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Praise for Building the Bridge As You Walk On It 

“Prepare yourself for a journey into intellectual, emotional, and 
spiritual integrity—a journey that will span the remaining course 
of one’s life.” 

—Allen C. Bluedorn, author, The Human Organization of Time 

“Bob Quinn makes exquisite use of real-life experiences in such a 
way that his book is engaging as well as profound. It speaks to me 
directly.” 

—Ricardo B. Levy, founder and chairman of the board, 
Catalytica Energy Systems, Inc. 

“This book is not about superheroes, but about how each one of us 
has the power to create positive change—if only we are willing to 
see and step into our own capabilities.” 

—Sim B. Sitkin, director, Fuqua-Coach K Center on Leadership 
and Ethics, Duke University 

“For someone who has struggled for twenty-five years with change, 
personally and professionally—as an internal change agent, external 
consultant, and academic—Building the Bridge As You Walk On It 
provides a profound integration of the self/other/organizational 
contexts and a timely reminder that all change is self-change.” 

—Mike McGrath, vice president of consulting services, 
Executive Development Associates 

“I picked up Building the Bridge on a gray, rainy California morning 
thinking I would peruse a few pages before a nap. I laid the manu-
script down only when the last page had been turned many hours 
later. No nap! Instead a bright awakening to insight and wisdom 
regarding leadership that Robert Quinn lucidly structures through 
stories carefully paired with precise conceptualization.” 

—André L. Delbecq, Thomas J. and Kathleen L. McCarthy 
University Professor, Leavey School of Business, 
Santa Clara University 

“Quinn details the practices to follow in the journey towards the fun-
damental state of leadership. Leaders of corporations, governments, 
nonprofits, community action, families, academic departments—all 
find resonance with this book!” 

—Laurie N. DiPadova-Stocks, founding director, Scripps Howard 
Center for Civic Engagement, Northern Kentucky University 
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“This book provides a guide for change that leaders at all levels of 
the organization can understand and use. More important, it will 
help them become people who really like themselves. Because they 
live and act from principle, they will not have to worry about the 
craziness of organizations and life.” 

—Lloyd Baird, director, the Leadership Institute, Boston University 

“With more and more people reading this book, the notion of 
resistance to change may gradually fade. Quinn’s attractive concept 
of positive deviancy is not only an antidote to resistance but a way 
of thinking and acting that embraces change.” 

—W. Warner Burke, Edward Lee Thorndike Professor 
of Psychology and Education, Teachers College, 
Columbia University 

“Effective leadership is crucial for successful organizational change, 
but the person as leader is often ignored in discussions of change. 
This wonderful book places the person of the leader front and 
center. It invites, encourages, and inspires its readers to find in 
themselves the leadership of which they are capable.” 

—Jean M. Bartunek, professor of organization studies, 
Boston College 

“This book highlighted for me that leadership is an endogenous 
development, not an exogenous event. The most effective leaders 
are those whose who remain coachable themselves, and focus on 
developing themselves.” 

—Bert Whitehead, author, Facing Financial Dysfunction: Why 
Smart People Do Stupid Things With Money 

“If you or your family or your organization are in pain, and you want 
the pain to stop but it won’t, read this moving, action-oriented book.” 

—Bill Torbert, author, Action Inquiry: The Secret of Timely and 
Transforming Leadership 

“Robert Quinn’s book is fascinating, I wish its valuable insights had 
been available to me when I led a major bank. It is so easy to glide 
along in your comfort zone. I was particularly taken by the quote 
‘real leadership is about moving forward in faith, and doing so 
requires both head and heart.’” 

—Jack Hoag, director, First Hawaiian Bank and BancWest Corp. 
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Q Preface 

A book emerges as an author attempts to meet the challenges of life. 
This book takes root in many contextual patterns but two are of par-
ticular note. The first concerns my experiences at the University of 
Michigan. 

During the past few years at the Michigan Business School, I have 
been involved in a movement. My colleagues Kim Cameron, Jane Dut-
ton, and Gretchen Spreitzer and I have been facilitating the emergence 
of a new field that we call positive organizational scholarship. This 
field brings together scholars who focus their research on that which 
is unusually positive in organizational life. They seek to understand 
not ordinary patterns of organizing but patterns of positive deviance, 
that is, behavior at the far right of the normal curve. It is behavior of 
extraordinary positive impact. 

The Positive Organizational Scholarship group meets regularly to 
discuss key questions, and we participate in research presentations and 
in larger conferences. Recently we finished the first book on the topic 
(Cameron, Dutton, and Quinn, 2003). We have also organized a re-
search center. In all of this activity, we have been focused on the ques-
tion, What gives rise to extraordinary patterns of positive organizing? 
The question consumes my interest. 

During this time, another contextual pattern was also unfolding. 
For thirty years, I have maintained one foot in the world of research 
and one foot in the world of action. During this time, I have been try-
ing to both study and create more positive patterns of organizing, and 
as I have done so, it has become clear that some notions are more im-
portant than others. 

One key notion is the fact that entropy—the dissipation of energy, 
slow death—operates on both the human ego and the organizational 
culture. Individuals and organizations are continually pulled toward 
entropy. This happens while individuals and organizations deny that 
their decisions are taking them individually and collectively toward 

vii  
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slow death. Denial takes place because people are terrified of remedy. 
The remedy is to make deep change. No one ever wants to make deep 
change because that means letting go of control. This book is about 
how real people find the courage to make deep change. 

This book is the third in a trilogy on the process of helping indi-
viduals and organizations to make deep change. The first book was 
Deep Change: Discovering the Leader Within (1996). The second book 
was Change the World: How Ordinary People Can Accomplish Extraor-
dinary Results (2000). When I published Deep Change, the book 
started slowly and then took off. It very gradually became one of the 
publisher’s all-time best-sellers. This meant that Deep Change was a 
word-of-mouth book: people read it and then recommended it to oth-
ers. Some of the readers wrote to me. They liked the book because it 
helped them in engaging in the very difficult process of making per-
sonal and organizational change. They told me how they used the con-
cepts to navigate a personal crisis or to lead the transformation of their 
organization. These were usually potent episodes. The publication of 
Change the World in 2000 stimulated still more readers to share their 
reactions. 

In 2002, the publisher asked me to update and revise Deep Change. 
I agreed and began the revision project. Then a surprise occurred: the 
revision became an entirely new book. The new book emerged be-
cause I ended up listening to some very special people. I contacted the 
people who had written me those original letters, and I asked them to 
write a full account of what happened when they used Deep Change 
to make deep change. They shared cases ranging from very personal 
transformations to the transformation of major organizations. Every 
case was intimate, candid, rich, inspiring, and instructive. 

Each person spoke of significant outcomes. One example comes 
from a man you will meet later. For four years, he worked at the head 
of his organization and thought of himself as a leader. Then he expe-
rienced a crisis that led him to make a deep personal change. After-
ward he wrote of the impact on his organization: “I have a critical 
mass of individuals from both the staff and board who are willing to 
look at our challenges in a new way and work on solutions together. 
At our meetings, new energy is present. What previously seemed 
unimaginable now seems to happen with ease. I sometimes wonder 
why it seems so easy, why we now have such a positive culture.” 

He wonders why his organization that was once quite ordinary is 
now extraordinary. Then he goes on to answer his own question. The 
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answer defies what is written in almost all textbooks on management 
and leadership. It defies common understanding and practice. It is a 
promising answer in that it suggests that every one of us has the ca-
pacity to transform our organizations into more positive, productive 
communities like his. Yet it is a painful answer that almost no one 
wants to hear. That is why it is not in the books on management and 
leadership. Painful answers have no market. The man states: “I know 
it all happened because I confronted my own insecurity, selfishness, 
and lack of courage.” 

In that seemingly illogical and impossible sentence is the essence 
of this book. From the many people who read and applied Deep 
Change, we learned many lessons, but this one is most central. We can 
transform our organizations by transforming ourselves. This is one of 
the central answers to the question asked among my colleagues: What 
gives rise to patterns of positive organizing? 

A NEW APPROACH TO LEADERSHIP 
This book provides an approach to leadership that is derived from the 
reports of people like the man I referred to. The central argument is 
that most of us, no matter how high or low our position, spend most 
of our time in the normal life state. In this state, we tend to be com-
fort centered, externally driven, self-focused, and internally closed. Yet 
it is possible for anyone, no matter how high or low their position, to 
enter the extraordinary state which I call the fundamental state of 
leadership. In this state, we become results centered, internally di-
rected, other-focused, and externally open. 

When we enter the fundamental state of leadership, we become a 
distortion to the social system in which we reside. We are a new sig-
nal to which others must respond. In this sense, we become creators 
of a new order. We become a stimulant of positive organizing or the 
emergence of a more productive community. The man who thought 
he was a leader captures the phenomenon. He entered the funda-
mental state of leadership, and his organization changed. It was at that 
point that he became a leader indeed. 

His personal transformation gave rise to positive organizing, to 
a more productive community. He suddenly had a critical mass of 
people who saw things in a new way. They were more willing to join 
together and produce innovative initiatives. They were more ener-
gized. Seemingly impossible accomplishments began to happen in an 
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effortless way. Leading suddenly became easy. That effortless accom-
plishment was born of agonizing change. In this book, you will learn 
how to enter the fundamental state of leadership. 

ABOUT THIS BOOK 
This book presents a radical, inductive, and applied theory of leader-
ship. Radical means returning to the root or foundations of a thing. 
The foundation of leadership is not thinking, behavior, competencies, 
techniques, or position. The foundation of leadership is who we are— 
our identity or foundational state. When people alter their interior 
world, they also alter their exterior world. As we come to understand 
this fundamental framework, our understanding of leadership is rad-
ically altered. 

Inductive means we build the theory not from abstract numbers but 
from the actual observation of people who are transforming. These 
are not normal people living in the middle of the normal curve. These are 
people who are temporarily at the far right end of the curve. These 
are positive deviants. A theory derived from such observation will not 
be a normal theory of leadership but a unique theory that does not 
derive from the identification of normal patterns. 

Applied means we are focusing on the how. We are providing an 
approach that tells people what they can do if they want to radically 
alter and improve the groups within which they reside. 

The book is divided into three parts. Part One introduces the sto-
ries of some of the people who read Deep Change and then made 
deep change themselves. The stories are intimate, compelling, and 
transformational. To read them is to be inspired. Across the stories, 
we see important patterns. The stories help us to come to an alterna-
tive view of leadership. I thank these incredible people for their mar-
velous contributions. 

In Part Two, we journey even further from the realm of normal 
leadership thinking and move to a more dynamic and complex view 
of leadership. In doing so, we explore eight unusual concepts that are 
presented as practices that can help us enter the fundamental state of 
leadership. To illustrate the eight disciplines, I have drawn cases from 
Change the World: How Ordinary People Can Achieve Extraordinary 
Results and Letters to Garrett: Stories of Change Power and Possibility. 
In this sense, this book contains the best of three books. 
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In Part Three, we turn from the emphasis on changing ourselves to 
how we can best learn to help others change. We approach the question 
from the point of view of helping others that we associate with enter-
ing the fundamental state of leadership. We then approach the question 
from the point of view of education and training. How do we teach 
people in a classroom to enter the fundamental state of leadership? 

At the end of each chapter are a variety of tools, including sets of 
questions that can be used for reflection or discussion, designed to 
help readers make progress. It is my hope that they will help readers 
to construct a radically more positive world. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
Many people have helped along the way with this book. John Bergez has 
been extraordinary as a developmental editor, and Kathe Sweeney 
has been a most supportive editor. Pauline Farmer has worked tire-
lessly on the manuscript. Many colleagues, students, and family mem-
bers have contributed opinions. Horst Abraham, Susan Ashford, Kim 
Cameron, Jeff DeGraff, Jane Dutton, Bill Leigh, Ryan Quinn, Shauri 
Quinn, Shawn Quinn, Gretchen Spreitzer, Anjan Thakor, Karl Weick, 
and many others have made contributions that have shaped my think-
ing. I am particularly grateful to those wonderful people who have 
made deep change and then had the courage to share their own sto-
ries. Those stories are gifts to help each of us more frequently enter 
the fundamental state of leadership. 

Ann Arbor, Michigan Robert E. Quinn 
February 2004 
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P A R T  O N E  

An Invitation to the 
Fundamental State 
of Leadership 

“What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny 

matters compared to what lies within us.” 

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON 

In 1996, I published a book entitled Deep Change: Discovering the 
Leader Within. The premise of the book was that anyone can be a 
leader of change, but to do so requires the transformation of self. 

Some readers shared their reactions and described how the book 
helped them in their own journeys into deep change. They usually also 
described the profound impact those journeys had on their own lives, 
the lives of the people around them, and the systems and organiza-
tions of which they were a part. 

In reading their stories, I began to notice some shared characteris-
tics. Analyzing these characteristics led me to develop new model of 
leadership. I began to think of leadership not as behaviors and tech-
niques but as a state of being. Leadership is first about what we are. I 
call the new model the fundamental state of leadership. 

Seeing leadership in this new fashion also helped me to conceptualize 
practices that can help people more frequently enter the fundamental 
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state of leadership. These practices, in turn, led to radically new pro-
posals for how we can develop leadership in ourselves and others. 
These three notions—what the fundamental state of leadership is, the 
practices that can help us enter that state, and the implications for 
leadership development—are, respectively, the subjects of the three 
parts of this book. 

As the book unfolds, the fundamental state of leadership will take 
on increasingly precise meaning. We begin, however, where my own 
journey began—with the stories of people who have had the courage 
to embrace deep change. Each of these stories illustrates a facet of the 
fundamental state of leadership and its impact. Read these stories at-
tentively and receptively. Each of them is about someone who has en-
tered the creative state. Each is a story that illustrates the truth of 
Emerson’s statement: “What lies behind us and what lies before us are 
tiny matters compared to what lies within us.” 
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C H A P T E R  O N E  

Building the Bridge

As You Walk On It


“I decided to acknowledge my fears and close off my 

exits. Suddenly, my workplace became a place filled 

with people doing their best to either avoid deeper 

dilemmas or face them and grow. The previous 

importance of titles and roles began to melt away 

before my eyes. . . . My own change of perspective 

led me to see a new organization without having 

changed anyone but myself.” 

—JEREMY FISH 

Q How do we create extraordinarily positive organi-
zations? This is the central question that integrates the research of my 
colleagues at the Center for Positive Organizational Scholarship. 

The organizations we study tend to excel in two areas. They do very 
well at accomplishing their central, instrumental task, like making 
quality products, educating people, or providing health care. And they 
also excel in a second domain. The people who work in them tend to 
flourish. They are deeply connected to the objective, and they are 
deeply committed to one another. As a result, the organization can do 
things that other organizations cannot do. 

3 
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I usually refer to such organizations as productive communities. 
They are not only highly productive but highly nurturing places. They 
are places where people live by the highest of human values, extend-
ing themselves for the instrumental purpose and for one another. 

Recently my colleagues and I visited such an organization. We went 
with the director of nursing at a large hospital to visit one of her out-
standing units. As always happens when we visit these kinds of settings, 
we were inspired by deeply committed human beings performing well 
beyond normal expectations. 

We asked some questions about their culture of success, and they 
spent a half-hour describing the innovative practices that had devel-
oped in the units. These practices were unique and very impressive. It 
would have been tempting to believe that they were the explanation. 
Eventually the director of nursing shook her head. She said, “Don’t be 
fooled by these practices. They are important, but they are a conse-
quence, not the cause.” 

The other people in the room nodded. They all knew what she was 
talking about. One of them began to speak of the woman who had run 
this wonderful unit for over a decade. They spoke of her in reverent 
tones. We posed probing questions, asking them to describe specific 
incidents. Some of the respondents spoke in tears as they shared the 
ways this woman had changed their organization and their lives. 

Afterward the director told us that of her sixty managers, she has 
five or six like the woman we just heard about. No matter where she 
assigns them, they build units that achieve extraordinary performance. 

One of my colleagues asked, “What do they do?” There was a long 
silence. Finally the director said, “That is the wrong question. It is not 
what they do, because each one of them is unique in how they pull it 
off. It is not about what they do; it is about who they are.” 

“It is not what they do, because each one of them is 

unique in how they pull it off. It is not about what 

they do; it is about who they are.” 

In that last sentence is a key to positive organizing and productive 
community. Management and leadership books are naturally preoc-
cupied with the search for behaviors, tools, techniques, and practices 
that can be exported and imitated elsewhere. It may be that they are 
telling us about the wrong thing. Organizational excellence tends not 
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to be a function of imitation. It tends to be a function of origination. 
It begins with one person—the one in ten who has the capacity to cre-
ate productive community. In this hospital, five or six out of sixty su-
pervisors fit this category. If we examine one hundred plant managers 
or one thousand CEOs, we tend to find the same pattern. The major-
ity are normal. And a few are extraordinary in that they know how to 
enter a creative personal state that gives rise to a creative collective 
state. I call that personal state the fundamental state of leadership. The 
collective state is productive community, which emerges as someone 
in the fundamental state of leadership attracts others into the process 
I refer to as “building the bridge as you walk on it.” 

THE ORIGINS OF THIS BOOK 
As I noted in the introduction to Part One, this book originated in the 
messages I received from readers of my book Deep Change. The peo-
ple who wrote to me usually told me how they had used the book’s 
concepts to navigate a personal crisis or lead the transformation of 
their organization. Later, I contacted them and asked them to write a 
full account of what had happened. They shared cases ranging from 
very personal transformations to the transformation of major orga-
nizations. As I read those cases, I began to have new insights about the 
process of deep change. Eventually I began to formulate a new con-
cept: the fundamental state of leadership. 

In this book, you will meet some of these people. You will discover 
what the fundamental state of leadership is and what practices are 
likely to help you enter it. As preparation and background, let’s do a 
quick review of the notion of deep change. 

THE BACKGROUND 
An anchor on a ship is a device attached by a rope or cable that is cast 
overboard. The anchor digs into the bottom and holds the ship in 
place. The anchor is thus a useful tool that keeps the ship from aim-
less drifting. 

In a dynamic world, the tools that we usually see as assets can turn 
into liabilities. I remember, for example, watching a movie about a 
ship caught in a sudden storm. As the storm grew in ferocity, the 
sailors realized that they had to cut away the anchor. They chopped 
madly at the rope so they could avoid being swamped. Their only 
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hope was to ride out the storm on the tumultuous sea. They needed 
to be free from what was normally a useful source of stability. Their 
lives depended on it. 

Over time, it is natural for both individuals and for organizations to 
develop anchors. Individuals, for example, develop a system of beliefs 
about how they can best cope in a world of scarce resources. This sys-
tem becomes a personal identity. We sometimes refer to this anchor 
as an ego. Organizations also develop systems of belief about identity 
and coping. We refer to this anchor as the organizational culture. The 
individual ego and the organizational culture are normally valuable 
sources of stability. 

Yet like ships, individuals and organizations are often confronted 
by storms. As individuals, we may need to cope with physical illness, 
the death of a loved one, divorce, abusive treatment, burnout, job loss, 
or other life demands. In organizations, we may need to cope with re-
cession, new competitors, regulatory changes, evolving customer pref-
erences, and many other such challenges. 

These storms are usually preceded by dark clouds and other sig-
nals of danger. While the signals often call for a transformation, or 
what I call deep change, we tend to resist. When our old habits of 
thought and action seem to be ever less effective in the face of the 
change, we are slow to abandon them in favor of learning our way into 
a transformed state. To cut away our anchors and move forward into the 
storm of real-time learning is no easy decision. 

In fact, rather than accepting the need for deep change, most of us 
practice denial. We rationalize away the signals that call us to courage 
and growth. We work very hard to preserve our current ego or cul-
ture. To give them up is to give up control. Normally we work hard to 
avoid the surrender of control. Instead, we strive to stay in our zone 
of comfort and control. Given the choice between deep change or slow 
death, we tend to choose slow death. 

Yet nature tends to have its way with us. The path to slow death still 
ends at death. For individuals, it can be the death of the ego or the 
body. For corporations, it can be the death of a particular set of assets 
or the overall enterprise. As we progress down the path of denial, our 
agony grows. The growing pain tends to force us to do what we do not 
want to do. We make deep change. 

When we make deep change, we enter the fundamental state of 
leadership. This central concept will be developed and defined over 
the next several chapters. Here we meet some people who have learned 
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to make deep change. Their stories provide a first look at what it 
means to enter the fundamental state of leadership. From these sto-
ries, we can also specify the objectives of this book. 

OBJECTIVE ONE: HELPING PEOPLE WHO 
ARE ASSIGNED TO LEAD CHANGE 

Jeremy Fish is a physician and an executive who was in charge of a 
transformation at a regional medical center in California. He found 
this task most challenging. In fact, he describes his feelings as the 
“emotions of a patient facing cancer.” As he moved forward in the 
transformational process, he felt a combination of fear, hope, and 
dread. 

Most managers charged with leading a transformation have such 
feelings. As they move forward, they become increasingly aware of the 
political dangers. They begin to feel more and more insecure. While 
trying to convey confidence, they find themselves contemplating es-
cape strategies that will minimize the political damage to their careers. 
As they do this, they deny that they are doing it. Integrity decays, and 
insecurity grows. While verbally they continue to call for the com-
mitment of others, they implicitly, but clearly, communicate their 
hypocrisy. In response, people espouse commitment while actually 
withholding commitment. Frustration, distrust, and conflict expand. 
The leader becomes even more insecure and intensifies the effort, 
which makes everything worse. The vicious cycle then continues to 
expand, sucking the leader and the project into the vortex of failure, 
the very thing the leader feared in the first place. 

Jeremy reports reading Deep Change and how he came to recog-
nize his self-deception. In his words, “My fear of being fired, ridiculed, 
or marginalized at work was impairing my ability to lead. I also saw 
how my ‘exit strategy’ of leaving if things got uncomfortable rather 
than face my fears and discomfort was impairing my ability to com-
mit fully to leadership.” 

Jeremy was an executive, yet he was no different than most first-
line employees. It is normal for all people in organizations, from the 
janitor to the CEO, to live in fear. It is normal for people in organiza-
tions to say one thing while believing another. This means that hy-
pocrisy is normal. The recognition of his hypocrisy led Jeremy to make 
a decision that was not normal. Since the decision was exceptional, 
the results were exceptional as well. He reports: 
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I decided to acknowledge my fears and close off my exits. Suddenly, 
my workplace became a place filled with people doing their best to ei-
ther avoid deeper dilemmas or face them and grow. The previous im-
portance of titles and roles began to melt away before my eyes. Feared 
organizational figures became less menacing. . . . My own change of 
perspective led me to see a new organization without having changed 
anyone but myself. I brought my new perspective to my role. 

Although Jeremy made a fundamental commitment, he still did not 
know exactly how to get where he wanted to go. In a transformation, 
we never do. Nor did it put him in control of the process of transfor-
mation. During a transformation, we cannot be in control. So what 
good was the commitment? The commitment moved Jeremy to a new 
state, or way of being: the fundamental state of leadership. In this state, 
we see ourselves differently, more positively. We therefore see others 
differently, more positively. What were once constraining problems are 
suddenly seen as rich opportunities. When we enter the fundamental 
state of leadership, we tap new sources of power and, as the next case 
shows, attract others to join us on the transformational journey. 

In this illustration, we find the first objective of this book: to help 
people who are in charge of change efforts to enter the fundamental 
state of leadership. As we will see, when this happens, a unique set of 
behaviors, tools, and techniques will naturally arise to facilitate the 
emergence of a more productive community. 

OBJECTIVE TWO: PROVIDING A NEW 
LANGUAGE FOR PEOPLE WHO ARE ALREADY 
ENGAGED IN TRANSFORMATION 

Mike Alvis is a retired military officer who now works as a consultant. 
He spent much of his time with General Eric Shinseki, former chief 
of staff of the army. Shinseki’s vision for the transformation of the 
army was one of the most ambitious undertakings of any chief of staff 
since General George Marshall. The vision called for a dramatic shift 
to a lighter and faster army. 

The concept was simple, but the amount of change involved was 
staggering. Although Shinseki had a vision, he did not have a map 
telling him how to negotiate his way through all the required changes. 
No visionary ever does. When we commit to a vision to do something 
that has never been done before, there is no way to know how to get 



Quinn.c01  2/23/04  12:41 PM  Page 9

9 Building the Bridge As You Walk On It 

there. We simply have to build the bridge as we walk on it. I sometimes 
refer to this process as “walking naked into the land of uncertainty” 
or “learning how to walk through hell effectively.” 

When we commit to a vision to do something that has 

never been done before, there is no way to know how 

to get there. We simply have to build the bridge as we 

walk on it. 

The early years of army transformation were very difficult. Shin-
seki did what he had to do. He pushed on, taking one step at a time. 
Shinseki’s role became punishing. He experienced many dark nights 
of the soul. With each big, symbolic move, he came under intense crit-
icism. He was privately criticized by those on the inside and publicly 
attacked by the media. What was particularly remarkable about Shin-
seki is that he never displayed any ego needs. Unlike Jeremy, who was 
initially afraid of what might happen to him, Shinseki was fearless. He 
was not concerned about looking good. And although his critics ques-
tioned the wisdom of his every move, they never questioned his mo-
tive. It was clear that he was doing what he thought was best for the 
army. So he just kept doing what he thought was right, absorbed the 
pain, and pushed on. 

Mike Alvis had an inside view of each move that Shinseki made. 
Watching the chief of staff had a major impact on Mike. His own level 
of commitment began to deepen. As this happened, Mike, like Jeremy, 
began to see his world differently and to relate to people in a new way. 
He stopped seeing the resisters as “the enemy.” He says, “I started to 
meet people where they were.” And as he started to see them differ-
ently, he began to work with them differently. 

