Schools, NASA, Nike, 
 Oxfam, Shell, The World Bank, and various other 
 institutions in government, education, civil society 
 and business.

“These three days of conversation with peers...were the 
first time in two years that I have truly thought.”

“It wasn't until I came home [that]…I finally understood 
that our greatest power to change the world lies in our 
power to see beyond the veil." 

“I used several tools and methods from the workshop 
with my team and was surprised at the huge impact 
they had on people.” 

“The Executive Champions' Workshop was the most 
gratifying experience I can remember.”

EXECUTIVE CHAMPIONS’
WORKSHOP 

This workshop is by invitation only. For more information or to be considered for 
an invitation, please visit SOLonline.org or contact programs@SOLonline.org.

August 16-19, 2016 • STOWE, VT
@ THE TRAPP FAMILY LODGE

OFFERED IN COLLABORATION WITH THE PRESENCING INSTITUTE

Peter Senge
SoL and MIT Presencing Institute and MIT Presencing Institute

Otto Scharmer Arawana Hayashi

Nurture new thinking and relationships with other executive leaders at this powerful setting for strategic conversations 
around key issues shaping our collective work on systems leadership and change. Engage in deep dialogue with peer 
leaders from diverse organizations and sectors who share your aspirations and face similar challenges. The Executive 
Champions' Workshop offers a rare opportunity for reflection and conversation around questions that matter.

BUILDING PERSONAL AND COLLECTIVE LEADERSHIP CAPACITY 
FOR SYSTEMS CHANGE AND INNOVATION



Develop your capacity to lead systemic change. Gain the skills to develop partnerships and 

collaboration throughout your organization, supply chain and community, using the lens 

of sustainability. The skills you gain at this hands-on workshop will be applicable to all 

complex problems of systemic change. 

What You Will Learn

Strengthen your systems thinking skills so you can 
shift from reactive problem solving to initiating and 
creating new futures.

Learn how to create work cultures of openness 
and inquiry.

Gain exposure to effective integration tools and 
frameworks to address real issues.

Work with and learn from a diverse group of peers 
who share your passion for supporting sustainable 
business systems.

Sketch a sustainability plan for your organization.

Who Should Attend

Business and functional leaders, managers, directors 
and influencers...not just people with 'sustainability' 
or 'corporate social responsibility' titles.

People who want to build their leadership capacity 
to lead change efforts, from wherever they sit within 
their organization.

Leaders who feel a personal commitment to building 
more sustainable organizations, value chains, 
industries and communities. 

Teams from all sectors who are working on 
sustainability initiatives in their organizations. 

Facilitated by Peter Senge and Darcy Winslow

June 21-23, 2016 Ashland, MA, USA

Founded in 1997, SoL, the Society for Organizational Learning, is an intentional learning 
community composed of organizations, individuals, and local SoL communities around 
the world. Learn more and register online at solonline.org.

For more information or to register please visit www.SOLonline.org

LEADING SUSTAINABLE
TRANSFORMATION



SAVE THE DATE

PRIVATE TEN-DAY 
IMMERSIVE EXPERIENCE OF  

ENERGY MASTERY
With Lynda Caesara

MARCH 17-26, 2017  

Details to follow
To request information, please email 

 Karyn.Saganic@mobiusleadership.com

THE 
NEXT PRACTICE 
INSTITUTE

from The Next Practice Institute of Mobius Executive Leadership



“Remember your name. Do not lose hope  –  what you seek will be found.  

Trust ghosts. Trust those that you have helped to help you in their turn.  

Trust dreams. Trust your heart, and trust your story.  

When you come back, return the way you came.  

Favors will be returned, debts will be repaid. Do not forget your manners.  

Do not look back. Ride the wise eagle (you shall not fall).  

Ride the silver fish (you will not drown). Ride the grey wolf (hold tightly to his fur). 

There is a worm at the heart of the tower; that is why it will not stand.  

When you reach the little house, the place your journey started,  

you will recognize it, although it will seem much smaller than you remember.  

Walk up the path, and through the garden gate you never saw before but once. 

And then go home. Or make a home. And rest. ”

– From the Children's story Instructions by neil Gaiman
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robert Gass, Jen cohen, and alexander caIllet
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Zafer Achi, Senior Advisor, Leadership Coach and Facilitator 
“Mobius’ Next Practice Institute is an opportunity to connect to a truly world-class community of 

practitioners and the Summer Immersion allows you to do that in a single setting over a single period 
of time. I know of no other event like it. Itallows you to move into the cutting edge of our discipline 

in a single, concentrated point of time. Uniquely, the event is both a wonderful opportunity for senior 
executives focusing on leadership development who want to go deep and for leadership practitioners to 

stay at the cutting edge of their field.”

Catherine Mulhally, President CMC Group 
“I came to NPI expecting to dive deeply into a learning collective. We did that and so much more. The 
experiential work melded with plenary presentations, forming a profound and integrated whole. I feel 

personally transformed by the experience and will hold the wisdom in my client work and all that I do.”

 
 Andrea Zintz, President of Strategic Leadership Resources 

“The way this environment here at NPI has been designed has all the elements that produce really 
excellent outcomes on all three levels: on the individual level, the community level and the practitioner – 
the taking it out to the world – level. It’s a wonderful flow between immersion into the content, enriching 

and enlivening conversations and then reflection time. It’s a wonderful blend.  
And joy! And energetic practice. It has it all!”

Emily Gould, Mediator and Resolution Consultant 
“This is the new home for professional community. For those of us practising in this way, this is the IT. 
NPI is the container for professional community that we’ve all been longing for and that we all need to 

create a new generation of practitioners.”

Anja Lindau, Senior Expert, McKinsey & Company, Berlin 
“It was an amazing week to re-connect to a dear community, get to the pulse of the latest and greatest 
research in the field of transformation, neuro-science, and culture, and in the Somatics coaching track 
to deepen my learning about my body and emotions as well as playing with my coaching skills. I leave 

refreshed, full of new ideas and deeply grateful.”

Kirstan Marnane, Senior Expert, McKinsey & Company, London 
“In Japan they have people who national treasures. Being here at NPI this week is like being with national 
treasures, the faculty and speakers are masters ... These people are national treasures. It's just wonderful 

to learn from them.”

 



SAVE THE DATE
2nd Annual Summer Immersion Program of the  

NEXT PRACTICE INSTITUTE
Sunday Evening June 4th until  

Friday Afternoon June 9th, 2017
Warren Conference Center, Ashland Massachusetts

A week long community gathering for transformational leaders in the business and public sector as well as
transformational coaches, trainers, facilitators and team interventionists. Also designed for internal L&OD professionals.

Unique professional development tracks led by Mobius Senior Experts  
conducted in the context of a spiritual practice environment.

Team Dynamics | coaching | culTure change 
Personal masTery | aDaPTive leaDershiP  | somaTics | PoeTry | neuroscience 

yoga | culTure | mysTical PrinciPles | movemenT | KirTan | energy WorK

Registration details coming soon.
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