Mike shares another interesting point about the transformation of 
the army. Outsiders assume the army changes when a commander 
gives an order. As with all other organizations, when the army culture 
is threatened, people resist. In fact, it is often the people at very high 
levels who become the invisible resisters. As result, an organizational 
transformation never follows a clean, top-down process. It is, instead, 
a social movement in which commitment spreads. 

In this case, commitment spread from the chief of staff to people 
like Mike and then to larger and larger groups, including some of 
the people who were initially very resistant. Eventually the army 
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transformation reached the point of “irreversible momentum.” The 
process was still unfolding when Shinseki finished his term of office 
in 2003. It will continue to unfold for decades into the future. 

While most people responsible for a transformation are like Jeremy 
Fish, a very few are like Eric Shinseki. They set aside their natural con-
cern for their own self-preservation. They choose to put their own 
welfare second to the good of the vision. As they do so, they become 
increasingly passionate about the vision. Then they make a terrible 
discovery. 

Since they are taking the organization where no one has been be-
fore, no one can know how to get there. No one has the necessary ex-
pertise. Furthermore, without the normal assumptions of equilibrium 
and expertise, the traditional principles of good management no 
longer work. Since there is no safe path, no way to be in control, they 
are forced to move forward one blind step at a time. They are forced 
to build the bridge as they walk on it. They then experience exponen-
tial learning about self, others, and the organization. 

Yet when people ask such leaders to explain what is happening, they 
usually struggle. Like the exceptional people in the outstanding nurs-
ing units, they point to creative practices that have emerged. The lead-
ers themselves struggle to explain what they have done. Because we 
lead transformation does not mean we can explain transformation. 
Normal models are not useful. The necessary language is not readily 
available. A second objective of this book therefore is to provide a new 
language, one that turns our attention not to behaviors and techniques 
but to who we are. It provides a language to talk about and change 
who we are. 

OBJECTIVE THREE: HELPING 
INDIVIDUALS TO TRANSFORM 
THEMSELVES AND OTHERS 

We often confuse leadership with position. Another of the lessons pro-
vided by those who have experienced deep change is that any of us has 
the power to transform the organizations and systems of which we are 
a part. Meet Roman Walley. 

Roman Walley is a middle manager in a global oil company. He in-
dicates that he has always had an inclination not to make waves. 
Roman then tells of experiencing some formidable trigger events in 
his life. They included the death of two loved ones. Afterward, he in-
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dicates, “I felt as if I was moving through life as a spectator. I was 
watching a play that I didn’t like, but I had no power to change the 
script.” 

At this point, Roman was becoming attentive to signals that some-
thing needed to change, but he did not yet know what that something 
might be. Then he attended a workshop in which he was challenged 
to examine the principles of deep change and how he was living his 
life. He found himself wanting. He concluded that his life was too ex-
ternally driven and that he had to change. In particular, he had always 
been reticent to ask hard questions of those in authority. Now he felt 
that for the good of the company, he had to begin doing exactly that. 
He says he determined to put “my integrity and self-respect first.” For 
the first time, he began to confront senior people on important cor-
porate issues. 

Instead of getting fired, as we might expect, Roman began to flourish. 
He says that senior managers began to see him in a new way. They began 
to invite him to consult on more complex, strategic issues. Roman goes 
on to describe a group of middle managers who were simply going 
through the motions on a key assignment. Roman boldly challenged 
the group, telling them they were acting like victims and that they had 
the choice to pursue a more creative path. Again there was a surprise: 
instead of rebelling, the people changed. Roman, a man who had been 
afraid to make waves, seemed to gain power. This once passive middle-
level professional ended up leading deep change up, down, and across 
the system. He challenged people, and they responded. 

Roman was not a senior executive in charge of a transformational 
process. He was a middle-level professional whose influence stemmed 
from his own process of self-change. 

Our usual ways of thinking and talking about leadership do not ac-
count for stories like those of Jeremy Fish, General Shinseki, Mike 
Alvis, and Roman Walley. Nor do they account for the stories of the 
other people we will meet in this book—people who leave behind nor-
mal ways of being and enter the fundamental state of leadership. 

No one remains in the fundamental state of leadership contin-
uously, but it is possible to learn how to enter it more and more 
frequently. To do so requires a commitment to deep change and a will-
ingness to embrace uncertainty—to build the bridge as we walk on it. 
Understanding that leadership is a temporary, dynamic state brings 
us to a radical redefinition of how we think about, enact, and develop 
leadership. 
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We come to discover that most of the time, most of us—including 
CEOs, presidents, and prime ministers—are not in the fundamental 
state of leadership. By the same token, we discover that any of us can 
be a leader who attracts others to join us in the process of deep 
change. We find that there are practices or disciplines that can help us 
enter the fundamental state of leadership more frequently. Finally, we 
discover that we must rethink how we develop leadership in ourselves 
and in others. 

The rest of this book develops these themes. In the next chapter, 
we continue our journey by exploring more deeply what it means to 
say that leadership is a state. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Strive to be as honest as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. What did the director of nursing mean when she indicated 
that to understand the managers who tend to build pro-
ductive communities, we must focus not on their behav-
iors and techniques but on who they are? What are the 
implications of this statement? 

2. What are the positive and negative functions of the ego 
and the organizational culture? How do we normally deal 
with the negative functions? 

3. Why is it natural for people and organizations to deny the 
signals for deep change? Think of an example, and indicate 
what you learned from it. 

4. Why are individuals and organizations eventually driven to 
deep change? Think of an example, and indicate what you 
learned from it. 

5. Do you agree that fear and hypocrisy are normal in orga-
nizations? Why might this be true? If it is true, what are the 
implications for change leaders? 
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6. In what form of hypocrisy was Jeremy Fish involved? What 
was the impact of that hypocrisy on the people he was 
leading? 

7. After choosing to “close off his exits,” Jeremy reports 
some surprising consequences. How do you explain these 
consequences? Have you ever made a decision that altered 
how you saw the people and things around you? What 
happened? 

8. What meaning do the following phrases have for you:

“building the bridge as we walk on it,”“walking naked

into the land of uncertainty,” and “learning how to walk

through hell effectively”?


9. Why was it possible for Roman to successfully challenge

his superiors? Why does this so seldom happen? Why do

you think the middle managers responded to him?


Self-Improvement 

1. Drawing on the stories you have read about people who

either resist or embrace uncertainty and deep change,

write a paragraph describing yourself as you are today.


2. Write a paragraph describing ways in which you would like 
to change in order to be someone who can lead transfor-
mation. 

Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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C H A P T E R  T W O  

The Fundamental

State of Leadership


“I have a critical mass of individuals from both the 

staff and board who are willing to look at our 

challenges in a new way and work on solutions 

together. At our meetings new energy is present. 

What previously seemed unimaginable now seems to 

happen with ease. I sometimes wonder why it seems 

so easy, why we now have such a positive culture.” 

—ROBERT YAMAMOTO 

Q In Chapter One, you met several people who live through 
the process of transformation. Here we will meet another. 

For four years Robert Yamamoto had served as the executive di-
rector of the Los Angeles Junior Chamber of Commerce. He had al-
ways felt good about his accomplishments in the job. Then a new 
board president met with him and told him that he lacked the lead-
ership capacity necessary to move the organization forward. It would 
be necessary for Robert to be replaced. 

As you might imagine, the meeting with the board president was a 
shock for Robert. Before reading on, stop and think for a moment 
about how you would have reacted to this jolting news. What would 
you have felt? What would you have done? 

14 
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ROBERT’S STORY 
The shock Robert experienced was the beginning of a personal 
odyssey of discovery and deep change. It began with a great deal of 
soul searching. As Robert moved into the valley of personal explo-
ration, he experienced significant pain. Listen as he tells the story: 

During the next few months, I encountered a period of deep intro-
spection. I began to distrust my environment and staff and to ques-
tion my own management skills and leadership ability. During this 
dark time, I was also told that the members of my own executive com-
mittee shared this perspective. I felt that the board had lost confidence 
in my ability, so I resigned my position. As I did, I became very afraid 
for myself and my family. I began to fantasize about ways to somehow 
keep my job (do it better, faster). I also started to search for a new job. 
I engaged recruiters, and I turned to my network of friends. It was all 
very difficult. 

In the meantime, I went to what I thought was my last board meet-
ing. The subject of my resignation came up to the surprise of most 
board members, and interestingly enough, some of the executive com-
mittee members. A board member then confronted the president, 
shared letters of support from stakeholders and my staff, and my role 
in the organization was reconsidered. 

What a happy turn of events! At this point, it would have been nat-
ural for Robert to feel vindicated and to lay the blame for an un-
pleasant experience on others. His introspection might have ended. 
Instead, his journey was only beginning. He was about to make a deep 
commitment and take on an entirely new perspective: 

After that board meeting, I did a lot of soul searching. I paid more at-
tention to what I was doing. I began to notice my tendency to gravi-
tate toward routine tasks. I began to see it as a trap. I knew I needed 
to change. 

I was a member of the board of another organization, and a short 
time later I was at a strategic planning retreat. At the retreat, some-
thing happened to me. I stopped thinking like a manager. I began 
to think more strategically. I began to commit to achieve larger out-
comes. I suddenly decided to really lead my organization. It is as if a 
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new person emerged. The decision was not about me. I needed to do it 
for the good of the organization. 

Shortly after, I had lunch with the board president. I described new 
plans. I said, “This is what I must do; this is what the organization 
must do. If the board doesn’t like it, I will leave the organization with 
no regrets.” In the language of Deep Change, I was suddenly “walking 
naked through the land of uncertainty.” 

To my surprise, she was completely supportive. It was as if a large 
weight was lifted. I began to see things from multiple perspectives and 
not just from my own lens. Learning (not in the traditional sense, but 
from a holistic sense) became exponential. I saw things with greater 
clarity and understanding. While before I needed to have a clear un-
derstanding of the goal and steps to get there, now I trusted my abil-
ity to arrive at the destination and learn from the unscripted journey. 

Most people, including those in the highest administrative posi-
tions, tend to think like managers. There is a universal tendency to call 
high-level administrators “leaders” simply because they are in posi-
tions of authority. Most administrators, however, are like Robert was. 
They live in the normal state. As long as they are in this state, they are 
managers. They think and act like managers. The management role 
tends to be a role of reactive problem solving, of preserving the hier-
archical status quo and minimizing personal risk. Managers tend to 
avoid leading others into new, unexplored territory. To do so is to be-
come a leader. 

Robert made a fundamental decision, and he was no longer fol-
lowing the management mentality. He was beginning to build the 
bridge as he walked on it. The results were profound: 

I believe there are many degrees of transformational change. Certainly, 
there are moments in one’s life that force decision making, but with 
newfound courage and trust because these experiences have a way of 
building on each other, I find myself in a state of constant change. I 
have begun a journey that has no end. 

In my new condition, I was able to see what had been happening 
previously. Many people surrounding me were on self-interested jour-
neys. The organization had no unifying goal. The operating strategy 
was to simply respond to the personal agendas of strong personalities. 
Roles had been defined through practice and tradition. People often 
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blamed others because they themselves felt insecure and lacked lead-
ership. When I changed, all these things also began to change. 

Currently I see myself as a change agent. The board has accepted 
my leadership. I have a critical mass of individuals from both the staff 
and board who are willing to look at our challenges in a new way and 
work on solutions together. At our meetings, new energy is present. 
What previously seemed unimaginable now seems to happen with 
ease. I sometimes wonder why it seems so easy, why we now have such 
a positive culture. Yet I know it all happened because I confronted my 
own insecurity, selfishness, and lack of courage. 

Real leadership is about moving forward in faith, and it requires 
both head and heart. The word courage comes from the French word 
corage, which means head and heart. Without courage, we tend to live 
in our heads and leave behind our hearts. We do not need to be he-
roes, like the firefighters running into the World Trade Center, to ex-
ercise courage. We can do it every day in quiet ways. Each of us has 
unique gifts; we are as different as snowflakes, but to realize and use 
these gifts, we have to use our courage and move forward with a com-
mitment to true service. 

“Certainly, there are moments in one’s life that force 

decision making, but with newfound courage and 

trust because these experiences have a way of building 

on each other, I find myself in a state of constant 

change. I have begun a journey that has no end.” 

Here Robert answers the question he asked in the quotation that 
begins this chapter. He knows why his people now engage in positive 
organizing, why he has a productive community, a positive culture. 
Since most of us want to live in such organizations, most of us should 
be deeply interested in his answer. Yet his answer is actually one that 
few of us are comfortable hearing: “Yet I know it all happened because 
I confronted my own insecurity, selfishness, and lack of courage.” 

This answer is profoundly important. Robert did not come up with 
the painless quick fix that everyone searches for and that management 
books regularly promise. He came up with a painful quick fix. Robert 
chose to change himself. He chose to enter the fundamental state of 
leadership. 
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The fundamental state of leadership is the central topic of this 
book. We can understand it best by contrasting it with our usual way 
of being, or the normal state. The normal state is what we see others 
occupying most of the time. It is also the state in which we find our-
selves most of the time. 

THE NORMAL STATE 
According to the second law of thermodynamics, all systems tend to-
ward entropy. Entropy is a measure of disorder or a measure of the 
energy in a system that is not available for productive work. In essence, 
all closed systems tend to break down. The principle applies not only 
to physical systems but also to individuals and organizations. 

People and organizations tend to progress and then plateau. At first, 
the plateau provides time for consolidation and recovery. Later, it be-
comes a zone of comfort. In our comfort zone, we know how to be in 
control. We know how to manage. We know how to do the things we 
need to do. They become routine. And as long as nothing changes, we 
can be successful. 

The problem is that the universe is an ever-changing system. From 
the external world, we receive signals suggesting the need for change— 
the need to grow beyond our routines and move to a higher level of 
personal complexity. We all tend to deny these signals. Usually it is not 
until we are jolted that we are willing to make a significant alteration 
in who we are and how we do things. 

Until he was jolted by a surprising external message, Robert saw 
himself as a successful executive. Much later, he would come to real-
ize that he had been living in a zone of comfort. His tendency was to 
gravitate toward the routine tasks, the tasks he knew how to do. He 
was not aware of all the critical things that were going on around him. 
He was certainly not leading his organization. 

Notice the description of the organization that he could provide 
only later. The people around him were on self-interested journeys, 
the organization had no unifying goal, and the operating strategy was 
to respond to the personal agendas of strong personalities. Roles were 
defined by tradition, blame was rampant, and people were insecure 
and projecting their insecurities on others. 

This description is not unique. It reflects the normal organizational 
condition. In a close examination of a Fortune 500 company or the 
local school district, this is what we tend to find. Self-interested ex-
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change and the lack of excellence are so common that we expect and 
accept them. We cannot see that everyone is colluding in avoiding the 
pursuit of excellence. In fact, we usually prefer not to see this fact be-
cause to do so would bring increased personal accountability. 

Robert’s description of himself is also not unique. He was in the 
normal state. He did not yet perceive a need to make deep personal 
change. 

The failure to change is a process of closing down, of ceasing to re-
spond to the changing signals from the world around us. As we be-
come increasingly closed, we lose energy and hope. We experience 
negative emotions such as fear, insecurity, doubt, and denial that lead 
us to shut out the signals being sent by evolving external realties. We 
thus become increasingly disconnected and lose still more energy. 
We become trapped in a vicious cycle. In the meantime, we deny that 
we are losing vitality. We work to stay in our zone of comfort. But in 
our comfort zone, we can only imitate that which has been done in 
the past. We cannot integrate the unique self with the emerging real-
ties of the present. 

In organizations, the same dynamics come into play. We all spend 
most of our time unconsciously colluding in our own diminishment 
and the diminishment of the organization. We collectively lose hope, 
turn to self-interest, and experience increasing conflict. The organi-
zation becomes more disconnected and loses more energy. At both in-
dividual and organizational levels, we tend to choose slow death over 
deep change. 

This slow death is the consequence of remaining in the normal 
state. To be in the normal state is to be externally driven, internally 
closed, self-focused, and comfort centered (see Figure 2.1). 

It is normal to be comfort centered. Each of us yearns to live in a 
predictable culture. As we do so, we develop an ego that helps us sur-
vive in that culture. When our culture is stable, we tend to live in a rea-
sonable zone of comfort. We know what we need to know. If there are 
signals for a need for change, we may have to face uncertainty and 
learn new things. This is perceived as a threat to our ego and tends to 
give rise to negative emotions. The need for change is a problem to be 
solved. We react. We seek to maintain the current equilibrium. It is a 
normal thing to do. 

It is also normal to be externally directed. Implicitly we know that 
we must survive in a system of social exchange. We belong to a group. 
In that group, we must acquire social and physical resources. It is 
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Self-Focused: I tend to be 
ego driven, putting my 
interests ahead of the 
collective interests in a 
given relationship or set 
of relationships. 

Internally Closed: I tend 
to stay in my comfort zone, 
denying external signals 
for change. 

Externally Directed: I tend 
to define myself by how I 
think I am seen and how 
well I am able to obtain 
external resources. 

Comfort-Centered: I tend to 
engage in problem-solving 
activities, thus living in a 
reactive state. 

Figure 2.1. The Normal State 

therefore important to know how we are being perceived. Since we 
cannot know for sure, we have to make judgments about what we 
think people are thinking about us. This process helps to determine 
our self-image. Normally we are very influenced by what we think cer-
tain others are thinking about us. We go to great lengths to respond 
to what we think they are thinking. As we do, we become more exter-
nally driven. It is a normal thing to do. 

It is also normal to be focused on our own needs. There is a natural 
tendency to be self-centered and self-conscious. As this happens, it is 
difficult to be fully present with other people. As we drift away from 
authentic contact with the moment, we become less directly connected 
to what is happening. We also become less directly connected to the 
people in our network. Although we want the external approval of 
the people in the network, we do not obtain it. We feel increasingly 
lonely and, given the need for affiliation, tend to become even more 
self-focused and more externally driven. It is a normal thing to do. 

It is also normal to be internally closed. As we seek to preserve our 
ego and our culture, as we strive to impress others, as we become in-
creasingly self-conscious, we also tend to feel increasingly less secure. 
We thus call on our defense mechanisms to shut out any signals call-
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ing for change. This further increases our sense of insecurity. When 
we most need to be externally open is the moment when we most tend 
to be internally closed. It is the normal thing to do. 

The alternative to remaining in the normal state is deep change. 
The deep change process, however, is always terrifying because it 
means letting go of control. We avoid this and continue in our efforts 
to preserve our current organizational equilibrium and our current 
ego. We espouse a desire to create new results while in fact our pri-
mary desire is to stay in our zone of comfort. In Chapter One, we ob-
served three people in the normal state. As an executive who had been 
assigned the responsibility to lead change, Jeremy claimed that he 
wanted to achieve a transformational set of outcomes, yet his first con-
cern was self-preservation. Mike, who was working to assist in the 
transformation of the army, was giving only his body and mind to the 
task. Roman, who lived in fear of making waves, was being shaped by 
those fears. He was externally rather than internally directed. 

At the outset of his story, Robert also was externally driven, respond-
ing to the agendas of strong personalities. He was more self-focused 
than he cared to admit, not truly committed to the good of the orga-
nization. He was comfort centered, unclear about what the organiza-
tion really was and where it really needed to go. He also tended, like 
all of us, to be internally closed to any of the first three claims. In 
short, he was living, as we all live most of the time, in the normal state. 

THE FUNDAMENTAL

STATE OF LEADERSHIP


To remain in the normal state, refusing to change while the universe 
changes around us, is ultimately to choose slow death. To enter the fun-
damental state of leadership is to reverse the process by making deep 
change. The fundamental state of leadership is a temporary psycho-
logical condition. When we are in this state, we become more purpose-
centered, internally driven, other-focused, and externally open (see 
Figure 2.2). 

In the fundamental state of leadership, we become less comfort 
centered and more purpose-centered. We stop asking, What do I want? 
Since what we want is to be comfortable, this question keeps us in the 
reactive state. Instead we ask, What result do I want to create? (Fritz, 1989). 
An honest answer to this question tends to create an image or vision 
that may attract us outside our comfort zone and into the uncertain 
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Other-Focused: I am transcending Externally Open: I am moving 
my ego, putting the common outside my comfort zone, 
good and welfare of others first, experimenting, seeking real 
increasing in authenticity and feedback, adapting, and reaching 
transparency, nurturing trust, exponentially higher levels 
and enriching the levels of of discovery, awareness, 
connectivity in my networks. competence, and vision. 

Internally Directed: I am Purpose-Centered: I am 
continually examining my clarifying what result I want 
hypocrisy and closing the gaps to create. I am committed and 
between my values and behavior. engaged, full of energy and 
I am reaching higher levels of holding an unwavering standard 
personal security and confidence. as I pursue a meaningful task. 

Figure 2.2. The Fundamental State of Leadership 

journey that is the creative state. As we begin to pursue purpose in the 
face of uncertainty, we gain hope and energy. As we move toward pur-
pose, we experience meaning and become filled with more positive 
emotions. Yet becoming truly purpose-centered is an extraordinary 
thing to do. 

In the fundamental state of leadership, we also become less exter-
nally directed and more internally directed. As we move toward pur-
pose, we feel better about ourselves. We begin to transcend our own 
hypocrisy, closing the gap between who we think we are and who we 
think we should be. In this process of victory over self, we feel more 
integrity, and we feel more whole. Our values and behavior are becom-
ing more congruent. Our internal and external realities are becoming 
more aligned. Yet becoming more internally directed is an extraordi-
nary thing to do. 

In the fundamental state of leadership, we also become less self-
focused and more other-focused. As our sense of achievement and in-
tegrity increases, we feel more secure, less selfish, more willing to put 
the common good ahead of the preservation of self. As we feel better 
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about ourselves, we are more capable of being genuinely concerned 
for others. We often become more transparent and authentic. Our re-
lationships increase in meaning, trust, and caring. Yet becoming other-
focused is an extraordinary thing to do. 

In the fundamental state of leadership, we become less internally 
closed and more externally open. When we meet our needs for in-
creased achievement, integrity, and affiliation, we increase in our con-
fidence that we can learn our way forward in an uncertain and 
changing world. When we have such adaptive confidence, we become 
genuinely open to all forms of feedback. We are better able to embrace 
the truth of the dynamic world. When we do this, we learn and adapt. 
We then further grow in awareness, competence, and vision. Yet be-
coming externally open is an extraordinary thing to do. 

When we are in the fundamental state of leadership, we are very 
different than when we are in the normal state. We begin to attract 
new flows of energy. We overcome entropy and slow death. We be-
come more fully alive. Furthermore, we begin to attract others to the 
fundamental state of leadership. Like Robert, we become extraordi-
nary, and our organization changes. It becomes a system of positive 
organizing, a more productive community with increased energy, 
commitment, and capability. 

Jeremy, Mike, and Roman all entered the fundamental state of lead-
ership. Jeremy, for example, stopped worrying about his need for an 
exit strategy. He decided to face his fears and move forward. He says 
that decision was the most empowering one of his life. He was com-
mitted to a result, internally directed, other-focused, and externally 
open. Mike became increasingly drawn by the moral power of Gen-
eral Shinseki and found himself embracing the transformation at a 
deeper level. As he became more purpose-centered, he began to see 
people differently. He began to accept them “where they were.” He un-
derstood how much support it would take to attract them to an ex-
ternally open state so they too could facilitate the transformation of 
the army. 

Many of the personal stories in this book illustrate this basic point: 
what we see around us depends on our own state of being. When we 
make deep change and enter the fundamental state of leadership, we 
see a different world. We also behave differently. The world then re-
acts differently. 

Robert describes the process in some depth. The jolt of being told 
that he was “not good enough” leads him to examine his own behavior 
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more closely. For the first time, he recognizes his tendency to gravi-
tate toward the routine. In the midst of this self-reflection, he has an 
experience that allows him to see an organization from a more strate-
gic view, and he suddenly stops thinking like a manager. He commits 
himself to making a difference, to leading his organization. As soon 
as he does, “a new person” seems to emerge. Significantly, he notes that 
his motive has changed. He is suddenly working for the “good of the 
organization.” He is no longer reactive. 

If, prior to this moment, we had given Robert feedback that he was 
not working for the good of the organization, he would have been 
deeply offended and would have provided many claims to the contrary. 
I know this because I have watched it in case after case. We are all like 
Robert in that we let the good of the system slip away, and we are in-
credibly good at self-deception. In short, we are hypocrites. The nor-
mal state is a state of hypocrisy. In it, we deny the emergence of the slow 
death phenomenon while we ourselves move toward slow death. 

Here is a surprising point: recognizing our hypocrisy is a source of 
power. When we become willing to monitor our hypocrisy, we dis-
cover that intense personal shame drives us to close our integrity gaps. 
Accepting the truth about our hypocrisy helps us to transform our-
selves and others. 

Others are transformed because our courage and integrity replace 
our cowardice and hypocrisy. Our new self becomes a catalyst of col-
lective change. Consider what happens when Robert tells the board 
president that he is going to execute his new plans or leave with “no 
regrets.” Interestingly, the woman who wanted to fire him now ex-
presses support. We will see similar effects throughout the stories of 
personal transformation in this book. When we make deep change, 
the people around us respond to us differently. When we change our-
selves, we change how people see us and how they respond to us. 
When we change ourselves, we change the world. This is the legacy of 
people who operate in the fundamental state of leadership. 

When we change ourselves, we change how people 

see us and how they respond to us. When we change 

ourselves, we change the world. This is the legacy of 

people who operate in the fundamental state of 

leadership. 
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With his new commitment and vision, Robert is no longer in a re-
active and self-deceptive state. He is more internally directed, living in 
greater alignment with his higher values. He is more purpose-centered, 
no longer responding to the agendas of strong personalities but tak-
ing his organization where it needs to go so it can create the outcomes 
it needed to create. In the process, he is more other-focused. He is no 
longer working to stay in his comfort zone and preserve his ego; instead, 
he is working for the “good of the organization.” Finally, he is more ex-
ternally open. He is now on an unscripted journey, and he is learn-
ing and developing at an exponential rate. As you will see, all these con-
sequences are typical of people who enter the fundamental state of 
leadership. 

BECOMING ALIGNED WITH 
THE DYNAMIC UNIVERSE 

When we clarify what result we want to create and commit to move 
forward without knowledge or control, as did Robert and the others, 
we enter a state of elevated attention and exponential learning. One 
reason this happens is that we now stop espousing the need for accu-
rate feedback while really wanting to avoid it, and we begin to insist 
on it. In the fundamental state of leadership, we care more deeply 
about what we are trying to accomplish than we do about the preser-
vation of our ego. We are desperate for any information that will allow 
us to move forward more effectively. We seek feedback on our suc-
cesses and our failures. As result, like Jeremy Fish, we come to dra-
matic new insights about ourselves and about the organization. When 
we release our fears and embrace the common good, “titles and roles 
begin to melt away.” Like Jeremy, we come to “see a new organization 
without having changed anyone but myself.” 

Robert describes entering a period of exponential learning. Before 
his personal change, he could not see the problematic organizational or 
personal dynamics as clearly as he could see them later. After his change, 
many hidden things became clear about his organization and about 
himself. He began to see things with greater clarity and understand-
ing. He had increased integrity and increased complexity. He was 
therefore more like the dynamic and complex universe in which he 
lives. Robert states, “While before I would need to have a clear under-
standing of the goal and steps to get there, I trusted my ability to ar-
rive at the destination and learn from the unscripted journey.” 
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When we embark on the unscripted journey, we become, in 
Gandhi’s phrase, the change we want to see in the world. We are a cre-
ative and adaptive system that is in dynamic connection with a con-
stantly changing universe. We attract energy and expand in awareness, 
learning at an exponential rate. At such times, we know what result 
we want to create, and we are moving toward it, even if we do not 
know how to get there. In this state of increased integrity, courage, and 
energy, we are leading in the most powerful way possible. We have a 
purpose or message, and we are living symbols of the purpose. More-
over, we attract others to enter the fundamental state of leadership, to 
join us in building the bridge as we walk on it. A new social movement 
emerges. In the chapters to come, we will see numerous examples of 
these dynamics at work. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Strive to be as honest as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Robert had been the head of his organization for four 
years and had done a very credible job. Why does he say 
that he finally decided to “really lead” his organization? 
What does this mean? Do you know authority figures in 
organizations who do not really lead? Who are they? How 
do you feel about them? What are the implications for 
your current efforts as a leader? 

2. Robert also indicates that the decision caused him to en-
gage in “exponential learning.” Why do you suppose this is 
so? When does a person experience exponential learning? 

3.	 “Self-interested exchange and the lack of excellence are so 
common that we cannot see them. In fact we usually prefer 
not to because to do so brings accountability.” What does 
this statement mean to you? 

4. Think of an example from your own experience that illus-
trates this statement: “We all spend most of our time un-
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consciously colluding in our own diminishment and the 
diminishment of the organization.” 

5. What is your response to the idea that “the normal state is 
a state of hypocrisy”? Can you identify a specific way in 
which you live in the state of hypocrisy, espousing a need 
for change while trying to remain in your comfort zone? 

6. Have you experienced the power of recognizing your own 
hypocrisy and closing one of your integrity gaps? What 
happened? 

7. Consider each of the four characteristics of the fundamen-
tal state of leadership. How would your life be different 
today if you increased in each of these characteristics? 

Self-Improvement 

1. Drawing on the descriptions of the normal state and the 
fundamental state of leadership, write a paragraph describ-
ing yourself as you are today. 

2. Write a paragraph describing ways in which you would like 
to change. 

Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 



Quinn.c03  2/23/04  12:42 PM  Page 28

C H A P T E R  T H R E E  

Entering the Fundamental 
State of Leadership 

“In a moment of profound awareness, I had taken 

personal responsibility for my own sense of well-

being, and I had changed in that instant on a deep, 

fundamental level. The shift in me completely 

changed the way I regarded myself and profoundly 

changed the way he [my husband] interacted with 

me forever.” 

—GAIL PARKER 

Q We have read of Jeremy Fish, Mike Alvis, Roman 
Walley, and Robert Yamamoto. Although they did not have the lan-
guage to express themselves in the specific terms of this book, each 
one chose to move from the normal state to the fundamental state of 
leadership. Each one reports that this deep change altered how he saw 
the world and how he then behaved. And we have glimpsed how their 
personal transformation began to transform others. 

Another common theme in these stories is a moment of coura-
geous commitment to a new way of being. This act of commitment is 
key to entering the fundamental state of leadership. Listen as Gail 
Parker describes an extraordinary moment of transformation. 

28 



Quinn.c03  2/23/04  12:42 PM  Page 29

29 Entering the Fundamental State of Leadership 

GAIL’S STORY 
Gail is a practicing psychologist who sometimes works with me on 
one of my courses in executive education. In that course, we have reg-
ular breakouts run by professional facilitators. Gail is one of those 
facilitators. 

The course is designed to be an experience in authentic commu-
nication. The first two hours are spent preparing people to tell three 
stories that communicate the essence of who they are. Participants in 
the first session of a course see this as a most challenging assignment. 
When the participants go to the first breakout session, the facilitators 
are asked to begin the process by modeling the necessary authentic-
ity, telling three stories that are particularly honest. Gail tells what hap-
pened to her: 

On the first day of class, we were asked to break up into small groups 
and tell our own stories of an important event in our lives that had 
shaped us in some particular way. My job as group facilitator was to 
share my story first to demonstrate the process. I had purposefully not 
planned a story in advance and shared one (which I do not remember 
now) that was personal in nature, but I was aware as I told the story 
that it was a safe one for me to tell. 

We were instructed to do three rounds of storytelling and to just 
observe what occurred in each round. Not surprisingly, with each 
round of storytelling, we became more intimate in our revelations. 
With that intimacy came feelings of vulnerability. Our defenses were 
coming down. 

When the class reconvened for the afternoon session, to illustrate a 
point, Quinn shared a story about a professionally successful woman 
who, in spite of having been in an abusive marriage, left the relation-
ship and learned from that situation to be very discerning in her choice 
of whom to date, eventually remarrying and enjoying a successful re-
lationship. From this story, the class discussion shifted to how personal 
transformation might affect an abusive partner. The question was 
asked, “If you transform yourself, can you change an abusive relation-
ship either personally or organizationally into a loving and respectful 
one?” In keeping with my commitment to be open and authentic, 
without planning to, I spontaneously intervened, telling the following 
story. 
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My first husband was a verbally, emotionally, and physically abu-
sive man, and I was the object of his abuse. I experienced his abuse as 
coming out of nowhere. I had grown to fear him and was as careful as 
I knew how to be not to trigger his rages—walking on eggshells all of 
the time. We were a young married couple and shared a car. Both of 
us worked. It was my habit to pick him up from work in the evening. 
On one occasion, I made a decision to remain at work to complete an 
interview I was conducting. I had no way of reaching him to let him 
know I would be about fifteen minutes late. When I arrived to pick 
him up, he was not there. My heart sank, knowing that instead of wait-
ing for me, he had taken the bus home in a driving rainstorm. 

I knew he would be furious. When I arrived home, he was waiting 
for me inside the foyer of our apartment with a leather belt in his 
hand. When I walked through the door, he began screaming obsceni-
ties at me and beating me with the belt. As usual, I was totally unpre-
pared for the assault and unable or unwilling to defend myself. As 
usual, I felt victimized. 

Aside from the extremity of the attack, there was something differ-
ent this time. I am not really certain how long the attack continued, 
but at some point during it, something inside me literally clicked. Time 
slowed down, almost coming to a stop, and I remember hearing a voice 
inside me say as clearly as if there had been someone in the room talk-
ing to me, “You know he’s crazy, but you must be crazy too for putting 
up with this.” In that moment of realization, I was transformed from 
the victim of an abusive husband to a woman who had choices, and I 
knew, even though I was not yet ready emotionally or financially, that 
I would leave the relationship. 

I never said a word to him or lifted a finger to defend myself, but 
the most amazing thing happened. Immediately following, or maybe 
simultaneously to my thought and my decision to leave, he stopped 
hitting me and screaming at me, dropped the belt, and walked away. 
We never spoke of the incident, and he never raised his voice to me or 
lifted a finger to harm me in any way after that. It was as if he some-
how sensed that he would never be able to treat me that way again. 

In a moment of profound awareness, I had taken personal respon-
sibility for my own sense of well-being, and I had changed in that in-
stant on a deep, fundamental level. The shift in me completely changed 
the way I regarded myself and profoundly changed the way he inter-
acted with me forever. Within months I had enrolled in graduate 



Quinn.c03  2/23/04  12:42 PM  Page 31

31 Entering the Fundamental State of Leadership 

school, moved out of our apartment, and filed for divorce. I had 
changed the world by changing myself. 

THE IMPACT OF ENTERING 
THE FUNDAMENTAL STATE 
OF LEADERSHIP 

Gail’s story of her moment of decision was breathtaking. At first 
glance, the story may seem to have little to do with leadership or or-
ganizations. Yet in working with executives from the lowest to the 
highest levels, I find that they often resist facing the deep change that 
clearly needs to be made. In resisting, they take on a victim mentality. 
They have ready and well-polished explanations as to why their situa-
tion is overwhelming and why they cannot make the necessary change. 
They communicate that they feel trapped. There is nothing they can 
do. Whether they do all this in a posture of helplessness or in a very 
macho posture, they remain in the role of victim. They are in a trap. 
They can only lose. 

At the time of the incident she describes, Gail also appeared to be 
trapped. She was in an extreme situation over which she seemed to 
have no control, no power. She could only submit herself. Then there 
was a profound moment, and Gail made a decision. Although she was 
not an executive, although she had no position or followers, she en-
tered the fundamental state of leadership. She chose a result to pur-
sue, and she became more internally directed. She took responsibility 
for herself. In that moment, she changed at a fundamental level. The 
decision altered how she regarded herself. 

Her commitment to change also changed how others related to her. 
Note the amazing impact. At the moment she decided to change, the 
man stopped screaming, dropped the belt, and walked away. Gail 
never said a word. Yet he stopped—and he never again abused her in 
any fashion. How do we explain this extraordinary effect? 

I like to think that inside each of us are two unconscious systems: 
one broadcasts implicit messages and one receives implicit messages. 
At all times, we communicate who we are. When we enter the funda-
mental state of leadership, the message is changed. Without words, we 
communicate that we have become more purpose-centered, internally 
directed, externally open, and other-focused. Like Mike Alvis re-
sponding to Eric Shinseki, others respond to the change in us. 
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Here I think of Thoreau’s words in Civil Disobedience: “Action from 
principle, the perception and the performance of right, changes things 
and relations; it is essentially revolutionary, and does not consist 
wholly with any thing that was. It not only divides states and churches, 
it divides families; aye, it divides the individual, separating the dia-
bolical in him from the divine” (1993, p. 7). 

I love the words “does not consist wholly with any thing that was.” 
Why is it that “action from principle, the perception and performance 
of right,” represents radical change? Choosing to live from principle— 
to create the future—separates, divides, and changes relationships. 
When we claim our integrity, when we exercise the courage to enter 
the fundamental state of leadership, we leave all existing patterns of 
social exchange. We leave the middle of the curve. We become truly 
unique. We become creative actors who bring about something radi-
cally new. 

Choosing to live from principle—to create the 

future—separates, divides, and changes relationships. 

When we claim our integrity, when we exercise the 

courage to enter the fundamental state of leadership, 

we leave all existing patterns of social exchange. We 

leave the middle of the curve. We become truly 

unique. 

Gail moved to this fundamental place. At the moment she made 
the decision to leave, she destroyed the dysfunctional bond with her 
husband. She refused any longer to accept the old culture or the old 
ego. Both were killing her. Instead, she chose to reinvent the normal 
self, the self that she believed was of no value and was worthy of abuse. 
She was choosing to claim her unique self, the self of highest poten-
tial. She was choosing to engage in the “performance of right.” This is 
always a revolutionary act. Why? “It does not consist wholly with any 
thing that was.” Such a decision is a decision to split with the past, to 
give up the reactive stance and move into the creative stance. When 
we, in the words of Gandhi, become the change we want to see in the 
world. In choosing to move toward a new and a better self, we become 
more virtuous. We see more virtue. We attract people toward greater 
virtue. We become a catalyst of change. When we choose to be who 
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we really are, we move to the edge of the future, which is the most 
powerful and creative form of the present. 

Thoreau believed that action from principle gives rise to new or-
ganization. Why? In choosing to enact our best self, we change for the 
better, and people must react to us. In creating a better and more com-
plex self, we destroy some of the existing social arrangements. Csik-
szentmihalyi (1997) links this kind of action to the definition of virtue. 
He recognizes that all systems are pulled toward entropy or lower lev-
els of organization. Good, he argues, is a form of action that works 
against entropy. It is a kind of action that preserves order but prevents 
rigidity. It is creative, future-oriented action that takes into account 
the needs of the most evolved systems, or those larger systems of 
which we are a part. It takes into account the common good and the 
well-being of others. It is action from principle, and it leads to the evo-
lution of human consciousness. Such action tends to give rise to new 
levels of organization. To engage in such action is very difficult work, 
and the ability to do so, he argues, is the essence of virtue. With this 
thought in mind, note what happened next to Gail. 

THE REST OF THE STORY 
Recently Gail stopped me in a cafeteria to tell me the rest of the story. 
It turns out that her moment of sharing the incident with her hus-
band sparked another transformation. She begins by referring to the 
original decision to leave the abusive marriage: 

This incident happened thirty years ago, and prior to my participation 
as a cofacilitator in the course “Change the World,” I had never shared 
that story with anyone—not my parents, my current husband, or any 
of my closest friends. I had buried the memory of that incident, and 
along with it the feelings of humiliation and shame I felt. 

As I finished sharing the story, before I could feel regret or embar-
rassment about what I had shared with students and my colleagues in 
a very public forum, Quinn said the most amazing thing. He said, 
“That is an incredibly powerful story. Thank you for sharing it.” 

An incredibly powerful story? Not the story of a pathetic victim of 
abuse who had put up with it for two years? Not a shameful story that 
should have remained a lifelong secret? I had “walked naked into the 
land of uncertainty,” sharing a story that I had always regarded as a 
sign of weakness in me. In the telling, I watched the story transform 
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into a story of courage and strength. In telling the story, which was it-
self an act of courage, my perspective shifted, and I saw for the first 
time my courage and strength in that situation. 

It has been almost one year since I participated in that class, and I 
would say the fundamental change in me is my willingness to lovingly 
and wholeheartedly embrace those parts of me that I have regarded as 
flawed, which somehow miraculously and paradoxically, through shar-
ing and being affirmed for sharing, transforms those flaws and weak-
nesses into strengths. 

This shift in perspective has changed how I see and relate to the 
world. Clearly my clients have benefited from this shift, as I am much 
better able to help them embrace their weaknesses and flaws, which 
paradoxically transforms them into strengths. My family and friends 
also benefit as I am much less guarded and defensive, more willing to 
be open and vulnerable, and have a greater sense of self-esteem, all of 
which allows for greater intimacy and closeness. 

So the upshot of what occurred for me is a pathway opened to 
transforming what I had internalized as a shameful experience to be 
kept secret into a story of courage and strength that I can now use to 
instruct others and to be a more compassionate, open, and loving per-
son. It also released me from a long-held but deeply buried belief that 
I am not “good enough,” which has opened many internal doors 
that were formerly locked away, freeing me to be more fully myself and 
therefore much more effective in all that I do. 

THE BONDING POWER

OF THE UNIQUE SELF


In the second part of Gail’s story, we learn more about how entering 
the fundamental state of leadership alters our view of ourselves and 
our relations with others. Gail felt humiliation and shame about her 
abusive relationship, and for thirty years, she had held the story in-
side. This is normal behavior. A few minutes before she shared her 
story, she had failed in her attempt to expose herself by telling truly 
authentic stories. A few moments later, seeking to help others under-
stand a critical point about self-change, she exercised the courage to 
tell her most terrible story, the one about which she was most 
ashamed. Her telling led to a redefinition of the entire event. For the 
first time, she saw the greatness in her supposedly dark past. 
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There is an important lesson in what happened to Gail when she 
shared her experience with others. The exercise of telling honest sto-
ries about oneself with which I begin my course is based on a simple 
principle: that which you or I think is unique about ourselves we hide. 
In ordinary discourse, in the normal state, we share our common self, 
our superficial self. 

Yet what is unique about us is what has the greatest potential for 
bonding us. When we share our uniqueness, we discover the com-
monality in greatness that defines everyone. That simple exercise usu-
ally transforms the participants and opens the way for personal and 
group transformation. 

Yet what is unique about us is what has the greatest 

potential for bonding us. When we share our unique-

ness, we discover the commonality in greatness that 

defines everyone. 

In exercising the courage to tell her story, Gail discovered that the 
willingness to recognize and share her unique self was a transforma-
tional act that helped her to let go of the secret fear that she was not 
“good enough.” As a result, she could live more fully and was better 
able to help others redefine their negative images of themselves. Since 
she became more internally directed and more other focused, she has 
been able to be more purpose-centered and more externally open. She 
has entered the fundamental state of leadership, and she now radiates 
a new self. Others feel it and are likely to respond. 

Once Gail opened up her locked doors, they became easier to open 
again and again. This is also a common experience. If we spend enough 
time in the fundamental state of leadership, if we are centered on pur-
pose and other-focused, we become much less reticent to tell the sto-
ries that others would be terrified to reveal. And when we tell our 
stories, we attract others to the fundamental state of leadership. As we 
get in touch with and share our best self, as we become more virtu-
ous, we create a more virtuous world. This notion was understood by 
both Thoreau and Csikszentmihalyi. It was also understood by Will-
iam Blake. 
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BECOMING WHAT YOU BEHOLD AND 
BEHOLDING WHAT YOU BECOME 

The great visionary poet and artist William Blake, whose career 
spanned the mid-eighteenth to early nineteenth century, was deeply 
concerned with the idea of transformation. Blake was a revolutionary 
in the sense that he believed society needed not just reform but pro-
found change. What distinguishes Blake from many other social crit-
ics of his time—recall that this was the period of the American and 
French revolutions—is the depth of his psychological insight. He did 
not believe that political action alone would bring about radical 
change. Revolutions have a way of reestablishing the tyranny they were 
intended to overthrow (an interesting double meaning of the word 
revolution, which also means a turning of the wheel). Instead, the rev-
olution had to come first of all in people’s thinking and being. Truly 
meaningful change would happen only when people awoke to the in-
finite potential that was inside them. 

In Blake’s mythical language, the world we usually inhabit—what 
I have described as the world of the normal state—is “fallen.” Blake’s 
fallen world is our normal state. It is the world of self-concern, rou-
tine, conformity, and hypocrisy. We know it is fallen because of the 
gap between this world of limited possibilities and the one we desire. 
Our longing for a more virtuous world is a sign that a better world is 
possible. 

Most of us, however, see the fallen world as a given, as something 
to accept and conform to, much as Gail once tacitly accepted her hus-
band’s abuse. When we are in that state of passive acceptance, when 
we stay in our normal world or zone of comfort, our view of ourselves 
diminishes. According to Blake, that is because our relationship to the 
world around us is reciprocal: the reality we perceive and the view we 
have of ourselves go together and feed back on each other. 

Blake had an interesting phrase to describe this relationship: “They 
became what they beheld” (Blake, 1965, p. 175). When we accept the 
world as it is (that is, when we are in the normal state), we deny our 
innate ability to see something better, and hence our ability to be 
something better. We become what we behold. Whereas other revolu-
tionary thinkers might rail against tyrants or unjust systems of laws, 
Blake penetrated more deeply. The chains that bind us are “mind-
forg’d manacles.” When we accept the social order as “reality,” as some-
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thing that cannot change, then we are complicit in our own enslave-
ment. By the same token, the better world we seek is within us, if only 
we change our vision: 

In your own Bosom you bear your Heaven 
And Earth & all you behold; tho’ it appears Without, 

it is Within [Blake, 1965, p. 223]. 

We see an example of this in Gail’s story. As long as Gail saw her 
first husband as an abuser whom she could not resist, she saw herself 
as a helpless victim. This self-perception was the analogue to what she 
perceived as the real world. But when Gail made the decisive com-
mitment to transform herself from a victim into an active, powerful 
agent, the world changed with her. It turned out that her husband’s 
abuse was not a fact that could never change. The “fact” disappeared 
along with her old view of herself. In a sense, what she beheld came 
to be. If there was no victim, then there was no abuser with the power 
to hurt her. 

When Blake tried to describe this kind of profound shift in our way 
of being, he had to resort to apocalyptic imagery. That is because a 
fundamental shift in ourselves brings about a reciprocal change in the 
world around us. The old “reality” is consumed, and a new one takes 
its place, one of limitless possibilities that reflect our new state. Error, 
Blake said, “is Burnt up the Moment Men cease to behold it” (Blake, 
1965, p. 555). 

These are not just metaphorical truths. When Gail’s husband 
ceased abusing her as a result of her decisive commitment to change 
her state, that was a real change in the world. As you proceed through 
this book, you will see numerous other examples of how the world 
around us alters when we have the courage to enter the fundamental 
state of leadership. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Strive to be as honest as you can. 
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Questions for Reflection 

1. The first half of Gail’s story is the story of an abused 
woman who makes a decision to leave her husband. What 
links does this story have in your mind to the leadership of 
organizations? 

2. How do you explain why Gail’s husband stopped beating 
her and never again approached her in a negative way? 

3. Even small acts can be revolutionary in making a radical

break with the past. Can you think of an example from

your own experience that illustrates how “action from

principle, the perception and performance of right, does

not consist wholly with anything that was”?


4. In the second half of her story, Gail suggests that she had 
been long held prisoner by the belief that she was not 
“good enough.” Have you ever been held prisoner by this 
same belief? Have you let go of that belief? If so, what hap-
pened? If not, does Gail’s story encourage you to try some-
thing different? 

5. What is most uniquely good about you? How often do you 
share that uniqueness with others? What fears keep you 
from doing it more often? How might sharing what is 
uniquely good about you help someone else? 

6. What meaning does the saying, “They became what they 
beheld,” have for you? Can you think of a time when you 
radically changed your view of a particular person or a 
part of your world? In what way were you different as a 
result? In what way was “reality” different? 

7. Identify a time in your life when you were in the victim 
role. What happened? Did you choose to leave it? What 
was the result? What does your story have to do with en-
tering the fundamental state of leadership? 

Self-Improvement 

1. Drawing on the account in this chapter of what it means to 
enter the fundamental state of leadership, write a para-
graph describing yourself as you are today. 
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2. Write a paragraph describing ways in which you would like 
to change. 

Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Personal Revitalization


“I had been at a critical fork in my personal road. I 

made decisions I did not think it was possible for me 

to make. Making them changed my life. I rediscovered 

my sense of purpose. Doing so refueled my life and 

relationships.” 

—MARK SILVERBERG 

Q The cases presented so far suggest the profound shift 
involved in entering the fundamental state of leadership and some of 
the effects of such deep change on the individual and the world he or 
she inhabits. Inasmuch as the fundamental state of leadership is the 
antithesis of our normal, comfort-seeking state, people tend to think 
of this way of being as a very intense condition. Transcending our own 
egos, entering uncertainty, being open and seeking increased aware-
ness, challenging our own hypocrisy, being purpose-centered—it all 
sounds very intense and difficult to sustain. 

This way of being is indeed intense. When we enter the funda-
mental state of leadership, we are operating at a peak level. We tend 
to get fatigued, and we often then return to the normal state. It is dif-
ficult to stay in the fundamental state of leadership. Yet being in this 
state can be quite renewing. In fact, it is staying in the normal state 
that leads to a loss of energy and ultimately to slow death. This is the 

40 
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paradox of the normal state: in clinging to comfort and safety, we lose 
precisely what we seek to preserve. 

When we commit to leaving our zone of comfort and seeking deep 
change, we experience a renewal that is not limited to one segment of 
our lives. Entering the fundamental state of leadership at work often 
revitalizes relationships at home, and entering the fundamental state 
of leadership at home often revitalizes relationships at work. Meet 
Mark Silverberg and Roger Newton. 

GETTING REVITALIZED 
Mark Silverberg is the president of a company in Cleveland. After years 
of putting all he had into the organization, he was burning out. At age 
fifty, he felt his life was badly out of balance and losing meaning fast. 
Eventually he decided to take ten days off for a personal sabbatical. As 
he made this decision, a friend recommended that he read Deep 
Change. Mark writes: 

I wasn’t reading the book. I was devouring it. I was underlining and 
highlighting, and I was following my wife around the house, excitedly 
reading her sections that hit me the hardest. I have no doubt this book 
changed my life. The book challenged me to clarify my value system. 
What was my purpose? 

I had to evaluate my actions. What did my behavior tell me about 
my values in action? I examined the gaps between what I was saying 
and what I was doing. I did not like the result of that analysis. My be-
haviors were inconsistent with what I really wanted to accomplish. 

I began by focusing on my family life. I rethought how I experi-
enced being in a family. I began to look at my marriage of twenty-plus 
years in a very different light. My wife and I had begun to grow apart, 
and I had been content to blame her, my work schedule, our daugh-
ter’s teenager status, or whatever. I redefined how I wanted to live with 
my family. As a result, I now spend more quality time with them. I re-
duced my hypocrisy, and I feel enriched and happier. 

I also had issues at work. While I am president of our small com-
pany, I was acting like a frantic manager, running myself and others 
ragged, jumping from crisis to crisis. I began to rethink my behavior 
at work. I formerly thought that a good decision-making process in-
volved my making the right decision and talking others into agreeing 
with my solution. I let go of that, opened up the decision-making 



Quinn.c04  2/23/04  12:42 PM  Page 42

42 BUILDING THE BRIDGE AS YOU WALK ON IT 

process in a very different way, and found a well of interest, intelli-
gence, and excitement among our staff. I had no idea that those assets 
were available to me. 

Finally, I examined my own basic needs. For years, I had thirsted to 
return to photography, an activity I have loved since I was eight years 
old. I had also lost touch with a community of activists working for 
peace in the Middle East. I thought I no longer had time for either pas-
sion. I decided to make time. The decision reinvigorated me. In mak-
ing that decision, I was responding to an inner voice—one I had been 
ignoring for a long time. The results were dramatic. I came alive. I 
moved to a new level of happiness and fulfillment. 

I had been at a critical fork in my personal road. I made decisions 
I did not think it was possible for me to make. Making them changed 
my life. I rediscovered my sense of purpose. Doing so refueled my life 
and relationships. 

Mark had a problem: he was working too hard. The fact that he was 
working hard as the president of a company does not mean that he 
was in the fundamental state of leadership. He was far from it. This 
very busy company president was in the normal state. He was dying a 
slow death. 

THE MYTH OF THE RUTHLESS HERO 
It may seem strange to say that in working too hard, Mark was 
“comfort-centered” and “self-focused.” Was he not sacrificing himself 
and his own comfort for the good of the company? Isn’t that what 
leaders are supposed to do? 

That is how things often look to us when we are in the normal 
state. We admire leaders who are “driven,” who seem to “sacrifice” 
themselves by neglecting their lives outside the job. In reality, how-
ever, people who do this are often externally driven and internally 
closed. They are comfort-centered in the sense that it is easier to work 
harder than to risk deep personal change and recover their integrity. 
If they were fully honest with themselves, they would acknowledge 
that their “sacrifice” is, in reality, an attempt to preserve their ego, the 
existing self, the identity they have created. If they were truly focused 
on the good of the organization, they would see the damage they are 
doing by draining themselves and the people around them. 
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Here I think of the image of the “ruthless hero” (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1997). Csikszentmihalyi offers a wonderful illustration of the frustra-
tions of the ruthless hero. He also illustrates how a small shift in per-
ception can often alter the obsessive pattern and bring that which was 
initially unobtainable: 

Keith is one example of many managers I have met who have spent a 
decade or more desperately trying to impress their superiors in order 
to get promoted. He worked seventy hours and more a week even 
when he knew it was not necessary, neglecting his family and his own 
personal growth in the process. To increase his competitive advantage, 
Keith hoarded all the credit he could for his accomplishments, even if 
it meant making colleagues and subordinates look bad. But despite all 
his efforts, he kept being passed over for important promotions. Fi-
nally Keith resigned himself to having reached the ceiling of his career, 
and decided to find his rewards elsewhere. He spent more time with 
the family, took up a hobby, became involved in community activities. 
Because he was no longer struggling so hard, his behavior on the job 
became more relaxed, less selfish, more objective. In fact, he began to 
act more like a leader whose personal agenda takes second place to the 
well-being of the company. Now the general manager was finally im-
pressed. This is the kind of person we need at the helm. Keith was pro-
moted soon after he had let go of his ambition. His case is by no means 
rare: To be trusted in a position of leadership, it helps to advance other 
people’s goals as well as one’s own [Csikszentmihalyi, 1997, pp. 113–114]. 

As long as Keith pursued the role of ruthless hero, he was trapped 
in a power struggle. The world treated him as he treated the world. It 
was impossible to move up that ladder of power because this system, 
which he had helped to create, did not treat him fairly. From his per-
spective, he believed that he sacrificed all for the system, and yet the 
system did not reward him. It was not until he gave up in frustration 
that there was hope. Once he let go, once he became other-focused, 
the system began to respond to him differently. Keith was now co-
creating a new world, where individual efforts, including his own, were 
appreciated. When he changed, the world changed. 

There are armies of people like Keith. Some get into very high po-
sitions. They tell me they are leaders and are doing all they can do. 
They may be expending all their energy, but that does not mean they 
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are doing all they can do. They may have high (often negative) impact 
on those around them. Yet this does not mean they are in the funda-
mental state of leadership. 

Mark Silverberg was president of his company, but he became a 
leader when he began listening to his inner voice, facing his hypocrisy, 
and then making decisions he had not thought possible. He commit-
ted to more time with his family and to more time with his personal 
interests. This sounds like a recipe for failure, but it was just the op-
posite. He was reinvigorated at work as well as at home, not because 
he was “taking time off” but because he was choosing a more authen-
tic way of being. It is our hypocrisy and self-focus that drains us. When 
we become purpose-centered, internally directed, other-focused, and 
externally open, we discover energy we didn’t know we had. 

It is our hypocrisy and self-focus that drains us. 

When we become purpose-centered, internally 

directed, other-focused, and externally open, we 

discover energy we didn’t know we had. 

What happened to Mark is what I have seen happen to many other 
people. In today’s corporate settings, there is enormous pressure to put 
in more time. The pressure comes from a culture of mindlessness and 
fear. The cultural assumption is that time is money, and the more time 
we can get from our people, the better off the organization is. So peo-
ple get completely out of balance; they become “ruthless heroes” or 
burned-out victims, and corporate performance still fails to improve. 

In such situations, I have seen many people come to the same con-
clusion as Mark. Their terrifying decision is not to do some difficult 
task at work. Their decision is to work less and to put in more time in 
other areas of their lives. For them, this is the deep change to which 
their inner voice invites them. When they exercise the courage to re-
spond, they enter the fundamental state of leadership because they are 
no longer oblivious to the signals that change is needed. They are no 
longer closed to themselves, externally directed, and comfort-centered. 
They often report a paradoxical outcome: their effectiveness as lead-
ers improves. Why? Mark provides the answer: “I formerly thought 
that a good decision-making process involved my making the right 
decision and talking others into agreeing with my solution. I let go of 
that, opened up the decision-making process in a very different way, 
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and found a well of interest, intelligence, and excitement among our 
staff. I had no idea that those assets were available to me.” 

Compare this to the claim made by Robert Yamamoto, whom we 
met in Chapter Two. Robert wondered why he had such a positive cul-
ture. You may remember his response to his own question: “Yet I know 
it all happened because I confronted my own insecurity, selfishness, 
and lack of courage.” When we enter the fundamental state of leader-
ship, we allow change in the people around us. Relationships are al-
tered, and new possibilities and patterns emerge. In claiming our 
integrity, we discover assets that previously we were quite sure did not 
exist. 

BRINGING NEW VITALITY

TO EVERY AREA OF LIFE


Roger Newton was facing a decision somewhat like Mark’s. He was 
a scientist in a large pharmaceutical company. Roger was no ordinary 
scientist. He led the team that discovered and developed what could 
become the largest-selling drug of all time. He had managed to im-
prove the lives of millions of people while creating enormous wealth 
for his company. He seemingly had life by a string. Yet Roger began to 
have great misgivings about his work situation. He tells the following 
story: 

I was undergoing a major transition in my professional career, having 
been part of an unwanted and unpopular organizational restructur-
ing, which left me and others compromised in our capacity to perform 
our primary job responsibility of discovering and developing new 
pharmaceuticals to treat cardiovascular disease. As with many other 
professionals who are passionate about what they do, this change in 
reporting structure and responsibility was not welcomed. Unfortu-
nately, “the tyranny of competence” had overtaken the organization, 
leaving many of us to engage in the personal and group debate of ac-
cepting the process of slow death or entering into the transformational 
cycle for deep change. 

I had enjoyed a great deal of autonomy in building a strong com-
munity of collaborative scientists, whose vibrant teamwork had not 
only moved forward the frontiers of science in cholesterol research, 
but also had taken that basic science knowledge and found therapeu-
tic application to treat human disease. After the restructuring, I felt 
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trapped, betrayed, and completely frustrated by the lack of commu-
nication of the leadership of the organization and how they had uni-
laterally mandated the recent structural changes. It was at that point 
that I came across a copy of Deep Change. The concepts really res-
onated with me. 

The dilemma that confronted me was how to initiate the transfor-
mation of the current organization and what, if any, role I should play 
in this transformation. What were the warning signs that would tell 
me whether my efforts to initiate change might lead to my having to 
leave the company entirely and seek other opportunities of employ-
ment elsewhere, perhaps even cofounding a start-up? 

I came to realize that I had always been an entrepreneur, but was 
able to flourish in the current hierarchy because of the support from 
upper management. Now the support was no longer there, and the 
program that I had helped build was either scattered to other depart-
ments or merged into one that was unfocused and without clear lead-
ership. I knew that the opportunity for deep change within the 
company would take months or even years before there could be a 
level of trust of management. Did I want to become a sacrificial lamb 
within the organization to promote change? Did I have the support 
base to attempt to change an organization that might not want to 
change? And how much blood, sweat, and tears would I want to ded-
icate to support certain leaders I could no longer trust? 

To make a long story short, with the help of Deep Change and many 
good listeners and advisers, including my fellow cofounders, I decided 
to leave the secure but now hopeless and stagnating slow death situa-
tion in a large pharmaceutical company for a more unsure, exciting, 
and challenging one of becoming a real entrepreneur. We left our pre-
vious jobs in May 1998 and cofounded Esperion Therapeutics, Inc., 
two months later in July. 

“Unfortunately, ‘the tyranny of competence’ had 

overtaken the organization, leaving many of us to 

engage in the personal and group debate of accepting 

the process of slow death or entering into the trans-

formational cycle for deep change.” 

Faced with his own deep change–slow death dilemma, Roger chose 
the risk of change. He refused to ignore the signals that it was time to 
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leave his zone of comfort in a large, secure hierarchy. He opted for the 
terrifying decision to strike out into the unknown and start his own 
company. By this act, he entered the fundamental state of leadership. 

The rest of Roger’s story indicates what can happen when we make 
this kind of choice: 

The other three cofounders have all read and integrated Deep Change 
into their leadership philosophy. I have distributed the book to all col-
leagues and used its life’s lessons in conducting workshops through-
out the organization. As a result, we have built a vision and a corporate 
culture based on three important values: (1) individual dignity, (2) ex-
cellence in science, and (3) vibrant teamwork. Our company’s purpose 
is “to explore, to create and to build.” Lastly, our company name, Es-
perion, embodies esprit de corps (teamwork), esperance (hope) and 
ion (activity or resulting from). Our mission statement reads as fol-
lows: “Through vibrant teamwork discover new medicines in the hope 
of treating cardiovascular and metabolic diseases.” 

So far, the vision has been viable. The company has just celebrated 
its fifth anniversary. We have raised $200 million in financing, includ-
ing venture capital, an initial public offering on the NASDAQ (sym-
bol: ESPR), a private investment in a public equity, and a secondary 
stock option. We have taken the company to approximately seventy 
highly valued colleagues and have four product candidates in clinical 
development to treat patients suffering from acute coronary syn-
dromes and lipid disorders. 

Without Deep Change, I would never have made the personal 
changes that have not only allowed me to start a business, but have 
also improved my relationships with my spouse, children, and friends. 
I am grateful for the impact that this book has had on my life, and also 
for the life changes it has facilitated in those treasured colleagues with 
whom I work every day. 

Roger writes of a change that he made in response to a work situ-
ation, but notice this striking claim: the change “has also improved 
my relationships with my spouse, children, and friends.” We can make 
the decision to enter the fundamental state of leadership in any area 
of life. Recall the example of Gail, whose moment of deep change came 
in the midst of an abusive relationship. For Roger, the change began with 
a work decision. But in both cases, making a change in one area af-
fected all the other areas of the individual’s life. 
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In our heads, we tend to maintain a thick boundary between our 
lives at work and at home. The boundary is an artificial construction. 
We live one life. If we are in slow death at work, we affect the people 
we work with, but in our self-focus and despair, we also affect our 
spouses and our children. By the same token, if we are revitalized and 
living a vibrant life, we affect not only the people in our organizations 
but everyone with whom we have a significant relationship. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Strive to be as honest as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. At work, what was Mark’s original definition of leadership? 
How common is his orientation? What happened when he 
let go of his original definition? How might this apply to 
you? 

2. When Mark made the decision to give more time to his 
family and to causes that engaged him, he became a more 
effective leader. How do you explain this? 

3. “I let go of that, opened up the decision-making process 
in a very different way, and found a well of interest, intelli-
gence, and excitement among our staff. I had no idea that 
those assets were available to me.” What implications does 
this statement have for your view of what it means to be a 
leader? 

4. While Mark decided to spend more time outside work, 
Roger decided to take on the intense task of starting a new 
company. Yet both men report experiencing improved re-
lationships at both home and work. How do you explain 
this? 

5. How do the decisions that Mark and Roger made illuminate 
the meaning of being in the fundamental state of leadership? 
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6. Describe a time when you did something that revitalized 
you. What might you now learn from that past experience? 
What did the experience have to do with the fundamental 
state of leadership? 

Self-Improvement 

1. Reflect on the meaning of slow death versus personal revi-
talization. Then write a paragraph describing yourself as 
you are today. 

2. Write a paragraph describing ways in which you would like 
to change. 

Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Becoming More Aware 
and Authentic 

“I began to see things from multiple perspectives 

and not just from my own lens. Learning (not in the 

traditional sense, but from a holistic sense) became 

exponential. I saw things with greater clarity and 

understanding.” 

—ROBERT YAMAMOTO 

Q One day I was a visiting lecturer in an undergradu-
ate course at Michigan. I began by asking the students to surface their 
most closely held questions. An especially petite woman who was sit-
ting in the front row raised her hand. She said, “I am about to gradu-
ate from the University of Michigan, yet I look like I am twelve years 
old. How am I going to get anyone, anywhere to listen to what I have 
to say?” 

Everyone laughed, but it was a very friendly kind of laughter. In her 
own way, she was articulating what everyone asks: How do I establish 
credibility? How do I get heard? How do I exert influence? Is it possi-
ble for me to have an impact, to make a difference? How do I influ-
ence the change that is unfolding all around me? 

These questions reflect a desire to lead. By now, it should be clear 
that the fundamental state of leadership has little to do with the for-
mal position we occupy in an organization. Entering that state is an 
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option for all of us, and doing so can empower us to have extraordi-
nary influence. Yet I am convinced that the vast majority of people in 
the professional world, male and female, old and young, believe they 
have little or no voice in their organization and, moreover, that it is 
impossible for them to have a voice. They have tried, and bad things 
have happened. They are sure that organizations are mechanisms that 
silence their voice, and they can defend their position by citing end-
less examples. They therefore choose, as Roman Walley in Chapter 
One did, to live a professional life in which they do not make waves. 

The only problem with their position is the exceptions. Recently 
one of my associates made an extensive argument about how organi-
zations silence women. She told me, “The only way a woman can be 
heard is to take on the role of a ‘bitch.’ ” In response, I named a woman 
we both knew. I indicated that her voice was always heard, and no one 
saw her as a “bitch.” My associate paused and said, “She is different.” 

My friend was right: the woman I mentioned is different. She is a 
positive deviant, the exception that disproves the rule. And she is not 
alone. In every organization, there are a few men and women who de-
velop voice. Something prompts these people, some extroverts and 
some introverts, to spend more time in what I have described as the 
fundamental state of leadership. They lose their self-focus and are 
more open to external input. As a result, they come to see things that 
most other people do not. With expanded awareness comes a desire 
for a new level of authenticity. They refuse slow death and choose deep 
change. Almost inevitably, they create new patterns of influence. They 
develop a new voice. 

EXPANDED AWARENESS AND 
GREATER AUTHENTICITY 

Here we meet a young woman, Jennifer, who has much to teach us 
about expanded awareness, a hunger for authenticity, and the devel-
opment of new voice. Jennifer writes: 

Two years ago, when I was thirty, I accepted a new position at my com-
pany as a change manager. It was a brand-new position reporting to 
an executive in the organization. I had a read a few books on change 
management, but I had never been a manager and felt that I was re-
ally lacking a lot of the work experience that the job required. Still, I 
was willing to accept the opportunity. 
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I spent the first few months in informal interviews with dozens of 
people at all levels of our organization. During those interviews, I 
learned a lot about the people I would be working with, as well as the 
history and challenges of the business. It was exhilarating and mind 
expanding in a way I’d never experienced. 

Already we can see hints of a move toward the fundamental state 
of leadership. Jennifer is willing to take a risk, and opening herself to 
external input proves to be “exhilarating and mind expanding.” But 
her change goes much deeper than this: 

It was also a time of major transition for me. Becoming a manager led 
to a shift in perspectives that I had not anticipated. Suddenly, I was 
seeing the picture of the puzzle from a much higher level, and I 
was forced to rethink some of my beliefs about business and manage-
ment. Fortunately, I had a trusted colleague and friend who also had 
recently taken a position as a manager. We were of like mind on many 
things and were able to share our frustrations, fears, and successes as 
we adjusted to our new roles. My biggest challenge was my lack of con-
fidence, specifically, the fear that people would discount anything I had 
to say because of my youth and inexperience. 

During that time, I attended Quinn’s Leading Change seminar at 
the University of Michigan. It turned out to be a pivotal experience for 
me. The other participants in the class possessed the very things I felt 
I lacked—experience and clout in their companies. I felt like a kid. But 
as I always did in those situations, I faked it. And in the end, I realized 
that I had more experience than I thought. It wasn’t the kind of work 
experience I had been thinking of, but it proved to be equally impor-
tant. Through the years, I had experienced many transitions and had 
learned how to be flexible and adapt fairly quickly to most of the 
changes I faced. This class also allowed for (and encouraged) us to be 
open and honest with each other and with ourselves. I learned that 
when I acted from within, people listened, and they listened in spite 
of my fears. 

More important, though, this class introduced a concept that ex-
plained so much of my life to me. It was the outline of the transfor-
mational person. When I heard this described, I realized that I 
understood completely what it meant. Even as a child, I had always 
identified with the stories of transformational change agents and felt 
attracted to their actions. But until this class, I hadn’t really realized 
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that I could be a change agent myself. The Leading Change class helped 
me see that, and it led me to make some key decisions that have guided 
me since. 

I recognized that I could be a catalyst for change and could see how 
effective it was when I remained open to new experiences and opin-
ions instead of questioning myself. These things helped me see that I 
could lead people through the changes we were making and helped 
me understand how to do that. When I returned to the office after the 
seminar, I was in many ways a new person. I no longer questioned my 
authority, and over time, I grew more comfortable with the role I had 
assumed. 

“I recognized that I could be a catalyst for change and 

could see how effective it was when I remained open 

to new experiences and opinions instead of question-

ing myself. These things helped me see that I could 

lead people through the changes we were making and 

helped me understand how to do that.” 

Paradoxically, in losing some of her self-focus, Jennifer began to dis-
cover new things about herself. She lost some of her self-consciousness 
and became more confident. But it would be a mistake to think that 
once we begin to enter the fundamental state of leadership, all our 
problems and challenges disappear. To the contrary, we experience 
many long, dark nights of the soul. The key is how we respond to 
them—whether by retreating into our zone of comfort or continuing 
to be open, willing to continue building the bridge as we walk on it. 
Jennifer continues: 

But it wasn’t always smooth sailing. Shortly after the class ended, I lost 
the friendship of the colleague who had helped me so much early on. 
It was a terrible blow to me, and I found myself in a dark place that I 
couldn’t seem to find my way out of. We still worked together, but the 
opportunities to share experiences and bounce ideas off each other 
was gone. It was a situation that I had to accept—I couldn’t change it. 
But I was determined not to see it as a loss. I really believed that there 
was something good that would come of it, as painful as the experi-
ence was. My faith in that idea helped it come to pass. 



Quinn.c05  2/23/04  12:43 PM  Page 54

54 BUILDING THE BRIDGE AS YOU WALK ON IT 

It can be extremely difficult to remain open and trusting when your 
trust has been broken, but I found that the more I sought out that 
openness, the more of it I found. At the beginning, the experience was 
so overwhelming that I found myself spilling over emotionally, but in-
stead of my driving people away, I found the people around me to be 
incredibly supportive. Rather than become brittle, I decided that I 
would continue to trust people instead of shielding myself on the 
chance that I could be hurt. 

My desire to continue my journey of becoming more open fit very 
well with the work I had ahead of me. To understand the changes that 
our company would be making and how they would affect people re-
quired me to spend a great deal of time with the people who would be 
affected. I had to earn their trust so that they could feel comfortable 
sharing their fears and hopes about change. During these meetings, 
my natural extroversion had an opportunity to really bloom. I learned 
that one of the driving points in my personality is the desire to make 
connections with people. Letting this out instead of holding back and 
being cautious allowed me to share more of myself with people and 
in turn gave them the space to be more open with me. And as they 
shared their own stories with me, I came to see the responsibility that 
is attached to forming connections with people. My patience and sense 
of compassion reached new levels, and I found that the more open we 
all became, the more things naturally started to change. 

Buffeted by an unhappy experience of loss of trust, Jennifer resisted 
closing down. Instead, she developed even greater authenticity. Her 
personal transformation in the work setting then began to influence 
the other areas of her life: 

And it wasn’t just in my work that I experienced these shifts. I began 
to create different relationships with my family. In the past year, I’ve 
become closer to both of my parents through sharing the radical tran-
sitions that they have been going through in their own lives. My fam-
ily can be very intense, particularly when experiencing stress, and it 
can be difficult to be together at those times. This past year was dif-
ferent for me, though, because of the things that I’ve been learning. 
For the first time, I found the strength and patience to respond to 
them, based not on their expectations, but on what I sensed they 
needed at the time. 
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Feeling the positive changes occurring in my relationships has 
spurred me on my journey. And it has helped me seek out the support 
that I’ve needed and develop the courage to explore avenues I would 
never have considered before. I have been reprogramming myself and 
eliminating the things that were keeping me from fulfilling my own 
potential. And in doing so, I have become better able to help others 
discover their own paths. When I think about where I’ve come from, 
I can’t imagine going back to the place I used to be. 

Jennifer’s story illustrates the point that making deep change and 
entering the fundamental state of leadership does not mean that we are 
continuously in a state of heightened awareness, authenticity, and en-
ergy. Nor does it mean that we never again suffer reversals, doubt, or 
pain. At times, we will revert to the normal state. But as long as we con-
tinue to choose the journey, the change can be permanent in the sense 
that we cannot imagine ever going back to the way we were before. 

SEVEN LESSONS IN

EXPANDED AWARENESS


Notice how much emphasis Jennifer put on the notion of altered 
awareness. She started her journey feeling deeply inadequate. Then 
she reported a number of events that changed her outlook. The first 
was simply taking on a new role. In becoming a manager, she was 
forced to see from a higher level and rethink her beliefs. To rethink 
one’s beliefs is to see a new reality. Yet taking a new role was far from 
the only thing that happened to Jennifer. As Jennifer continued her 
journey, she reported at least seven elements of changed awareness. 

First, she became more aware of the need for support. She found 
great value in one trusted colleague. As they both moved forward in 
the process of role change, they were able to share their frustrations, 
fears, and hopes. There is a great lesson here. Living through transi-
tion is lonely. It is very important to find someone who can provide 
support at an intimate level. Many people are hesitant to look for 
mentors, coaches, and supporters. It is critical that we do. 

Second, Jennifer made a huge discovery: “I had more experience 
than I thought.” She discovered that she had experience outside her 
work history. Like all of us, she had a past to draw on. She went back 
and examined other transitions in her life. She reflected on how she 



Quinn.c05  2/23/04  12:43 PM  Page 56

56 BUILDING THE BRIDGE AS YOU WALK ON IT 

had “learned how to be flexible and adapt fairly quickly” in those ex-
periences. Jennifer had a history of practicing something I call adap-
tive confidence. It is the faith to move forward into uncertainty, 
knowing that continuous clarification of purpose, continuous move-
ment, and openness to feedback will result in the creation of a better 
state. 

She also indicated that she encountered an important concept in 
the course on Leading Change. She discovered the notion of trans-
formational leadership. She had always been attracted to this image, 
but now she reported: “I hadn’t really realized that I could be a change 
agent myself.” 

Jennifer’s observation is very important. In the past ten years, I have 
discussed this very concept in all parts of the globe with people at all 
levels of organizations. Most react in the same manner. They do not 
deny the validity of my arguments. Rather, they criticize my lack of rel-
evance. Almost universally, they argue that deep change is for heroes 
and therefore not applicable to “normal” people such as themselves. 

I always meet this objection by having them do what Jennifer de-
scribes doing: look at the transitions that have already occurred in 
their lives. Jennifer’s realization that she could attain transformational 
leadership came from her discovery of adaptive confidence in her own 
past. This is not exceptional, because we all have historical bank ac-
counts. I spend much time helping people to see what they are sure 
that they cannot see, that they have already been in the fundamental 
state of leadership. Most people have already made deep change in 
some way. When ordinary people like Jennifer get in touch with their 
own best selves, they are usually astounded. With this insight, they 
tend to begin to empower themselves. In the end, all heroes are ordi-
nary people who simply have made the courageous decision to give 
up slow death and enter the fundamental state of leadership. 

In the end, all heroes are ordinary people who simply 

have made the courageous decision to give up slow 

death and enter the fundamental state of leadership. 

Third, as a result of her experience with the Leading Change 
course, Jennifer developed a higher degree of authenticity. She created 
a climate of open and trusting communication. In such environments, 
a deeper kind of learning takes place. 
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Fourth, Jennifer learned that she was not in control. Her role was 
that of a catalyst. Few people can imagine how to play the role of cat-
alyst in an organizational change process. The temptation is to believe 
that one has to be in control in order to make change happen. For 
someone in a position of authority, being a catalyst seems like a weak 
role in which one simply gives up power. In fact, it is an immensely 
powerful role in which we recognize the truth that we cannot control 
transformation, no matter what formal “power” we have. This notion 
terrifies and paralyzes people in the normal state. In the fundamental 
state of leadership, we have a different orientation. We learn to live in 
more trusting relationships and to join with others in building the 
bridge as we walk on it. When we try to control and force the process, 
the bridge never seems to move. People go through the motions, but 
nothing really happens. 

Fifth, Jennifer learned how to “walk through hell” effectively. Mov-
ing into uncertainty is not a feel-good notion. It often requires dark 
nights of the soul. Note that one of the first things Jennifer reported 
was the loss of her precious ally: “It was a terrible blow to me, and I 
found myself in a dark place that I couldn’t seem to find my way out 
of.” Jennifer was in a trap. How did she deal with her challenge? Pay 
great attention to this claim: “It was a situation that I had to accept— 
I couldn’t change it. But I was determined not to see it as a loss. I re-
ally believed that there was something good that would come of it, as 
painful as the experience was. My faith in that idea helped it come to 
pass.” 

Jennifer’s faith in the journey she has undertaken allows her to walk 
through hell effectively. Too often, in similar circumstances, we do one 
of two things: we become bitter and angry and we lash out, or we 
withdraw and stop trying. We avoid making waves. In these two con-
ditions, we fail to move, and we fail to learn. In the darkness of un-
certainty, the key is to keep moving even though we do not know what 
to do. 

Movement gives rise to learning. Jennifer not only accepted her 
constraint but redefined it as an opportunity. Although her trust had 
been broken, she chose to remain open and trusting. The more she 
did this, the more she altered other people. They met her with trust 
and openness in return. Even when she “spilled over with emotion,” 
they were still supportive. 

Sixth, Jennifer learned to create enriched connections. In doing in-
terviews, she developed a new view of the nature of her organization. 
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She learned more about people and how they are connected or not 
connected. She discovered that part of the history that matters. She 
discovered what the real challenges are. For the first time, she had a 
larger and deeper view of the system in which she was living. In the 
process, she became more connected. Later she claimed the people 
support her. Why do they do it? 

By changing herself, Jennifer became the catalyst of change. She 
drew support because she was radiating support. By entering the fun-
damental state of leadership, she was altering the nature of the con-
nections in the system. As she discovered the power of connections, 
she sought to enrich them further: “To understand the changes that 
our company would be making and how they would impact people 
required me to spend a great deal of time with the people who would 
be affected. I had to earn their trust so that they could feel comfort-
able sharing their fears and hopes about change.” 

In the normal state, few executives I know are willing to hear the 
lesson that Jennifer is articulating. They are too busy doing “real 
work.” In fact, they are busy doing what they know how to do. It is the 
essence of their comfort zone. In trying to lead transformational ef-
forts, they do not want to hear that they must enrich the human con-
nections in the system and that to do so they must spend much time 
listening, sharing a more authentic self. 

Jennifer made important discoveries about authenticity and con-
nection. First, she learned she could do it. Then she discovered that 
she had a natural desire to make connections. Finally, she discovered 
how the dynamics of expanding emotional space actually work. When 
she stopped being cautious and “let out” her own desire to make con-
nections with people and share more of herself, she gave others the 
“space to be more open with me.” She writes, “And as they shared their 
own stories with me, I came to see the responsibility that is attached 
to forming connections with people. My patience and sense of com-
passion reached new levels, and I found that the more open we all be-
came, the more things naturally started to change.” 

Seventh, Jennifer learned a lesson that we were taught by Mark Sil-
verberg and Roger Newton in Chapter Four. When we enter the fun-
damental state of leadership, the emerging, more authentic self is a 
catalyst for change in all areas. Mark made fundamental decisions 
about his life outside work, and his work life improved. Jennifer, like 
Roger, made a fundamental decision about her work life, and her fam-
ily life improved. She reported creating different relationships with 
her family and growing closer to them. 
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In summary, Jennifer started out telling us, “My biggest challenge 
was my lack of confidence, specifically, the fear that people would dis-
count anything I had to say because of my youth and inexperience.” 
Jennifer made a profound discovery, one that most people in organi-
zations never make: “I learned that when I acted from within, people 
listened, and they listened in spite of my fears.” 

When people tell me it is impossible to have a voice, that they have 
tried and failed, I know they have not been where Jennifer is. They 
have not learned to enter the fundamental state of leadership and 
communicate from their core. Voice comes as our awareness and au-
thenticity increase. 

Yet some people misinterpret what I am saying. They hear about 
someone like Jennifer or Roman Walley becoming empowered and 
they say, “That’s it! I am going to go back to work and let my boss have 
it.” I tell them I guarantee that they will fail. This confuses them. The 
fundamental state of leadership is not about being a wild card. It is 
not about being “authentic” in the sense of unloading our store of 
pent-up frustrations. It is about being purpose-centered, internally 
directed, other-focused, and externally open. “Letting the boss have 
it” is not the answer. Entering the fundamental state of leadership is 
much more demanding than that. It requires that we change ourselves. 
When we enter the fundamental state of leadership, we may confront 
the boss in a more challenging way than we ever imagined, but it will 
be because we now care for the boss, the organization, and ourselves 
more than we could have ever imagined. We can let the boss have it 
because we are angry or because we love the boss. These are two dif-
ferent conditions that give rise to two very different outcomes. 

In the stories of the other people we have met in this book so far, 
we can find echoes of Jennifer’s discoveries. Like Jennifer, the other 
people who have entered the fundamental state of leadership often de-
scribe experiencing dramatically increased awareness and greater au-
thenticity, with profound effects on their relationships with others. 
Gail Parker, for example, claimed: 

This shift in perspective has changed how I see and relate to the world. 
Clearly my clients have benefited from this shift, as I am much better 
able to help them embrace their weaknesses and flaws, which para-
doxically transforms them into strengths. My family and friends also 
benefit, as I am much less guarded and defensive, more willing to be 
open and vulnerable, and have a greater sense of self-esteem, all of 
which allows for greater intimacy and closeness. 
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Here Gail personifies the claim of Joseph Campbell when he states 
that the hero returns from the hero’s journey “empowered and em-
powering to the community” (1949). Robert Yamamoto expresses sim-
ilar feelings: “I began to see things from multiple perspectives and not 
just from my own lens. Learning (not in the traditional sense, but 
from a holistic sense) became exponential. I saw things with greater 
clarity and understanding.” 

This statement is important. In the fundamental state of leadership, 
we see things we cannot normally see because we use lenses that we 
normally do not use. There is less of the either-or thinking that domi-
nates the normal state and more of the both-and thinking that al-
lows us to transcend old categories and old definitions. Vision of this 
sort is inseparable from having the courage to claim our true selves. 
As the poet William Blake wrote, “As a man is, so he sees” (Blake, 1965, 
p. 677). Awareness and authenticity go hand in hand. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Strive to be as honest as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. When Jennifer looked to her own past, she found assets she 
did not know she had. What were they? What assets exist 
in your past? How might recognizing those assets help you 
become more authentic? 

2. In considering the notion of transformational leadership, 
Jennifer writes: “But until this class, I hadn’t really realized 
that I could be a change agent myself.” What keeps people 
from becoming change agents? What holds you back? 

3. Why do so many people have difficulty understanding the 
notion of being a catalyst of change, as opposed to control-
ling change? Can you think of a time when you witnessed 
someone being a catalyst of change? What do you learn 
about your own attempts to be a transformational leader 
from reflecting on the example? 
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4. Notice how Jennifer responded when her trust was vio-
lated. What do you do when someone violates your trust? 
Is there a different tack you might take if you are focused 
on your purpose rather than on yourself? 

5. Jennifer observes, “I learned that when I acted from 
within, people listened, and they listened in spite of my 
fears.” To what extent do you act from within? How might 
you increase the frequency of times when you do? 

6. How much time do you invest in building human connec-
tions in your organization? How much do you currently 
learn by sharing your story with others and listening to 
their stories? 

7. Have you experienced a time when you took the risk of

being authentic and discovered that your awareness

changed as a result? If so, what can you learn from this

experience?


Self-Improvement 

1. Reflect on the degree of your authenticity and how it

might affect your awareness of the reality around you.

Then write a paragraph describing yourself as you are

today.


2. Write a paragraph describing ways in which you would

like to change.


Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Transforming Others

by Transforming Self


“Were we daring enough to take the ‘hero’s journey’ 

and become agents for the future? Or were our 

individual identities so dependent on our existing 

competencies and skills—and so entwined with the 

established structure—that change, deep or otherwise, 

was simply not an option?” 

—TOM JONES 

Q T
he personal journeys of the people we have met viv-
idly illustrate how entering the fundamental state of leadership alters 
our lives. Their stories have also hinted at how personal transforma-
tion leads to organizational change. In this chapter and the next, we 
pick up this thread and focus on how individual transformation is the 
key to deep organizational change. In this manner, we will discover a 
radically different way of thinking about leadership. 

To enter the fundamental state of leadership is to reverse the 
vicious cycle of slow death. Exercising the courage to become more 
purpose-centered, other-focused, internally directed, and externally 
open results in increased hope and unleashes a variety of other posi-
tive emotions. Research suggests that such positive emotions broaden 
awareness, expanding thinking, vision, and understanding (Cameron, 
Dutton, and Quinn, 2003). The interaction of positive emotion and 

62 
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positive thought is a reinforcing upward spiral that is accompanied by 
expanding energy. 

The energy and moral power of people in the fundamental state of 
leadership tends to be contagious. In our self-transformation, we be-
come a living symbol of change; in the words of Chatterjee (1998), we 
become “metaphors that bring about metamorphosis” (p. 126). People 
around us are attracted to empower themselves. This leads to emergent 
organizing, a change in the system that no one “leads” in the traditional 
sense. Rather, emergent organizing has many leaders. 

Emergent organizing is a difficult concept. We are so socialized to 
the hierarchical experience that even when we experience emergent 
organizing, we have trouble describing it. Consider an observation 
from Wheatley and Kellner-Rogers (1996), an observer of leadership, 
who refers to emergent organization as self-organization (meaning 
the system is organizing itself): 

We don’t have to look beyond ourselves to see self-organization. Each 
of us has frequent, personal experiences with this process. We see a 
need. We join with others. We find the necessary information or re-
sources. We respond creatively, quickly. We create a solution that 
works—but then, how do we describe what we did? Do we dare to de-
scribe the true fuzziness, the unexpected turns, the bursts of creative 
insight? Or do we pretend that we were in control every step of the 
way? Do we talk about surprises or only about executing plans? Do we 
brag about our explorations or only our predictions? Our analytic cul-
ture drives us to so many cover-ups that it is hard to see the self-
organizing capacity in any of us [p. 37]. 

We see the process of emergent organizing at work in Mike Alvis’s 
experience of organizational transformation in the army, which was 
described in Chapter One. We assume that the army, of all organiza-
tions, could be changed by command. It could not. General Shinseki 
became a catalyst of change. The general’s own courageous transfor-
mation attracted and changed people like Mike. Commitment spread 
in an unpredictable fashion until the process reached a point of irre-
versible momentum. 

This is a key point. Contrary to our assumptions about how leaders 
create change, deep change at the organizational level is not managed 
or controlled. It spreads like a contagious disease in a nonlinear fash-
ion. To lead transformation is to become a leader of a social movement. 
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We attract others to the fundamental state of leadership. They then 
join us in building the bridge as we walk on it. It was Ralph Nader who 
once said, “I start with the premise that the function of leadership is 
to produce more leaders, not more followers.” This is an important 
point for anyone who wants to effectively lead change. 

THE RESISTANT ORGANIZATION 
The view of change that I have just expressed is antithetical to the logic 
of the normal state. In the normal state, we design hierarchical con-
trols to preserve equilibrium. Hierarchical controls resist deep change 
even when the need for change becomes undeniable. When embed-
ded in the normal state, we seek to manage change instead of leading 
it. The result is slow death. 

Because of this built-in resistance to deep change, trying to lead or-
ganizational transformation often seems a thankless task, even for 
people who have had experience. Here we meet Tom Jones, an expe-
rienced change leader who finds himself trying to transform an orga-
nization that does not want to change: 

As someone who has devoted most of his adult life to building win-
ning organizations through strategic change, I thought I had played a 
role in every transformation process imaginable. That conceit quickly 
faded when I was named president of CIGNA’s Individual Insurance 
operation in early 1995. 

Individual Insurance was one of CIGNA’s flagship divisions, a 
proud and successful business with a 130-year history of product in-
novation and profitable earnings growth. At the same time, it was also 
an organization facing a critical crossroad. The business was growing, 
but at a pace that trailed industry leaders. Our scale and market pres-
ence were problematic. And the focus of the division was out of align-
ment with both the direction of CIGNA, which was concentrating 
more and more on workplace benefits, and the expectations and needs 
of consumers, who were increasingly seeking complete financial solu-
tions rather than individual products and services. 

Clearly, the organization needed to change. But resistance was per-
vasive. After all, why implement new ways of thinking and behaving 
when the old ways had worked so well for so long? And why journey 
into the unknown when the tried and true was still delivering steady 
growth and profitable returns? 
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This part of Tom’s story captures some common elements of trans-
formation. The first is the notion of conceit. I have seen many execu-
tives who have successfully led change in the past. They enter a new 
assignment with great confidence, only to be stymied. One reason for 
the frustration is that every organization is unique. Another is that ex-
perienced change agents really do not understand what it is that made 
them successful the first time around. Since in the first case they de-
veloped unique knowledge, they think that it was the knowledge that 
made them successful. They believe all they have to do now is apply it. 

What we know from past experience is an asset, but what leads to 
successful transformation is our capacity to learn in real time. While 
knowledge is useful, learning is essential. What actually made these 
change agents successful was their decision to enter the fundamental 
state of leadership. By becoming more purpose-centered, other-
focused, internally directed, and externally open, they experienced ex-
ponential learning, and they attracted others to participate in the 
process of transformation. To repeat past successes, they must again 
enter the fundamental state of leadership. As they move forward into 
uncertainty, they must experiment and seek accurate feedback. As they 
do so, they develop a unique theory of how this unique system must 
change. When success follows, they conclude that they know how to 
lead change and assume they know how to change the next organiza-
tion. (For a profound example of this process, see Chapter Nine on au-
thentic engagement.) 

Tom’s story also illustrates a key aspect of the deep change or slow 
death dilemma. There were emerging problems in the company. The 
growth rate was trailing that of the industry leaders, and the division 
was increasingly out of alignment with the direction of the larger com-
pany. Yet the organization was growing. Growth is an indicator of suc-
cess. Tom’s call for change was a call to implement new strategies, 
processes, and methods—to leave behind the very things that had made 
the company successful. That meant people were also being called to 
leave their zone of comfort. They were being asked to build the bridge 
as they walked on it. 

Building the bridge as we walk on it is deeply unsettling because it 
means learning in real time. It means letting go of the existing self and 
allowing a new self to emerge. Faced with this challenge, people tend 
to resist. They cling to what they already know how to do—the things 
that have brought them success in the past. They tightly grasp any avail-
able argument to defend the status quo. With righteous indignation, 
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people in such situations ask questions like the one Tom identifies: 
“Why journey into the unknown when the tried and true is still de-
livering steady growth and profitable returns?” 

As Mike Alvis discovered, such people are not the enemy. Indeed, 
they are the secret of our eventual success. They must be met where they 
are. Over time most people are capable of deep change, but they need 
help. Tom continues: 

I needed something beyond just my own words and deeds to generate 
support and enthusiasm for building a new divisional growth strat-
egy. And I needed independent validation for risking the future, espe-
cially with members of my senior management team. It was about then 
that I encountered the book Deep Change. 

The book seemed to crystallize not only the challenges facing the 
Individual Insurance operation, but also the choices we needed to 
make as an organization and as individuals. I shared it with my staff. 
And slowly, skeptically, each associate in the division began to under-
stand, almost as if a light bulb had been switched on. 

After reading and discussing the concepts in the book, members of 
the organization recognized that Individual Insurance was facing the 
classic dilemma of deep change versus slow death. They saw that their 
very success over the years had indeed become an engine for failure. 
And they acknowledged and identified the many ways the existing di-
visional structure encouraged and rewarded equilibrium, while deny-
ing and repudiating the need for strategic transformation. This new 
awareness turned into a kind of vision we could build on. 

On a personal level, the book challenged each of us—myself 
included—to test our willingness to change. Were we daring enough 
to take the “hero’s journey” and become agents for the future? Or were 
our individual identities so dependent on our existing competencies 
and skills—and so entwined with the established structure—that 
change, deep or otherwise, was simply not an option? 

For some, this self-evaluation led to an “active exit.” But for most, 
it resulted in an understanding that one person can change an entire 
system and that as a team, we could shape a future as compelling and 
dynamic as our storied past. 

My senior team and I made sure we modeled the behavior—the 
commitment to change—we expected from others. We rallied support 
and enthusiasm for a new strategic direction. And over the next year, 
Deep Change became both our guide and inspiration as we crafted our 
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new strategy . . . encouraged risk taking . . . and became comfortable 
with the idea of building the bridge as we walked on it. 

This story does not conclude in a predictable manner. One would 
expect an ending in which Individual Insurance fully implemented its 
new strategy and became an integral part of CIGNA’s overall employee 
benefits value proposition. There is, however, one more twist to the 
tale. In late 1996, CIGNA sold its Individual Insurance operation to 
another life insurance company just as the new strategy was beginning 
to take hold. Was it a shock to the organization? Of course. Was it a 
paralyzing and disruptive event? No. 

The sale of the Individual Insurance division was viewed as part of the 
organization’s ongoing transformation. The importance of change— 
the value of the journey—had become part of the organization’s cul-
ture. And this new development was simply the next step in building 
a winning future. The members of the Individual Insurance team con-
tinue to do well and remain committed to seeking and embracing 
change as fundamental to their long-term success. This is quite a dif-
ference from 1995. 

ORGANIZATIONAL TRANSFORMATION 
AS AN EMERGENT PROCESS 

To enter the fundamental state of leadership is to invite others into 
the process of deep change. This is the key to Tom’s story. In distrib-
uting the book Deep Change, Tom was taking a first step. He was pro-
viding others with the concepts and language they needed to discuss 
the meaning of the change the organization needed, and he was invit-
ing them into the process. As a result, his people became aware of the 
problems in their existing structure and of their own tendency to deny 
the need for change. 

Of particular importance in Tom’s story is the fact that this new 
awareness “turned into a kind of vision we could build on.” Notice that 
there was not a definite vision laid out for them; rather, “a kind of vi-
sion that we could build on” emerged. 

Much has been written about the need for leaders to have a clear 
vision. Too often it sounds as if the leader’s vision is just another man-
date from on high. In the transformational process, there is usually a 
general outcome that is desired, a result to be created. Yet this kind of 
vision emerges over time. It is a vision of how we become a new com-
munity as we pursue the desired result. It can never be announced 
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ahead of time. It is emergent. It is part of building the bridge as we 
walk on it. 

Eventually Tom and the people around him had to get to the crux 
of the matter. They had to examine their own willingness to change. 
Although Tom was experienced in corporate transformation, he had 
to return to the question of self-change. Did he and his people have the 
courage to walk naked into the land of uncertainty? Were they willing 
to model the process of entering the fundamental state of leadership? 

For some of his top people, the answer was no, and they had to 
leave. This is also worthy of note. In top management teams, it is com-
mon in times of transformation to have strong resisters. Most are ca-
pable of turning around. Some are not. Usually these are competent 
people who are playing a powerful role. The common temptation is 
to make excuses for such powerful senior people and to move ahead. 
Indeed, one of the most frequent problems that I observe is the un-
willingness of top executives to confront the “tyranny of competence” 
and remove those who are clearly unwilling to grow into the change 
process. As Tom notes, “One person can move a system.” By the same 
token, one contrary person at the top can have a devastating effect. 
Such people seldom speak up and express their opposition. Instead, 
they consciously or unconsciously sabotage the change process. 

While a change leader needs to develop a team that moves with one 
mind, that team is often not the formal top management group. It is 
often a network of converts that cuts across formal boundaries. Over 
time the change spreads to more and more people. Eventually there is 
a critical mass. 

Here I am reminded of Robert Yamamoto’s story in Chapter Two. 
Robert saw himself as a change agent. He spoke of a “critical mass that 
is willing to look at challenges in a new way and work on solutions to-
gether.” This is how social movements work. We never convert every-
one. We do not need to. To move the organization where it needs to 
go, we need only the critical mass. 

This is how social movements work. We never convert 

everyone. We do not need to. To move the organization 

where it needs to go, we need only the critical mass. 

Reaching a critical mass has marvelous impacts on the organiza-
tion. At his meetings, Robert declares that there is “new energy pre-
sent.”With this new energy, the group also seems to have new perspective 
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and new capacity: “What previously seemed unimaginable now seems 
to happen with ease.” 

ORGANIZATIONS ARE TRANSFORMED 
WHEN WE TRANSFORM OURSELVES 

As Robert reflected on the profound change in his organization, he 
wondered why it now seemed so easy and why there was now a posi-
tive culture. He then answered his own question: “I know it all hap-
pened because I confronted my own insecurity, selfishness, and lack 
of courage.” 

Robert was making one of the central claims of this book: we trans-
form the organization by transforming ourselves. This is a highly re-
sisted concept. When we are failing and disempowered, we “know” 
that bad things are happening because of the people and circum-
stances around us. 

We are, in fact, correct. Those people around us are in the normal 
state. They are pursuing their own self-focused agendas, and the col-
lective environment is one of distrust and decreasing capacity. Un-
fortunately, we are in the same condition. We accept the world as it is, 
and we become what we behold. From our normal state, we know it 
is nonsense to claim that we change the organization by transforming 
ourselves. Hence we are likely to say, “I am doing all I can, but there is 
no way to change the system.” 

Statements like these reflect the state of empowerment we are in, 
for it is our own state that determines the theory of change we can ac-
cept or even contemplate. To illustrate this point, let us consider var-
ious ways in which we may try to make change happen. 

THREE GENERAL STRATEGIES 
FOR EFFECTING CHANGE IN 
HUMAN SYSTEMS 

In the normal state, we seek equilibrium. In the normal state, we are 
comfort-centered, externally directed, self-focused, and internally 
closed. We construct a world of social exchange and economic trans-
action. The central purpose of anyone in such a system is to obtain 
status and resources while avoiding pain and punishment. When 
emerging reality threatens our deeply held values by suggesting we 
need to move into the unknown, we resist. We become self-deceptive 
because we say change is needed, yet we want to avoid the risk of losing 
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what we have, so we seek to “manage” change in ways we do not find 
deeply threatening. 

In the normal state, we typically employ two general strategies of 
change: Telling, that is, making logical arguments for change and Forc-
ing, that is, using forms of leverage such as the threat of firing or os-
tracizing. Less often, we may use a third strategy, Participating, that is, 
using open dialogue and pursuing win-win strategies. (These three 
general strategies are a simplified version of a scheme originally of-
fered by Chin and Benne, 1969.) 

The Telling strategy assumes that people are guided by reason. If 
others decide it’s in their best interest to change, they’ll gladly do so. 
Any resistance to change could only be the product of ignorance and 
superstition. To counter that resistance, the change agent needs to ed-
ucate the people to the truth, and their resistance will dissolve. But it 
isn’t usually that simple, as most of us know. 

The Telling strategy is most effective for situations in which peo-
ple are not very invested. Someone tells me my tire is going flat and 
that I need to get it changed. I can verify this by looking at the tire. I 
can make a clear cost-benefit assessment: I must have a good tire to 
drive my car, and changing the tire is relatively easy to do. I am not 
emotionally tied to getting the work done, and I am quite certain that 
when it is done, I can drive safely again. I know what to do, and little 
learning is required. This is incremental change, and it’s relatively easy. 

Yet what if someone tells me that I must change the way I drive be-
cause it is causing undue wear and tear on my car? Changing how I 
drive will be a good investment, and all I have to do is attend a week-
end conference. Now I am being asked to change my fundamental be-
havior. I have no way of immediately assessing if the other person is 
right or wrong. Besides, I would have to attend classes and learn a 
whole new way of driving. It doesn’t sound like a good idea. 

Telling is not as effective in situations requiring significant behav-
ior change because it is based on a narrow, cognitive view of human 
systems. It fails to incorporate values, attitudes, and feelings. While 
people may understand why they should change, they are often not 
willing to make the painful changes that are necessary. When the tar-
get of change begins to resist, the change agent often becomes frus-
trated and turns to the second general strategy. 

The Forcing strategy seeks to leverage people into changing. Usu-
ally some form of political or economic power is exerted. Efforts may 
range from subtle manipulation to physical force. The Forcing strat-



Quinn.c06  2/23/04  12:43 PM  Page 71

71 Transforming Others by Transforming Self 

egy usually evokes anger, resistance, and damage to the fundamental 
relationship. Thus, it not likely to result in the kind of voluntary com-
mitment that is necessary for healthy and enthusiastic change— 
change that will sustain the system and, in Tom’s words, “become part 
of the culture.” 

In the normal state, then, we commonly seek to create change by 
engaging in a two-step process: first, tell others why they need to 
change; second, if telling fails, figure out a way to force them to change. 
This two-step process is so normalized that even I, the supposed ex-
pert who should be totally aware of it, do it over and over again. Since 
we are seldom interested in changing ourselves, we repeat this process 
while refusing to recognize that in using force, we damage the rela-
tionship and seldom obtain our desired long-term outcome. 

The Participating strategy involves a more collaborative approach. 
This approach recognizes that people are influenced by their language, 
habits, norms, and institutional policies and culture. Here, the change 
agent welcomes the input of others, who are seen as equals in the 
change process. Instead of trying to make change happen simply by 
providing information, as in the Telling strategy, the change agent fo-
cuses on surfacing, clarifying, and reconstructing people’s values and 
on resolving hidden conflicts. The emphasis is on communication and 
cooperation in a search for win-win solutions. People move forward, 
trusting the emergent group process. 

People who know the power of this strategy often use the phrase, 
“Trust the process.” Others find the phrase preposterous. In the nor-
mal state, many people are incapable of trusting the emergent process. 
They need to feel that they are in control. I am reminded of a story 
told by Steven Covey. A disbelieving CEO told Covey, “Every time I 
try win-win, I lose.” Covey replied, “Then you did not do win-win.” 

The paradox is that this strategy calls for reducing control while re-
maining clear and strong about one’s underlying values and intent. It 
is a strategy not of weakness but of strength. Participatory strategies 
and active listening require that each person allows the other to express 
his or her truth while insisting that his or her own truth be heard. The 
exchange can then give rise to a new and more complex truth. 

Over the years, it has become politically correct to advocate the Par-
ticipating strategy. Many do advocate it, although few actually believe 
in it. In practice, it is seldom used as intended. Instead, the change 
agent determines a solution and then asks a group to join in a discus-
sion. Any answer they come up with is acceptable—as long as it is the 
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“right” one. Because so many people experience the Participating 
strategy as a manipulative technique, they become deeply cynical, an 
attitude that undermines the process. We thus get back only what we 
put out: distrust of the system and what passes for “proof ” that the 
Participating strategy does not work. 

A FOURTH STRATEGY 
There is a fourth general strategy for effecting change. It is even less 
accessible when we are in the normal state than is the Participating 
strategy. I call it the Transcending strategy in reference to the tran-
scending of self that occurs when we enter the fundamental state of 
leadership. It can be understood in relation to the first three strategies 
as seen in Figure 6.1. Here is an explanation. 

Look at the lower-right-hand-corner of this figure, labeled Tech-
nical Perspective. The strategy at work in this quadrant (Telling) is ori-
ented to logical explanation. This orientation tends to reflect two sets 
of values, “structure and control” (indicated at the bottom center) and 
“external alignment of the system” (indicated at the right center). Here 
we seek to be in control while seeking to explain the facts to others. 

Now look at the upper-left-hand corner of the graph, labeled Inter-
personal Perspective. The strategy at work in this quadrant (Participat-
ing) is oriented to trust. When we are working from this perspective, 
our core values (indicated at the left center and the top center of the 
graph) tend toward “preservation of the system” and “possibility and 
emergence.” That is, we try to maintain existing relationships while 
orienting others to possibility and emergent processes. 

If you compare the assumed values of the Technical Perspective 
quadrant and the Interpersonal Perspective quadrant, you will see that 
the two are in stark contrast. They are psychological oppositions. 

Now move to the lower-left-quadrant, the Political Perspective. Note 
that the emphasis here is on “compliance.” When we are working from 
this perspective, our values tend toward “structure and control” again, 
just as in the Technical Perspective, and toward “preservation of the 
system.” Of all the strategies, the strategy here (Forcing) is the most 
focused on the preservation of the status quo. It accepts the risk of of-
fending people in order to preserve the current order of things. 

Finally, move to the upper-right-hand quadrant, the Transforma-
tional Perspective. Here the emphasis is on vision realization. When we 
are working from this perspective, our values tend toward “possibility 
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and emergence” and “external alignment of the system.” The associ-
ated Transcending strategy is represented in every case of deep change 
that we have examined. One purpose of this book is to make this strat-
egy more clear and accessible. 

The two most normally practiced strategies—Telling and Forcing— 
are found in the bottom two quadrants, sharing the core values iden-
tified as “structure and control.” When we employ these two strategies, 
we believe (often erroneously) that we are in control. Even if we are 
totally ineffective, we tend to keep practicing them. In the end, we pre-
fer the illusion of control to the cost of being effective. 

The third strategy, Participating, is very difficult for most people 
to access. It means letting go of some control and trusting the inter-
active process. Because of our need to be in control, we often prosti-
tute this process. We pretend to be open when we are not. 

The Transcending strategy, the one that is most at the core of the 
fundamental state of leadership, is even less accessible. In the normal 
state of disempowered living, we cannot tolerate it. Yet it is the key to 
personal and collective transformation. 

The Transcending strategy, the one that is most at the 

core of the fundamental state of leadership, is even 

less accessible. In the normal state of disempowered 

living, we cannot tolerate it. Yet it is the key to personal 

and collective transformation. 

It is important to recognize that each of the four change strategies 
resides at a higher level of cognitive and behavioral complexity. Indi-
viduals who expand their awareness from, say, the Technical Perspec-
tive to the Political Perspective are likely to become more effective. 
They do not give up the Technical Perspective but enrich it with a 
wider range of views and skills. Those who then go on to master the 
Interpersonal Perspective keep the tools of the Technical and Political 
strategies but enlarge their awareness and skill set. They have a richer 
perceptual map with which to see the context, and they have more 
skills to apply in trying to change it. As a result, they are likely to be 
even more effective, yet they still lack the fundamental thing they need 
to lead transformation. 
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Individuals who embrace the Transformational Perspective are the 
ones who are most capable of leading deep change. That is what we 
learn from all the people we have met so far in this book. These are 
the catalysts of change who have discovered that to transform the or-
ganization, they must first of all transform themselves. They must “be-
come the change they want to see in the world.” Thich Nhat Hanh, an 
insightful observer of change, expresses this truth in these words: “If 
a [community of practice] is having difficulties, the way to transform 
it is to begin by transforming yourself, to go back to your island of self 
and become more refreshed and more understanding” (1995, p. 68). 
This is what Tom Jones learned at CIGNA Individual Insurance. It is 
what we all learn when we enter the fundamental state of leadership. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Strive to be as honest as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. What does it mean to be a leader of a social movement 
when you work in a large organization? Can you identify 
an example from your own experience? 

2. What is your response to Ralph Nader’s statement that “I 
start with the premise that the function of leadership is to 
produce more leaders, not more followers”? What implica-
tions does this idea have for your own leadership? 

3. Have you witnessed leaders who succeeded in past trans-
formations but failed when they tried to lead a second 
transformation? How do you account for the failure? 

4. Are you convinced that to transform the organization, 
you must transform yourself? If so, what are some concrete 
implications for you? 

5. Can you identify a case of the “tyranny of competence” in 
an organization you know about? What might you do to 
prevent a similar occurrence in your own organization? 



Quinn.c06  2/23/04  12:43 PM  Page 76

76 BUILDING THE BRIDGE AS YOU WALK ON IT 

6. In your experience, how does transformational change

happen? Do you agree that members of the top manage
-
ment team are often not a part of an early social move
-
ment within the organization?


7. Provide an example of a time when you have seen each

of the four general change strategies (see Figure 6.1)

employed. How often do you employ each strategy?


8. How could the information in Figure 6.1 make you a more 
effective leader? 

Self-Improvement 

1. Reflect on the concept of self-transformation as the key 
to transforming the organization. Then write a paragraph 
describing yourself as you are today. 

2. Write a paragraph describing ways in which you would like 
to change. 

Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N  

A New View

of Leadership


“If language is not in accordance with the truth of 

things, then affairs cannot be carried on to success.” 

—CONFUCIUS 

Q A s Confucius observed, “If language is not in ac-
cordance with the truth of things, then affairs cannot be carried on to 
success.” In order to think more clearly, deeply, and accurately about 
leadership—and, more important, in order to find pathways to the 
fundamental state of leadership—we need a language that does jus-
tice to the “truth of things.” 

It is time now to pull together several of the threads that have run 
through the stories of transformation that we have encountered in the 
first six chapters. Our discussion of leadership strategies in Chapter 
Six brought us to the threshold of a new vision of leadership. In this 
chapter, I make that vision explicit. 

In discussing increased awareness in Chapter Five, I noted how we 
see differently when we are in the fundamental state of leadership. In 
particular, there is less of the either-or thinking that characterizes the 
normal state and more of the both-and thinking in which apparent 
opposites are reconciled in a more comprehensive view of reality. In 
Part Two of this book, I will describe a set of eight practices that we 
can employ if we want to get into the fundamental state of leadership. 
The eight practices embody unusual, even paradoxical, concepts about 

77 
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leadership that result from both-and thinking. These concepts allow 
us to transcend our old categories and definitions. They provide a 
fuller and richer language for talking about leadership that is simul-
taneously more ambiguous and more accurate. Because they are so 
unusual, it will be necessary to extend our normal thinking tools in 
order to grasp them. The rest of this chapter prepares the way for these 
ideas by suggesting how we can view leadership in a more complex 
and dynamic way. Let’s begin by meeting Kevin Fickenscher, a man 
with a profound tale to tell. 

TRANSCENDING THE

USUAL CATEGORIES


Kevin is a physician who is very involved in the transformation of 
health care. He has now led transformations in at least four organiza-
tions. Along the way, he has discovered that he must transcend the 
usual categories that we use to define leadership. Here he shares his 
observations: 

Since arriving in health care as an orderly, continuing on as a medical 
student, resident, and practicing physician and, now, in providing lead-
ership as an executive in large health care organizations, I have been 
committed to making health care better for all people. It is this com-
mitment that constitutes the notion of deep change. Yet I have learned 
that maintaining commitment is not easy. I will share two examples. 

When I arrived at one large organization, I discovered that the ap-
proach to information technology [IT] was adrift. There were over-
lapping costs, duplication, unfettered purchasing of incompatible 
systems, and so forth. This had been done in an era where there were 
sufficient funds to pay for these “systems.” However, shortly before I 
arrived, the organization had begun to face a situation of ever tight-
ening reimbursement that was causing it to take stock of its direction. 
I’ll never forget my first conversation with the CEO: he told me, “Take 
care of IT and make it work” (a fairly clear directive). 

The long and short of it is that I crafted a vision for the organiza-
tion, went through a process with those who were directly involved, 
and gained a large measure of support among the troops for the many 
changes required to make us a more efficient, productive, stable, and 
future-oriented information management organization. This was one 
project among many change projects that I became involved in with 
the organization. In fact, my moniker became “Dr. Change.” 
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After three years and despite very positive evaluations, I was termi-
nated. I was devastated. The organization had come to a significant fi-
nancial crisis, and the CEO had laid down the rule that the corporate 
overhead would not exceed 0.9 percent of total operational budget— 
something that it had met in the years prior to a more centralized ap-
proach. He did this to placate the multiple regions and overlapping 
administrative structures that existed throughout the organization. In 
my exit interview, he stated (and I’ll never forget it): “Sometimes we 
let the most talented go because we know that they can take care of 
themselves.” 

I was flabbergasted. I felt that it was so ironic that I was leaving and 
the “resisters” to change were staying. He had seemed supportive, but 
when the wolves were at the door, he moved to placate them by oust-
ing me. I had felt that if we continued on the course of the corporate 
leaders, the board would soon take action. 

Kevin had encountered the phenomenon of the resistant organi-
zation that was discussed in the preceding chapter. The resistance was 
more intense and more dangerous than he realized. He suffered for 
his commitment. This kind of painful surprise happens often to peo-
ple who enter the fundamental state of leadership. Such people, fo-
cused on purpose, act from principle and pursue the transformation 
that the organization needs. Yet often the organization does not want 
what it most needs. Like Kevin, change agents are often flabbergasted 
when they are fired and the people who are responsible for the slow 
death of the organization are retained. This prospect alone is enough 
to keep people in the normal state. Yet as Kevin discovered, to enter 
the fundamental state of leadership is to see leadership in new ways. 
He continues: 

It turns out that I was right. My departure precipitated a crisis (not 
solely because of my departure, although that was a part of the crisis) 
that resulted in the CEO’s losing his position a short six weeks after 
my departure. Ironically, I recently spoke with one of the individuals 
who had reported to me. In that conversation is an important lesson. 

She told me the organization went on to hire a new CEO (exactly 
the type of leader needed for supporting change efforts), and very few 
of the original “wolves” remain. She then said: “Kevin, we are doing 
everything that you envisioned. You had the ideas, you carried the 
message, you got us to the door, and the leaders slammed the door in 
your face. You’d be proud! We’re doing everything. It’s amazing. We 
carried the vision forward.” 
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From this exchange Kevin derives some critical lessons about being 
in the fundamental state of leadership: 

There is a major lesson here. Visionaries are often not present for the 
final institutionalization of deep change. Witness that people like Jesus, 
Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Martin Luther, Abraham Lincoln, George 
Washington, Deng Xiao Ping, and many, many others were not allowed 
to live out their vision. The vision, of necessity, eventually became the 
work of others. 

In a similar vein, I visited with my former boss at another organi-
zation several years ago. He said to me: “Kevin, you’d be proud of all 
the seeds you planted that have come bearing not just plants but flow-
ers.” What a tribute. 

There are three points to be made about my experience in leading 
change. 

First, while it’s nice to “be there” when the platitudes come and the 
plaques are handed out, I’ve come to the conclusion that the true 
transformational leader must frequently accept his or her results 
through the work of others who embraced the vision and moved it 
forward. In the book Deep Change, Quinn notes that we must “trust 
in our vision enough to start our journey into the chasm of uncer-
tainty, believing that the resources will appear . . .” It is this initial step 
of trusting ourselves that is the most difficult. For as a leader, if we 
trust ourselves, it is critical that we embrace not only the vision but 
also those who are emboldened to walk with us. Such a step requires 
that we move forward knowing that the final work for a truly deep 
change effort may not—and frequently does not—include us. If we 
are truly committed to the purpose, our own exit is an acceptable out-
come. If it is not, we are unlikely to succeed anyway. 

A second lesson is that “walking naked” and “building the bridge 
while we walk on it” are core considerations for any leader who is se-
rious about change at any level. The change is as much about us as in-
dividuals as it is about our organizations. The confidence and belief 
that we can go ahead without knowing how, trusting ourselves to 
learn, is critical. The concept is particularly relevant in a world where 
managerial control is frequently no longer feasible. 

Control is derived from information, and with the ubiquitous avail-
ability of information—both public and proprietary—the ability to 
control diminishes. To be effective leaders in this new world, “walking 
naked” requires us to let go—to embrace the unknowable by offering 
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followers the conceivable. Working through others, setting direction 
while others navigate, and maintaining personal accountability require 
a totally different approach to leadership. 

A third lesson is about patience with adversity and resistance. I’ve 
come to the conclusion that if you truly believe in your vision, then you 
must be willing to accept the fact that some may not want to follow and 
will even resist your efforts. The tincture of time has taught me that the 
resistance can exceed the following—in the short term. However, what 
initially may seem to be failure, if it is allowed to lay fallow, grow, and 
mature, frequently results in the organization’s moving forward—if 
the vision is grounded and thus compelling. To make the decision to 
follow your vision, then, can be very difficult. The end result is that 
gratification from deep change comes from the work of others who 
accept, embrace, and move the vision. In fact, it is through the work 
of others that the true contribution of a change leader is made. 

“To make the decision to follow your vision, then, can 

be very difficult. The end result is that gratification 

from deep change comes from the work of others who 

accept, embrace, and move the vision. In fact, it is 

through the work of others that the true contribution 

of a change leader is made.” 

Here Kevin becomes crystal clear about what it really means to 
enter the fundamental state of leadership. It means being so focused 
on achieving the desired outcome that we are always willing to accept 
that it may be necessary for us to go in order for the outcome to 
emerge. This means we are truly focused on the collective good. 

This is the observation of a complex person. It is antithetical to the 
thinking that characterizes the normal state. The first principle of nor-
mal living is survival of the self. The objective in a world of scarce re-
sources is to win as much as you can. There tends to be no collective 
purpose worthy of self-sacrifice. In the fundamental state of leader-
ship, our worldview changes. In every case we have so far considered in 
this book, we watched people clarify their purpose. We watched them 
make courageous decisions to pursue that purpose and to move for-
ward to build the bridge as they walked on it. As they did so, they be-
came other-focused, willing to make sacrifices for the common good. 
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SUCCEEDING WITHOUT

BEING THERE


Note that Kevin crafted a vision, enrolled his people, and engaged 
them in building the bridge as they walked on it. In the process, he 
was terminated. The explanation was political; the outcome was clearly 
unfair. Yet later, all that Kevin had initiated came to fruition. Why? 

When we enter the fundamental state of leadership, we change. We 
become a source of variation, a jolt of uncertainty in the system. Once 
that happens, emergent organizing begins. When uncertainty goes up, 
people create new patterns of relationship. Control systems and sta-
tus structures melt away. Leadership shifts from person to person as 
needed. No one is leading the process in the traditional sense, yet it 
leads to striking new outcomes. 

We see this process at work in Kevin’s story. He was in the funda-
mental state of leadership, and he attracted others to join him. The 
change he had put in motion continued even after he was gone. Al-
though he was terminated, he was successful. In the words of his col-
league, “It’s amazing. We carried the vision forward.” 

People in the normal state read this and focus on what happened 
to Kevin: “Big deal; the man lost his job.” In the normal state, we are 
externally driven, and we define success in terms of external rewards. 
We cannot understand Kevin or his message. But Kevin was not in the 
ordinary state. 

When people like Kevin enter the fundamental state of leadership, 
they set off storms. People get divided into camps. In the process, the 
leaders learn much about themselves. They become people of in-
creased capacity. They look back on the failures and injuries and now 
see them as important wellsprings of power and capacity. 

In our usual ways of thinking about leadership, we have a difficult 
time accounting for stories like Kevin’s. “Succeeding without being 
there” is, from the standpoint of the normal state, a paradoxical con-
cept. As we probe more deeply into the characteristics of people who 
enter the fundamental state of leadership, we will discover more ap-
parent paradoxes. 

WHEN CATEGORIES MELT 
We normally assume that thinking determines behavior. Yet behavior 
also determines how we think. I suspect that one reason old categories 
melt away for the people we have met in this book is that when they 
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are in the fundamental state of leadership, they enter uncertainty— 
that which they do not yet know. They must open up and explore re-
ality. In this state of true learning, they realize that the old categories 
that so defined reality were an invention, words we used to construct 
the reality that we experienced at an earlier time. Once those words 
and categories were in place, they became the containers that held us 
in place. Suddenly we see a new reality where the categorical differ-
ences collapse. Everything becomes one. We now have the opportu-
nity to resee and rename things. In the process, we create a new world. 

To understand this process, it may be useful to consider how we 
normally think. There is a pattern of human thinking that has been 
noted by careful observers in both the ancient and modern worlds. 
Sense making is characterized by splitting oppositions and polarities. 
Things are hot or cold, soft or hard, past or present. In making these 
differentiations, we also tend to make implicit judgments about good 
and bad. We reconstruct polarities. Our underlying differentiations 
take on a positive-negative structure. We speak of love or hate, action 
or stagnation, honesty or corruption. In this splitting process, we tend 
to dissociate ourselves from the negative. We embrace only the posi-
tive. By labeling the other half of reality negative, we act and construct 
a world that lacks dynamic balance. We lose the kind of integrity that 
renews itself. In denouncing stagnation and pursuing action, for ex-
ample, we forget the value of stability, the positive opposition to ac-
tion. We lose the capacity to embrace stability and join it with forward 
movement. 

Because of this tendency to split the world, we endlessly generate 
strategies that are the seeds of their own failure. They succeed for a 
time and then mysteriously transform into seemingly incomprehen-
sible, vicious cycles. As we engage in the normal process of splitting, 
we can no longer tolerate emerging reality. We have to cut off the feed-
back loops that tell us our internally split values are now attempting 
to split a natural world that will not be split. Because we feel insecure, 
we deny the messages of changing external reality until it is too late. 
Then we enter some form of crisis. 

As the crisis expands, the ego tends to collapse. This is not a disas-
ter but a rebirth. We shed the old categories of sense making. For a 
brief moment, we experience the oneness of the transformational 
world. We marvel at the both-and nature of things. We gain new in-
sights. We choose to enter the fundamental state of leadership, and we 
become empowered and empowering. Then, because we lack the 
language and concepts necessary to maintain both-and thinking, we 
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return to the need to act with intention and fall into the natural pro-
cess of splitting. 

SEEING THROUGH MULTIPLE LENSES 
In the fundamental state of leadership, it is natural to think in both-
and terms and to gain capacities that we normally split off as “not part 
of us.” Consider an illustration. 

One day one of my colleagues and I were discussing the four quad-
rants of the competing values model. The model articulates contrast-
ing leadership behaviors. One quadrant of the model emphasizes the 
conceptualization of the future, and the quadrant opposite it empha-
sizes the detailed analysis of the present. A third quadrant emphasizes 
task achievement, and its opposite emphasizes concern for people. 
Most people think of the opposing quadrants in an either-or fashion. 

My friend told me that he was really good at conceptualizing the 
future, good at task achievement, and sometimes good on concern for 
people. However, he said, he was terrible at details and never performs 
well in that area. 

I told him I disagreed. He was a little offended by my willingness 
to intrude on his self-analysis. Our conversation continued as follows: 

“You love to write music, right?” 
“Right.” 
“You told me that sometimes you get into ‘the zone’ and really feel 

that you are doing high-level work.” 
“That is true.” 
“When you are at that high level of performance, you pay great at-

tention to details of creating music, right?” 
There was a protracted silence. First my friend looked a little 

shocked. Then he looked a little angry. Then he said, “I hate it when 
you do that.” We had a good laugh. 

What became clear in that conversation is that when my friend is 
in the normal state, he dislikes and avoids details. When he is in the 
creative state, he attends to details while hardly noticing that he does. 
In the fundamental state of leadership, we are more complete and less 
split in both our thinking and in our behavior. Yet when we return to 
normal thinking and behavior, we are limited in our ability to describe 
transformational reality. Nevertheless, in the fundamental state of 
leadership, we reflect more, feel more, learn more, and achieve more. 
We become liberated from self-limiting definitions and consequently 
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more dynamic. Like Kevin, we become more complex people. Our be-
havior patterns do not stay in commonly defined categories but tend 
to stretch across boundaries. We behave in ways that seem paradoxi-
cal. We discover, for example, that it is possible to be simultaneously 
confident and humble, detached and interdependent, tough and lov-
ing, active and reflective, practical and visionary, responsible and free, 
authentic and engaged. 

Usually people observing from outside the fundamental state of 
leadership think in either-or terms and so cannot easily describe the 
paradoxical characteristics of people in the fundamental state of lead-
ership. They tend to engage in positive-negative splitting. This fact ac-
counts for much of the confusion in the literature on leadership and 
the futility in lists of desired leadership characteristics. People in the 
normal state do not have the perceptual lenses or the language neces-
sary to describe the increased complexity that occurs when we enter 
the fundamental state of leadership. But as Confucius observed, “If 
language is not in accordance with the truth of things, then affairs can-
not be carried on to success.” In order to think more clearly, deeply, 
and accurately about leadership—and, more important, in order to 
find pathways to the fundamental state of leadership—we need a lan-
guage that does justice to the truth of things. 

FOUR WAYS TO SEE LEADERSHIP 
In the rest of this chapter, we review four increasingly complex and 
dynamic ways of seeing leadership. At the highest level of complexity, 
we will end with a view of leadership that embodies the eight prac-
tices for entering the fundamental state of leadership that will be ex-
plored in Part Two. 

Level 1: The Static View 

The normal or most common way to think about leadership is to use 
what is called the trait approach. In trying to improve leadership, 
someone tries to identify the desired traits or characteristics of a 
leader. This approach is illustrated in Table 7.1, which lists thirty-two 
positive traits. 

Using the trait approach, we might say, for example, that the com-
pany wants people who are bold, self-disciplined, responsible, active, 
energetic, committed, and engaged. That would be a good list. We 
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Table 7.1. Leadership Traits. 

active energetic independent realistic 
adaptive engaged integrated reflective 
assertive expressive involved responsible 
bold factual mindful secure 
compassionate flexible open self-disciplined 
concerned grounded optimistic spontaneous 
confident hopeful principled strong 
constructive humble questioning visionary 

could build a training program to try to develop these characteristics. 
And in doing so, we would be developing people who are likely to have 
a very negative effect on the company. Why? 

Our list of traits contains a strong bias toward focused action yet ig-
nores other dimensions that are crucial to organizational success. This is 
a typical outcome of using the trait approach, which usually produces 
a list of low complexity. The trait approach assumes that leadership can 
be understood and developed by breaking it into parts. In reality, ef-
fective leadership tends to incorporate a dynamic whole that we usu-
ally see as contradictory qualities. We cannot see this so long as we 
imagine that we can analyze leadership into component parts. More-
over, leadership is not a fixed list of traits; it is a dynamic, complex, liv-
ing process. A trait view keeps us from seeing leadership in this way. 

Level 2: The Polar View 

Normal human thinking takes the form of either-or reasoning in 
which we tend to split very different characteristics such as humility 
and confidence. We have a harder time thinking in terms of polarities, 
or contrary characteristics operating simultaneously in the same sys-
tem. We read the list of thirty-two traits in Table 7.1, for example, and 
we are unlikely to pay much attention to the unseen polarities that are 
actually present. In Table 7.2, the same list is presented in terms of eight 
tensions or polarities. 

This approach moves us toward both-and thinking. When we use 
the trait approach, we have to take the dynamic reality of leadership 
apart. It is like killing a butterfly and pinning it on a board to study. 
In the words of the poet William Wordsworth, “We murder to dissect.” 
In this way, we can discover much about the parts of a butterfly, but 
our analysis loses an appreciation for what it means to be a living 
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Table 7.2. Leadership Traits: A Polar View. 

compassionate; concerned 
spontaneous; expressive 
mindful; reflective 
principled; integrated 
realistic; questioning 
grounded; factual 
independent; strong 
confident; secure 

assertive; bold 
self-disciplined; responsible 
active; energetic 
engaged; involved 
optimistic; constructive 
visionary; hopeful 
humble; open 
adaptive; flexible 

thing. So it is with leadership. Moving from single traits to a set of po-
larities allows us to look at leadership from a more complete and dy-
namic perspective. If in observing a leader, we use positive oppositions 
or polarities to observe what is happening, we will see and understand 
more than we could with the trait approach. Let’s take it to still an-
other level of complexity. 

Level 3: A Competing Values View 

In a third way of viewing leadership, the polarities revealed in Table 
7.2 become still more complex. The model in Figure 7.1 is called the 
competing values framework. It contains the thirty-two leadership 
traits organized into eight polarities and places each polarity next to 
a similar or overlapping polarity. It also articulates what happens when 
a leader overemphasizes some positive value: the positive becomes a 
negative. The leader splits the polarity apart and begins to move into 
the negative zone on the outer edge of the figure. So, for example, a 
concerned leader who practices too much concern becomes a lax 
leader. An overly assertive leader becomes an overbearing leader. A 
questioning leader becomes a cynical leader. An optimistic leader be-
comes a naive leader. 

This observation takes us to a still more complex view, suggesting 
that effective leadership not only stretches across polarities, but also 
requires maintaining positive opposites without sliding into the neg-
ative zone shown at the outer edge of Figure 7.1. 

A leader who scores high on all the positive characteristics in Figure 
7.1 is said to have high behavioral complexity, or the capacity to be-
have in many different ways. Research shows that leaders with high 
behavioral complexity tend to generate more positive organizational 
outcomes (Hart and Quinn, 1993). 
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The competing values framework helps us to see the polarities that 
tend to operate in the social world. Organizations are dynamic, living 
systems, and people must have great adaptability and exhibit a com-
plex array of behaviors to manage or lead. Unfortunately, the normal 
mind employs either-or thinking to quickly reduce the competing val-
ues framework back to the trait approach. Trainers using the model, 
for example, tend to assume that they should assess people on the var-
ious dimensions and then educate them on their weak traits. That is 
natural but still hinders us from more fully understanding leadership 
and developing it in ourselves or in others. To achieve that fuller un-
derstanding we need to turn to a fourth level of complexity. 
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Level 4: An Integrated View 

In the fundamental state of leadership, people become more focused, 
hopeful, optimistic, visionary, confident, courageous, persistent, adap-
tive, concerned, caring, and so on. If we look for a predetermined trait 
in them, we are likely to find it. If we are also practicing normal, either-
or thinking, we will tend to miss the fact that they also exhibit polar, 
positive traits. 

Yet positive traits tend not to exist in isolation. Rather, they exist 
and expand as part of a reciprocal system. Positive characteristics tend 
to cocreate and sustain each other. These internal dynamics spread to 
the external environment and have the potential to transform other 
individuals and then the entire organization. It is hard for us to see 
these dynamics from a normal view. Yet this is why Kevin Fickenscher 
succeeded without being there. The changes he initiated brought forth 
the emergence of a self-organizing system. His initial surprise that it had 
happened is a reflection of how few of us understand self-organization. 
It does not lend itself to normal thinking. 

By integrating positive oppositions, we can create a set of eight new 
concepts for describing leadership. A simplified version of these con-
cepts appears in Table 7.3. The first two columns of the table show the 
original thirty-two traits consolidated into the eight polarities. In the 
far right column, the eight polarities are linguistically integrated. These 
eight linguistic integrations suggest eight creative states. A person in 
one of these creative states would be high on both ends of a given po-
larity. Someone who exhibits “tough love,” for example, will be both 
assertive/bold and compassionate/concerned. 

Taken together, the creative states listed in the far right column are 
the basis of the eight practices described in Part Two. In the chapters 

Table 7.3. Eight Polarities and Eight Creative States. 

Eight Polarities Eight Creative States 

spontaneous; expressive/self-disciplined; responsible Responsible freedom 
compassionate; concerned/assertive; bold Tough love 
mindful; reflective/active; energetic Reflective action 
principled; integrated/engaged; involved Authentic engagement 
realistic; questioning/optimistic; constructive Appreciative inquiry 
grounded; factual/visionary; hopeful Grounded vision 
confident; secure/adaptive; flexible Adaptive confidence 
independent; strong/humble; open Detached interdependence 
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in Part Two, I will explore more about how these concepts were derived, 
provide illustrations of them, and show how they suggest ways of en-
tering the fundamental state of leadership. Here I will simply point out 
the ways in which they are different from normal leadership concepts. 

The eight concepts are integrated in Figure 7.2. I see these concepts as 
overlapping and not mutually exclusive, as usually required by nor-
mal science. Normal science differentiates categories for good reason. 
Mutually exclusive categories facilitate measurement and prediction. 
Normal science is very good at breaking things down into parts. It 
does not readily lend itself to the integration of differentiated con-
cepts. It took years, for example, for leadership researchers to notice 
that there was a high correlation between task orientation and con-
cern for people across hundreds of studies (Schriesheim, House, and 
Kerr, 1976). The data were right in front of many highly trained ana-
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lysts, but their categorical thinking did not allow them to see the ob-
vious connection. Even now that we know they are highly correlated, 
we tend not to examine their potential connection and overlap. Un-
derstanding this, Bernard Bass (1997) wrote: 

An almost insurmountable problem is the question of the extent to 
which we pour old wine into new bottles when proposing “new” the-
ories. For instance, Julius Caesar’s descriptions of his leadership style in 
the Gallic Wars in the first century B.C. are clear, succinct endorse-
ments of the need for what Blake and Mouton (1964) conceived as 9–9 
style—a style that Fleishman (1953) described in terms of high initia-
tion and consideration and that in the year 2500 some new theorist 
will give a new name. When does the field advance? Are we beyond 
Caesar’s understanding of how to lead infantry shock troops? [p. 16]. 

A general in war tends to enter the fundamental state of leadership. 
Caesar was complex enough to see that a real leader is high on people 
and on task. He was not complex enough or lacked the language to 
articulate that a leader is not only high—high on task and person but 
on many other positive polarities. 

Here the new wine is, first, the articulation of that more complex 
view and then a distillation of that complexity into the simplicity that 
says the fundamental state of leadership is a state in which we are 
more purpose-centered, internally directed, other-focused, and exter-
nally open. Still more simply, it is the movement toward ever-increased 
levels of personal and collective integrity. Ever-increasing integrity is 
the source of life for individuals and groups. Ever-increasing integrity 
is the alpha and the omega of leadership. That is why it is at the center 
of Figure 7.2. 

The fundamental state of leadership is . . . the 

movement toward ever-increased levels of personal 

and collective integrity. Ever-increasing integrity is 

the source of life for individuals and groups. Ever-

increasing integrity is the alpha and the omega 

of leadership. 

Each of the corresponding practices described in Part Two reflects 
increasing integrity in the self and results in increasing integrity in the 
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organization. In the fundamental state of leadership, both the person 
and the organization have increased integrity in terms of pursuing the 
purposes they know they should be pursuing. Both the person and the 
organization have increased integrity in terms of living core values. 
The person has more integrity in relating to others. The people in the 
organization have more integrity in terms of how they relate to each 
other. Both the individual and the organization have increased in-
tegrity in terms of honestly recognizing changing external reality. In-
creasing integrity is at once the driver and the outcome of deep 
change. It is the antithesis of slow death, personally and collectively. 
It is the answer to entropy in the social world. 

In addition to suggesting practices or pathways that can help us 
enter the fundamental state of leadership, the eight leadership con-
cepts are lenses that allow us to look for things we cannot currently 
see but that might exist. Consider an analogy. In the early twentieth 
century, astronomers had data and theories that led to the prediction 
that there was a planet in our solar system that we could not see. They 
painstakingly looked for it and discovered Pluto. 

In the social sciences, we seek to predict relationships, but we seldom 
do what the astronomers have done. We tend not to look for social pat-
terns that must exist but are yet to be discovered. That is what we are 
doing here. We are embracing oppositional concepts for exploring the 
system known as the fundamental state of leadership. The concepts are 
tools that may help us to see things we could not see before—things 
that even Caesar could not see. 

This list of concepts is not complete. Many other such concepts 
could yet be derived. It is meant only to get us started. It will be evi-
dent, however, that these concepts capture in explicit terms much of 
what we have learned in individual stories of deep change like those 
you have read so far. 

MOVING ON 
We now have a language or set of conceptual tools for describing and 
exploring the meaning of leadership in a more profound way than we 
could access previously. I believe this language better represents the 
reality of leadership as a complex, dynamic process than the typical 
vocabulary we find in discussions of this subject. But my purpose is 
not merely, or even mainly, to present a new theoretical model. Rather, 
it is to illuminate how we can transform ourselves and our organiza-
tions. In the chapters that follow, we will delve more deeply into the 
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eight concepts I have just described and learn how each suggests a 
practice or pathway for entering the fundamental state of leadership. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Strive to be as honest as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Why was Kevin “flabbergasted”? What did he learn from 
being fired? What did you learn from his being fired? 

2. Have you witnessed an example of someone who “suc
-
ceeded without being there”? If so, what lessons did you

draw from his or her example?


3. In Table 7.2, thirty-two leadership traits are presented as 
eight polarities. Identify someone you admire as a leader. 
Use one or more of the polarities to explain why he or she 
is effective. 

4. Which of the eight polarities in Table 7.2 do you tend to

integrate?


5. Create a list of desirable leadership traits, characteristics, 
or behaviors that have been identified in an organization 
you are familiar with. Place them on the competing values 
framework in Figure 7.1, and then identify what is missing. 
What does the bias imply? 

6. Which part of the negative zone in Figure 7.1 do you tend 
to enter most frequently? Why? 

7. How does the following sentence apply to you: “Ever-

increasing integrity is the alpha and the omega of

leadership”?


Self-Improvement 

1. Reflect on the picture of the fundamental state of leader-
ship presented in Figure 7.2. Then write a paragraph de-
scribing yourself as you are today. 
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2. Write a paragraph describing ways in which you would like 
to change. 

Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Eight Practices 
for Entering the 
Fundamental State 
of Leadership 

“What man actually needs is not a tensionless state 

but rather the striving and struggling for some goal 

worthy of him. What he needs is not the discharge of 

tension at any cost, but the call of a potential meaning 

waiting to be fulfilled by him.” 

—VICTOR FRANKL (1963) 

The stories in Part One led us to a new model of leadership. The 
model suggests that leadership is a creative state of being that we 
may enter, leave for a time, and reenter again. Eight concepts 

help us to capture the essence of the fundamental state of leadership: 
reflective action, authentic engagement, appreciative inquiry, 
grounded vision, adaptive confidence, detached interdependence, re-
sponsible freedom, and tough love. Each of these concepts embraces 
a dynamic tension between polar qualities, and all converge on the 
central idea of ever-increasing integrity. 
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In Part Two, we explore these eight notions not as theoretical con-
structs, but as practices or pathways that we may follow in order to 
enter the fundamental state of leadership. We will see through nu-
merous examples of deep personal change how individuals have trav-
eled these pathways in the direction of greater integrity. At the end of 
each chapter, you will be challenged to assess yourself as you are today 
with respect to each practice and to formulate a strategy for your own 
personal growth. 
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Reflective Action


When we take the time to integrate action and 

reflection, we begin to behave differently. . . .  As we  

become more purpose-centered, internally driven, 

other-focused, and externally open, we more fully 

integrate who we are with what we are doing. At this 

point, what we are doing enlarges our best self, and 

our best self enlarges what we are doing. 

Q
Here we will examine the first of the eight practices 
introduced in Chapter Seven: reflective action. It was Plato who once 
argued that the unexamined life is not worth living. To this someone 
once responded, “Yes, and the unlived life is not worth examining.” 
Reflective action is a concept that combines both arguments. It is not 
easy to integrate both reflection and action. In the world of business, 
for example, there is a tremendous imperative toward action. If we 
err between action and taking the time to reflect, we err on the side 
of action. 

Given the bias toward action in modern life, let us begin our exam-
ination of the practice of reflective action from the other direction— 
from the viewpoint of a man who had chosen a life of reflection and 
contemplation. 

97 
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A MONK’S TALE 
Thomas Merton was one of the most influential religious writers of 
the last century. A convert to Catholicism, he became a Trappist monk. 
In 1948 he published a best-selling book, Seven Storey Mountain. It 
was the first of many successful books and the beginning of a life of 
high visibility in which he continued to write beautifully of the value 
of solitude, reflection, and contemplation. 

Ten years later, on March 18, 1958, Merton had an epiphany. 
It occurred while he was standing on the corner of Fourth and Wal-
nut Streets, in the middle of the shopping district in Louisville, 
Kentucky: 

I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those 
people, that they were mine and I was theirs, that we could not be alien 
to one another even though we were total strangers. It was like waking 
from a dream of separateness, of spurious self-isolation in a special 
world, the world of renunciation and supposed holiness. The whole il-
lusion of a separate holy existence is a dream. Not that I question the 
reality of my vocation, or the monastic life; but the conception of a 
“separation from the world” that we have in the monastery too easily 
presents itself as a complete illusion: the illusion that by making vows 
we become a different species of being, pseudo angels, “spiritual men,” 
men of interior life, what have you [Merton, 1966, p. 156]. 

After this event, Merton changed. He could no longer go on just 
writing about meditation, even though it was of great value. He could 
not bury himself in typical monastic concerns. He had to begin to face 
what he called the big issues of life and death in the world. From that 
point on, he became much more involved in the social issues of his day. 
He did not give up reflection and meditation. Rather, he brought about 
an integration of reflection and action. 

Most of us in the organizational world have the opposite challenge. 
We are engulfed in action, at the expense of contemplation and re-
flection. This extreme is just as isolating as the extreme of contem-
plation divorced from action. With a deep apology to Merton, let me 
rewrite his vision as it might be reported by a suddenly enlightened 
executive standing in the foyer of a monastery: 
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Most of us in the organizational world . . . are  

engulfed in action, at the expense of contemplation 

and reflection. This extreme is just as isolating as the 

extreme of contemplation divorced from action. 

I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those 
people, they were mine and I was theirs, that we could not be alien to 
one another, even though we were total strangers. It was like waking 
from a dream of separateness, of spurious self-isolation in a special 
world, the world of corporate involvement and endless work. The 
whole illusion of a separate powerful existence is a dream. Not that I 
question the reality of my vocation, of the corporate life, but the con-
ception of being in the material world that we have in the corporation 
too easily presents itself as a complete illusion: the illusion that by mak-
ing money we become a different species of being, pseudo power fig-
ures, wealthy people of analytic genius, people of power, what have you. 

In the corporate world, we often become addicted to action. We de-
velop organizational cultures that carry the expectations that people will 
come in early and leave late. We reinforce the compulsive patterns of 
type A personalities. We complain endlessly about the loss of balance in 
our lives and the pain of burnout. We assume that there is no place for 
reflection. We dare not speak of the need for spiritual awareness and 
personal integration. In this distorted world where we have institution-
alized the split of action and reflection, we are trapped in the vortex of 
slow death. People often recognize the problem but lack the courage to 
do anything about it. They choose slow death over deep change. 

Recall from Chapter Four the story of Mark Silverberg, a frantic 
company president. He felt that he was trapped in the requirement for 
perpetual action and that there was no way out. If he stopped “jump-
ing from crisis to crisis,” the organization would surely collapse. Yet 
Mark made the courageous decision to change. He learned to listen to 
his inner voice, made time for the things that mattered to him, and he 
became a centered human being. Once he did this, his world changed. 
It reorganized to support the new Mark. 

My experience suggests that nearly all of us can benefit by carefully 
considering Mark’s story, yet most of us will not. Instead we will find 
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a way to dissociate ourselves. We will tell ourselves that Mark must 
have been some kind of anomaly, that we cannot do what he did. Most 
of us “know” that there is no way out. We “know” this because doing 
what Mark did requires more faith and courage than we think we can 
muster. In this sense, we are like Merton before his epiphany, except 
that we are at the other end of the reflection/action polarity. Like Mer-
ton, we are living half a life. We need to move from constant action to 
an appreciation of the power of reflection. Then, like Merton, we need 
to integrate the two. When we take the time to integrate action and 
reflection, we begin to behave differently. In reflecting deeply on our 
behavior, we travel to “the center of our existence.” There we find our 
best self. We also find the courage to enter the fundamental state of 
leadership. We then change our patterns of behavior. As we become 
more purpose centered, internally driven, other focused, and exter-
nally open, we more fully integrate who we are with what we are 
doing. At this point, what we are doing enlarges our best self, and our 
best self enlarges what we are doing. 

REFLECTIVE ACTION 
The positive tension of the state of reflective action can be seen in 
Table 8.1. We can be so mindful and reflective that we become stag-

Table 8.1. Reflective Action. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

This person is This person is This person This person is This person is 
so mindful and mindful and practices active and so active and 
reflective as to reflective. reflective energetic. energetic as to 
be stagnant or action. be mindless or 
inactive. unreflective. 

Stagnant; Mindful; Reflective Active; Mindless; 
inactive reflective and active energetic unreflective 

Reflective action: This person is active and energetic while also being mindful and 
reflective. While deeply engaged in the world, the person also spends time in reflec-
tive contemplation. Contemplation when away from a task increases the capacity 
for mindfulness during the task. The person acts and learns simultaneously and is 
both mindful and energized while actively creating. 

Personal orientation: I continually renew my understanding of who I am and why 
and how I am doing the things I do by learning from action and acting from an 
ever-expanding consciousness. I live in a reciprocal relationship between action and 
reflection. I practice reflective action. 



Quinn.c08  2/23/04  1:22 PM  Page 101

Reflective Action 101 

nant and inactive. On the other hand, and much more commonly in 
organizational life, we can be so active and energetic that we become 
mindless and unreflective. 

The challenge is to be both reflective and active. We can do this by 
making a practice of regularly reflecting on what is happening in our 
lives. At first, we make time for contemplation when we are away from 
our usual tasks so as to increase our capacity for mindfulness during 
the tasks. Eventually we act and learn simultaneously. We are both 
mindful and energized while creating the life we want to live. 

PRACTICING REFLECTIVE ACTION 

We begin by examining the group approach and then move on to the 
discipline of writing. 

The Group Approach 

The culture of the corporate world tends to drive out the possibility 
for deep reflection. To counteract this pattern, we often need support. 

I think, for example, of a young man I have worked with for some 
years. During those years, he has become president of a midsized 
corporation. Like most other people in that role, he feels constant 
pressure to be in the action mode. We were discussing this when he 
told me how much he has come to value his membership in the 
Young Presidents’ Organization (YPO). I asked him why. He described 
the typical agenda for their regular meetings. There is no content 
agenda. Instead, these young executives take time to identify the 
issues that are most on their minds, from complicated business 
problems to serious personal dilemmas. Each person shares an issue, 
and then the group spends time sharing ways to think about the 
issues. 

My friend told me that these meetings have become the most valu-
able time he spends each month. He said confidentiality breeds trust, 
and people stretch in their efforts to be helpful. In those conversations, 
he can get clear about who he is and what he needs to do next. The 
process allows him to reflect in ways he normally does not. 

After listening to his story about the structure of these meetings, I 
developed the following exercise. 
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Reflecting on Core Issues 

1. Record brief answers to the following. Then prepare a three-
minute report conveying your most important present concern. 

During the past month: 

What was the best thing to happen to you? 

What is the most challenging thing to happen to you? 

In the next month: 

What professional situation will be most demanding? 

What personal situation will be most demanding? 

2. Each person should give his or her report in three minutes or

less. Be disciplined about time. As each report is given, group

members should take notes on what is said.


3. The group should identify the key themes in the presentations. 
The issues may include such things as marriage, divorce, taking 
a small company public, problems with children, how to cope 
with a pressing organizational issue, or a wide range of other 
topics. During the week, the group will have one hour each day 
to address the five most important topics. 

4. During that hour, one person will be assigned to make a short 
(five-minute) presentation on the topic, and one person will be 
assigned as a coach to the presenter. At the conclusion of the 
presentation, the coach acts as the facilitator of the discussion. 

5. The facilitator invites people to give advice. The facilitator is

responsible to see that participants do not make “You should

do” statements but rather “It has been my experience . . . ”

kinds of statements.


In my next week-long executive education class, I asked the par-
ticipants to engage in the exercise. Afterward, they reported the very 
same reaction as my friend did to his experience in YPO. They were 
amazed that as strangers, they could achieve such intimacy. They 
were amazed that they could walk away from their discussions with 
such a sense of insight. I pointed out to them that the exercise can be 
executed by any group. Indeed, people in many companies have cre-
ated such groups and used Deep Change as a tool for reflecting on 
daily patterns of action. One way to gain support for integrating ac-
tion and reflection is through such a group approach. 
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The Discipline of Writing 

Perhaps the most common way to integrate action and reflection is 
through the habit of journal writing. This entails a commitment to set 
aside some time each day to reflect and write about the patterns cur-
rently unfolding in your life. Some people turn activity into a process 
of diary writing, simply recording what happened during the day. Re-
flective action requires more that just recording events. It requires 
careful examination of who we are and how that matches with what 
we are doing. It often requires an exploration of the link between our 
present and our past. Consider an example. 

I once had an opportunity to write a chapter with my son Shawn 
(Quinn and Quinn, forthcoming). He had just received his master’s 
degree in organizational psychology at Columbia University, and he 
intended to become a consultant. The chapter was about the process 
of becoming a transformational change agent. It consisted of two let-
ters. In the first letter, I wrote to Shawn explaining some of the basic 
concepts of transformation. The concepts, like the ones here, suggested 
high personal accountability and would lead almost anyone to con-
clude that they could not be expected to live in a transformational 
way, especially when just starting a career. However, I asked Shawn to 
do an unusual thing. I asked him to reflect deeply on action. In par-
ticular, I asked him to reflect on action that had already taken place in 
his life. 

The key thought here is that Shawn and the rest of us carry a trea-
sure. When most of us survey our current situation, we are sure that 
there is no way we can be transformational. We suspect that we never 
will be. Yet in our treasure trove, there often are data that contradict 
our tightly held position. Often there are patterns of action in our past 
that were in fact patterns of deep change. Reflecting on these patterns 
can have a great impact on how we see ourselves and how we see our 
situations. 

In responding to my request, Shawn expressed some deeply held 
fears. Then he wrote insightfully about his basketball career in high 
school, his experiences as a missionary, and his first managerial job. 
Here I will quote the last of these reflections as an illustration of how 
reflecting on the past can lead to new learning. 

My first job out of college was working for one of the country’s fastest 
growing trucking companies. I was the assistant to the president of the 
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Western Division and thus had frequent opportunities to work with 
the CEO. After a short period the CEO and I developed a trusting re-
lationship. I think that relationship was a function of what I learned 
in [my previous experiences]. 

At one point he decided to invest in a company offering a new in-
formation technology. They had an innovative information system 
that would allow for the tracking and managing of our trucks and 
trailers. We believed that implementing the system would greatly im-
prove our bottom line. Yet the implementation process did not go well. 
There were many problems and much resistance. The utilization rate 
was 5%. At that point I was asked to take charge of the project. 

After a couple of weeks of analysis, I decided to do two things. First, 
each time a driver was sent to me with questions about the system, I 
sent the driver back to get his manager. I would then teach the man-
ager how to use the system. When the managers first came in, they 
were usually resistant, but as they gained a sense of control, they got 
excited about what they could do. They then went back and coached 
their other drivers. Second, I spent a lot of time talking to people at 
higher levels. I continually pushed the need for them to include com-
petency with the system as part of their job evaluations. Gradually, this 
came to pass, and it helped a great deal. 

Despite measurable progress, there were still a number of drivers 
and driver managers who were not using the technology. At first, I was 
tempted to blame them, but instead I decided to own the problem. If 
they were not using the system, I had to bear some responsibility. So 
this realization forced me to develop new strategies. I committed to 
continuously talk to everyone, at every level, about the bigger picture. 
I explained that if we could make the technology work, it would help 
the technology company go public and, since we owned part of the 
company, it would help our bottom line. I did this relentlessly. I also 
continually shared data showing the improvements in time utilization. 
I did interviews and distributed questionnaires seeking to learn every 
problem they were encountering. I made sure we took action to rem-
edy each one. I identified the non-users and started spending my time 
with them. I did whatever was necessary to free them up to learn and 
teach the system. 

Utilization rates started to climb. In four months we went from 5% 
to 60% utilization. As this happened, we discovered some of the real 
problems with the technology. Here my integrity failed. I worried a lot 
about pleasing the CEO. He wanted the new technology company to 
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be successful. So I had a tendency to soften my accounts of the prob-
lems in the new technology. I also failed to confront the people in the 
technology company. I should have challenged them to be more hon-
est with themselves, to embrace and deal with their real problems. 
They did not want to face the pain of reality, and I did not have the 
courage to impose the pain. In the long run, they had to drop a part 
of their product line. They suffered and we suffered. 

In this account, Shawn works hard to be very honest with himself. 
He not only tells of his success, but lays bare his failure, his lack of in-
tegrity. As opposed to keeping a diary, this kind of writing leads to 
deep personal learning. The author begins to learn things about the 
author. Here are the lessons that Shawn identifies: 

Lessons: In the first phase I did a lot of rational explanation, telling 
people why they should change. I also used political leverage by get-
ting management to evaluate people. I used a number of participative 
techniques, involving people in the learning process. Yet, even after all 
that effort, we were still only partially successful. At that point, I very 
much wanted to blame others. Instead, I tried to change myself, try-
ing to take more accountability for the results and increasing my in-
tegrity. That led to greater commitment, effort, and change from 
myself and from others. It brought a lot of success. 

Yet in perhaps the most key area, I had a failure of integrity. I was 
more concerned with impressing the CEO than I was with the good 
of the enterprise. As I tried to move forward at the edge of chaos, my 
fears triumphed. I now see things in that episode that I could not see 
then. I see things I was denying. Being transformational is a function 
of our ability to constantly engage that which we least want to engage, 
our own hypocrisy. I think it will help me to approach such situations 
differently in the future. 

“Being transformational is a function of our ability to 

constantly engage that which we least want to engage, 

our own hypocrisy.” 

Shawn’s comments point to a future of continued effort to engage in 
reflective action. He concludes his letter with further reflections on all he 
has learned and what these lessons mean for him as he moves forward: 
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In trying to become a professional change agent, I have had the expe-
rience of negotiating and designing some interventions. In these ini-
tial interventions, I have felt very much like a novice. I found myself 
saying and doing things that a novice would do. I have been too wor-
ried about what authority figures think. I have tried to say what I think 
they want to hear. Other times I have tried to do what I thought was 
right but made statements that only led to discomfort. I was challeng-
ing but not supportive. . . . I need to stop describing and trying to sell 
the process model. Instead I need to live it. 

When I consider the insights derived here, I see myself behaving dif-
ferently in the future. I know that by being more internally driven and 
other-focused I will begin to make decisions that can benefit more 
people than myself. I will try to look past my deceptions and the de-
ceptions of others. I will constantly need to ask myself, what can I 
change to improve a relationship or situation? I will seek to free my-
self of the rules and scripts so that I can learn to live in a state of co-
creation. I know these things are far easier to say than to do. However, 
recognizing that I have taken these steps in a few cases in the past 
should help me move forward. 

Last week I watched a movie. The movie is about a woman living a 
superficial life, and denying the pain associated with such a life. She 
finds out she is going to die and begins to clarify what matters. She be-
gins to make choices at work that most people are afraid to make. She 
immediately becomes more authentic. She takes risks and creates re-
lationships. She ends up getting great new offers. 

My challenge is to do what she did, without death to motivate me. 
I need to live authentically because I choose to do so. I hope to move 
closer to becoming a transformational change agent, because, if I am 
growing, it may also help others to grow. 

ENTERING THE FUNDAMENTAL 
STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

As Thomas Merton discovered, we must integrate reflection and con-
templation with engagement in the realities of life. My friend found 
that joining with others in a group process helped him to do this. 
Shawn found that analyzing his present in the light of his past helped 
him to do it. Here you might reflect on what technique might best 
help you. 
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PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Begin by assessing where you are today, as 
honestly as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Check each item that describes you as you are today. 

__ I take the time to meditate. 

__ I learn from every experience. 

__ I carefully evaluate each victory and failure. 

__ I have identified the transformational moments in my 
past. 

__ I have articulated the lessons of my transformational 
moments. 

__ I have a personal, experience-based theory of change. 

__ I continually clarify my values. 

__ I know who I am. 

__ I recognize the greatness in me. 

__ I recognize the greatness in others. 

__ I am centered and productive. 

__ I am peaceful and focused. 

__ I am very active. 

__ I am full of energy. 

__ I get lots of things done. 

__ I see the potential in every situation. 

__ I am shaping the unfolding future. 

__ I choose my own emotional state. 

__ I am living with deep conviction. 

__ I love what I am doing. 
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2. Now assess yourself on the following scale by circling the 
number under the characteristics that currently describe 
you. Note that the “negative” areas of the scale represent 
the overemphasis of a positive characteristic so that it be-
comes a negative. The “integrative” part of the scale repre-
sents the integration of opposing positives. If you feel you 
model the integration of mindful reflection and energetic 
action, circle one of the numbers under “Integrative.” Oth-
erwise circle two numbers, one on each side of the scale. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

Stagnant; Mindful; Reflective Active; Mindless; 
inactive reflective and active energetic unreflective 

−3 −2 −1 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 2 1 −1 −2 −3 

Self-Improvement 

1. Based on the assessments you have completed, write a one-
paragraph self-description on the theme of reflective ac-
tion. In your own words, describe where you are today 
with respect to this aspect of the fundamental state of 
leadership. 

2. Write a strategy for self-improvement in the area of reflec-
tive action. Try to be as concrete as possible in describing 
steps you are willing to take beginning today. 

Helpful Hints for Practicing Reflective Action 

Treat time as a precious resource.


Maximize the time you spend doing what only you can do.


Minimize the time you spend doing what others can do.


Have a daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly plan for accom
-
plishing your goals.


Analyze your past daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly plans,

and learn from them.


Design every action to a clear objective.


Leave no action open-ended. Connect every action to a

next step.
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When you begin to feel intuitive unease, seek to under
-
stand why. Do a root cause analysis of your misgivings.


Take time every day to ask who you are and who you are

becoming.


Continually clarify your values.


Examine the link between your values and your current

behavior.


Do not give in to taking the easiest way out.


Demand productive action from yourself.


Analyze the relationships in your life.


Establish a group for discussing key life issues.


Have a sacred time devoted to reflection.


Develop spiritual disciplines.


Have a regular physical workout.


Do something every day that gives you joy.


Schedule play into your life.


Understand your weaknesses, and work to improve them.


Understand your strengths, and work to build on them.


Challenge yourself to consider alternative routes.


Constantly monitor your level of vitality.


See that your values and behavior are always aligned.


Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Authentic Engagement


“Self-actualizing people are, without one single 

exception, involved in a cause outside their own 

skin, in something outside of themselves. They are 

devoted, working at something, something which is 

very precious to them—some calling or vocation in 

the old sense, the priestly sense.” 

—A. DEAN BYRD AND MARK D. CHAMBERLAIN 

(1995) 

Q R eflective action involves the capacity to integrate 
the realm of action with the realm of personal identity. When we re-
flect deeply on our patterns of action, we clarify who we really are and 
what we are really doing. We can then integrate our actions and inner 
selves in a creative way. A sister concept to reflective action is authen-
tic engagement. 

In considering authentic engagement, I will begin with a story 
about a mother and a daughter. I do so because I believe the story of 
family intimacy provides a model for transforming a marriage, a class-
room, a Fortune 500 company, or an entire society. 

110 
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TRANSCENDING OUR

SELF-DECEPTIONS


Terry Warner (2001) tells a story of an eight-year-old girl, Erin, who 
cared nothing about doing her schoolwork and even cheated. Her 
mother insisted that Erin complete her homework and spent hours 
working with her. Erin complained. The mother tried to be cheerful, 
frequently giving Erin warm hugs and assuring her that she was loved. 
Over time, however, the mother became increasingly irritated. It took 
all her self-discipline to avoid comparing Erin with her sister, who was 
a good student and highly motivated. The mother states, “The trou-
ble with Erin is especially frustrating because for years I have given 
her my best efforts.” She describes drilling Erin with flash cards and 
Erin’s seemingly perverse efforts to frustrate the effort by knowingly 
giving wrong answers. The mother recounts the feeling of being 
“kicked in the teeth” and her feelings of helplessness. 

Reaching out for help, Erin’s mother attended a self-help workshop 
run by Warner and was encouraged to look more deeply into herself. 
This experience had considerable impact. She went through a personal 
change that altered how she saw the world. In reflecting on her rela-
tionship with Erin, she noted considerable self-deception in her 
protestations of love and concern and how she implicitly communi-
cated her own negative feelings: “I was outwardly encouraging, but in-
wardly I mistrusted her. She felt that message from me.” 

With her new and more complex worldview, the mother took on a 
higher level of concern for her daughter: “I cried when I realized the 
price she had to pay for my inability to love her without reservation.” 
With a new vision for the relationship, the mother stopped micro-
managing it. Instead, she started modeling the importance of self-
discipline, encouraging Erin to come to her for help when she was 
ready. The relationship dramatically changed. Erin began to perform 
well in school. Her mother reports a particularly interesting moment: 

But this time I pulled her up on my lap and looked at her, and I had 
this overwhelming feeling of love for her that just seemed to flow be-
tween us. I hugged her tightly, and told her how much I loved her. I 
realized that for the very first time in eight years, I was expressing true 
love for her. Previously, I had hugged her, but the love didn’t flow. This 
time, the love just flowed. It was as if I was holding a new baby for the 
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first time. Tears were streaming down, and she looked at me and said, 
“Are you crying because you love me, Mommy?” I nodded. She whis-
pered, “Mommy, I want to stay with you forever.” 

“I realized that for the very first time in eight years, I 

was expressing true love for her. Previously, I had 

hugged her, but the love didn’t flow. This time, the 

love just flowed. It was as if I was holding a new baby 

for the first time.” 

WHAT HAPPENED? 
Some people read the story about Erin and her mother and say, “So 
the mother just withdrew and let her daughter make her own deci-
sions. Is that the technique you are suggesting?” My answer is a re-
sounding no! But if that is not it, what did occur here? 

Read the story carefully. A mother (think “manager”) defines a 
problem: the unwillingness of an eight year old to study. She describes 
the purity of her own motives, the logic of her strategy, the resistance 
in the change target, and the frustration she felt. These behaviors and 
feelings are common to people in the normal state. What happens next 
is not. It is uncommon and transformational. 

The mother (manager) finds herself in a situation where she is able 
to lower her defenses and examine her motives, her thought processes, 
and her behaviors. She makes the discovery that she has been self-
deceptive. Her motives have not been so pure, and her analysis of the 
problem has not been accurate. Because of her own negativity, her 
strategies for changing Erin were far more punitive than she could 
originally see. With her new vision, she enters the fundamental state 
of leadership, becoming more internally directed and externally open, 
purpose-centered, and other-focused. As a result, her behaviors 
changed, and the changed behaviors sent a new message to her daugh-
ter. These variations caused Erin to be more mindful. She had to pay 
attention and make sense of the new patterns. She interpreted the new 
behaviors accurately: she was no longer being judged as a problem. 
Now she felt loved. In the warmth and safety of that love, Erin found 
increased confidence and felt safe to experiment with new behaviors 
of her own. 
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At this point, the relationship was altered, and so were both Erin 
and her mother. Erin could now grow more effectively because her 
mother was growing more effectively. Her mother was growing more 
effectively because she had confronted and altered her self-deceptions. 
She had closed the gap between her script and the emergent reality in 
her life. She could now look beyond her interpretations of Erin’s be-
haviors and relate to her daughter in the reality of the  moment. Be-
cause she could better trust and love herself, she could better trust and 
love her daughter, and Erin responded accordingly. 

This is the story of a transformational change. At first, the would-be 
change agent was behaving according to a script she carried in her head. 
In changing, she had to transcend her old script, and she became more 
authentically engaged with her daughter. This led to a new pattern of 
interaction. Erin now encountered a mother with a new self. She saw 
the doors opening to a more intimate kind of contact. She responded 
to this new opportunity, and mother and daughter became more richly 
connected than ever before. In this interaction, there were new feedback 
loops. The child began to change, and the mother continued to change. 
They reinforced each other. The relationship now consisted of two peo-
ple who each had a sense of their own individuality and freedom to 
make their own choices within this new, more integrated system. 

AUTHENTIC ENGAGEMENT 
The situation involving Erin and her mother was transformed when 
the mother became more authentically engaged. Authentic engage-
ment means being engaged in the world of action with love for what 
we are doing. That love usually comes from increased integrity. To in-
crease integrity is to live a more principled life, to be more virtuous, 
to be a more authentic or real person. Here the emphasis is not on 
achieving a state of complete integrity; it is on gaining more integrity 
than we had before. 

In many spiritual traditions, it is suggested that we find our in-
tegrity by withdrawing from the world: retreating to the nunnery or 
the Buddhist monastery or, like Jesus, to the wilderness. The assump-
tion is that we become pure by withdrawing from the corruption of 
the world. As Thomas Merton discovered, the problem with this per-
spective, when taken alone, is that we may so cherish our integrity that 
we lose our connectedness. In attempting to maintain our purity, we 
may become unengaged, uncommitted, aloof, withdrawn, or detached. 
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The opposite of avoidance is engagement. A person who is engaged 
is involved, connected, and committed. A person who is too involved, 
however, may lose perspective and integrity. That person may become 
corrupted and compromised. This negative state is the opposite of 
integrity. 

Once again, the challenge is to integrate highly differentiated pos-
itive values—to be at once principled and involved, virtuous and en-
gaged, authentic and committed. As many spiritual traditions state, 
the challenge is to be “in the world but not of the world.” 

The tension between the positive values of integrity and engage-
ment can be seen in Table 9.1. At the extreme left is the person who, 
in the name of integrity, has become uncommitted and unengaged. 
At the far right is the person who goes too far in being engaged with 
the world, losing his or her ethical rudder and becoming unprincipled 
and compromised. The transformational condition of authentic en-
gagement is shown in the center column. Here, like Erin’s mother, the 
person is both principled and engaged. This state was well described 
by Byrd and Chamberlain in Willpower Is Not Enough, where it was 
related to the concept of self-actualization: 

Table 9.1. Authentic Engagement. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

This person is This person is This person This person is This person is 
so principled principled and practices committed and so committed 
and ethical ethical. authentic engaged. and engaged 
as to be engagement. as to be 
uncommitted unprincipled 
and unengaged. and unethical. 

Self-righteous; Principled; Principled Engaged; Compromised; 
withdrawn integrated and engaged involved unprincipled 

Authentic engagement: This person is principled and ethical while also involved and 
engaged. The person thus brings a more integrated, whole, or authentic self to his 
or her activity. When this happens, he or she experiences increased awareness and 
accesses resources not available in a less integrated state. The person loves what he 
or she does, which becomes a calling or labor of love. 

Personal orientation: I continually close the gaps between my self-interests and the 
interests of the collective, thus bringing an evolving and authentic self to a passion-
ately held, shared purpose. I am both principled and fully engaged. I love what I do. 
I practice authentic engagement. 
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Self-actualizing people are, without one single exception, involved in 
a cause outside their own skin, in something outside of themselves. 
They are devoted, working at something, something which is very pre-
cious to them—some calling or vocation in the old sense, the priestly 
sense. They are working at something which fate has called them to 
somehow and which they work at and which they love, so that the 
work-joy dichotomy in them disappears [pp. 29–30]. 

In other words, self-actualizing people are internally directed, other-
focused, purpose-centered, and externally open. They have entered the 
fundamental state of leadership. 

SELF-DECEPTION AND 
AUTHENTIC ENGAGEMENT IN 
THE EXECUTIVE EXPERIENCE 

When I use illustrations like the one about Erin and her mother in talk-
ing to executives, they often recoil. The example is a story about fam-
ily, they think, and does not apply at work. Here is a case that illustrates 
just how much the concept of authentic engagement does apply to the 
world of work, even at the highest levels of the organization. 

Once a company president was attending my week-long Leading 
Change course. During the first three days of the course, he said very 
little. On Thursday morning, he asked if we might have lunch together. 
Over lunch, he told me that if he had attended my course any time in 
the past five years, he would have been wasting his time because he 
knew everything there was to know about leading change. He backed 
up this bold claim by explaining that he had successfully turned 
around two companies. 

Then he acknowledged that he was now a lot more humble. There 
were five companies in his corporation. He had turned two of them 
around and was seen as the shining star among the corporate presi-
dents. Six months before our talk, he had been told that he had earned 
the right to lead the largest company in the corporation when the cur-
rent president retired in eighteen months. In the meantime, he had 
been asked to try his hand at one more turnaround. There was a com-
pany in the corporation that was considered hopeless. It had once 
commanded a large market share for its product. Now it had only a 
small percentage of the market and was still shrinking. Nobody believed 
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this company could be turned around, so if he failed in his efforts, no 
one would hold it against him. 

It had now been twelve months since he took on the challenge. He 
felt defeated. Everything that had worked for him before, everything 
his past had taught him, had failed. Morale was dismal. The numbers 
were dismal. The outlook for the future was dismal. 

I asked him what he thought he would do next. On a paper nap-
kin, he listed his short-term objectives. He began to draw an organi-
zational chart. He described the people in each of the senior positions 
and the changes he was going to make in regard to each person on the 
chart. I found his answer unexciting. There was no engagement or pas-
sion in what he was telling me. If he thought he was genuinely com-
mitted to this challenge, he was deceiving himself. Yet it was clear that 
he was a man of character with a sincere desire to succeed. I took a 
deep breath and asked a hard question: 

What would happen if you went back and told those people the truth? 
Suppose you told them that you have been assigned as a caretaker for 
a year and a half. No one believes the company can succeed and no 
one really expects you to succeed. You have been promised the presi-
dency of the largest company, and the plan is to put you into the plum 
job. You have, however, made a fundamental choice. You have decided 
to give up that plum job. Instead, you are going to stay with them. You 
are going to bet your career on them, and you invite them to commit 
all the energy and goodwill they can muster into making the company 
succeed. 

I was worried that I might have offended him, and I half expected 
an angry response. He looked at me for a moment, and then it was his 
turn to take a deep breath. To my surprise and relief, he said, “That is 
pretty much what I have been thinking.” He paused, and in that mo-
ment I watched him make the fundamental decision. Almost imme-
diately, he picked up the napkin and started doing a reanalysis. He 
said, “If I am going to stay, then this person will have to go; this per-
son will have to be moved over here; and this person . . .” 

As he talked, there was an air of excitement in his words. His ear-
lier plans to move on to the larger company were suddenly scrapped. 
He had made a fundamental choice to close off his exits and commit 
to the challenge before him, and as a result he had a new life stance, a 
new outlook, and a new way to behave. The organizational chart that 
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had made sense a few moments before now made no sense at all. He 
had entered the state of authentic engagement, and he was seeing a 
new reality. None of the original problems had changed, but he had 
changed, and that made all the difference. 

He had made a fundamental choice to close off his 

exits and commit to the challenge before him, and as 

a result he had a new life stance, a new outlook, and a 

new way to behave. The organizational chart that 

had made sense a few moments before now made no 

sense at all. He had entered the state of authentic 

engagement, and he was seeing a new reality. 

ENTERING THE FUNDAMENTAL 
STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

Authentic engagement usually increases when we make a fundamen-
tal choice. The term fundamental choice comes from the work of 
Robert Fritz (1989). He tells us that a fundamental choice has to do 
with our state of being or our basic life orientation. It is a choice to 
live in a certain way. It is different from what he calls primary and sec-
ondary choices. Primary choices are about specific results. Secondary 
choices are about the means to achieve the results. 

There are many people who have chosen the religious path (primary 
choice), without making the fundamental choice to live in accordance 
with their highest spiritual truths. There are many people who have 
chosen to be married (primary choice), without making the funda-
mental choice to live from within a committed relationship. . . . Fun-
damental choices are not subject to changes in internal or external 
circumstances. If you make the fundamental choice to be true to your-
self, then you will act in ways that are true to yourself whether you feel 
inspired or depressed, whether you feel fulfilled or frustrated, whether 
you are at home, at work, with your friends, or with your enemies. . . .  
When you make a fundamental choice, convenience and comfort are 
not ever at issue, for you always take action based on what is consis-
tent with your fundamental choice [Fritz, 1989, p. 193]. 
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To make a fundamental choice is to enter the state of authentic en-
gagement. To be authentic is to be genuine, actual, legitimate, true, 
real, pure, and uncorrupted. We become authentic by being true to 
what is highest in us. We do this by committing to live by principle, 
to do what is right even when it is not pleasurable. In the normal state, 
we flee pain and pursue pleasure. It is unnatural to do otherwise. Yet 
when we make fundamental commitments, we are choosing to be un-
natural. We choose, if our commitment requires it, to embrace pain 
and sacrifice pleasure. We become positive deviants, extraordinary 
people. 

The decision to increase our authenticity while remaining engaged 
has profound impacts. Note the sentence, “When people make a fun-
damental choice to be true to what is highest in them or when they 
make a choice to fulfill a purpose in their life, they can easily accom-
plish many changes that seemed impossible or improbable in the 
past.” This is what we saw in the cases in Part One and again in the ex-
amples of Erin’s mother and the company president in this chapter. 
When we enter the fundamental state of leadership, we can accom-
plish things we could not accomplish before. We can accomplish 
things that we were sure could not be accomplished. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Begin by assessing where you are today, as 
honestly as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Check each item that describes you as you are today. 

__ I am fully engaged. 

__ I listen to my conscience. 

__ I am at peace with who I am. 

__ I have a feeling of increasing integrity. 

__ I am not really working for money but for the joy in 
what I do. 
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__ I love what I am doing.


__ I am fully involved with each task.


__ I am fully involved with the people around me.


__ I am present when people speak to me.


__ I energize others.


__ I am positive.


__ I am creative.


__ I am committed to the common good.


__ People experience me as having no personal agenda.


__ People experience me as authentic and sincere.


__ People tend to quickly trust me.


__ I keep my defenses down.


__ My words and my actions are congruent.


__ I am continually growing.


__ I help others to grow.


__ My work reflects my purpose in life.


2. Now assess yourself on the following scale by circling the 
number under the characteristics that currently describe 
you. Note that the “negative” areas of the scale represent 
the overemphasis of a positive characteristic so that it be-
comes a negative. The “integrative” part of the scale repre-
sents the integration of opposing positives. If you feel you 
model the integration of principled integrity and involved 
engagement, circle one of the numbers under “Integrative.” 
Otherwise circle two numbers—one on each side of the 
scale. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

Self-righteous; Principled; Principled Engaged; Compromised; 
withdrawn integrated and engaged involved unprincipled 

−3 −2 −1 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 2 1 −1 −2 −3 

Self-Improvement 

1. Based on the assessments you have completed, write a 
one-paragraph self-description on the theme of authentic 
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engagement. In your own words, describe where you are 
today with respect to this aspect of the fundamental state 
of leadership. 

2. Write a strategy for self-improvement in the area of au
-
thentic engagement. Try to be as concrete as possible in

describing steps you are willing to take beginning today.


Helpful Hints for Practicing Authentic Engagement 

To maintain authentic engagement, you have to grow in 
integrity.


Know that everyone, including you, is by nature a

hypocrite.


Deal with your hypocrisy by knowing it is destroying you

and your relationships.


Understand that monitoring and reducing hypocrisy is

your greatest source of power.


Take time every day to reflect on the match between your

values and behaviors.


Monitor the level of vitality in your patterns of engagement.


Have a written set of operating principles, and keep rewrit
-
ing them as you grow.


Carefully observe the political games, but refuse to play

them.


Know that you must compromise while knowing what you

will not compromise.


Challenge authority figures who stray from the collective

good.


Find loving ways to support authority figures to find the

courage they need.


Be ready to suffer for your integrity.


See that you encounter every person with authenticity and

energy.


Remember that when we practice authentic engagement,

we are full of enthusiasm.
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Choose to live with faith, hope, and love.


Lead by example: do things you do not want to do.


Embrace reality by getting the feedback that most people

are afraid to seek.


Take into account the needs of all the actors; then overlay

the needs of the organization.


If you do not love what you are doing, ask why not.


Commit to keep reinventing yourself until your work be
-
comes your calling.


Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Appreciative Inquiry


“It could be argued that all leadership is appreciative 

leadership. It’s the capacity to see the best in the world 

around us, in our colleagues, and in the groups we are 

trying to lead. . . . It’s  the capacity to see with an 

appreciative eye the true and the good, the better 

and the possible.” 

—DAVID L. COOPERRIDER (CREELMAN, 2001) 

Q In this chapter, we turn to the concept of appreciative 
inquiry. The term appreciative inquiry currently is used to describe a 
rapidly evolving transformational method, a form of intervention 
originated by David Cooperrider that is revolutionizing the field of 
organizational development. While I am using the term in a some-
what broader sense to describe a facet of the fundamental state of 
leadership, the concept presented here is a direct reflection of the in-
tervention method that Cooperrider described. As a first illustration 
of both the method and the concept, consider the following story. 

122 
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ASKING A TRANSFORMATIONAL 
QUESTION 

Kurt Wright (1998) tells of working as a consultant for a huge soft-
ware project that involved a $100 million government contract. There 
were four hundred engineers, and they were thirty-eight months into 
a sixty-month schedule. The technical requirements were highly com-
plex, and the schedule slipped every month. The project was already 
eighteen months behind. Anxiety was reaching a peak because of a 
clause in the contract: a $30 million penalty if the contract was eigh-
teen months behind at the forty-eighth month milestone. Disaster 
lurked a mere ten months in the future. 

Pause and ask yourself how you would approach this situation. If 
you operate by normal logic, your list of ideas will reflect a single un-
derlying assumption: there is a problem that needs to be solved. This, 
of course, is the underlying assumption in most organizational ac-
tions. Nearly every discussion is designed to identify and solve a prob-
lem. In fact, the single question that drives most organizational 
meetings is, “What is wrong, and how do we fix it?” 

Wright says his objective was to change the foundation of the or-
ganization. He would do this by changing the meaning system, that 
is, the way people make sense or meaning of what they do. What was 
needed was to get every person operating on a new, positive vision. 
He needed to galvanize everyone’s efforts. Wright believed that the key 
was to change the underlying question. From the perspective of the 
normal state, he made an absurd assumption: if he could simply find 
a good question, he could transform the organization and move it into 
the creative state. 

The question had to be creative, outside the established logic of 
problem identification. It had to be engaging enough to “capture 
everyone’s imagination and lead to wholehearted commitment” (p. 9). 
Such a question would not come from his thinking about it. It re-
quired that he engage in and trust an interactive process. 

To get things started, Wright held a series of two-day retreats with 
eighteen to twenty engineers in each one. In the second week, the 
question he was seeking dawned on him: “What will it take to finish 
this project a week early?” 

On the surface, this was a ridiculous question. The project was 
eighteen months behind as it was—that, according to the normal view, 
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was the “problem.” Yet Wright went about asking his new question of 
everyone. 

Wright’s behavior was not well accepted. After a time, angry man-
agers began to summon him to their offices. They would explain that 
he was losing his credibility and was going to get himself into trouble. 
Each time, he thanked them for their concern. Then he went back into 
the halls and asked the same question. 

What was the outcome? Wright finished his consulting work in six 
weeks, using only $90,000 of his $150,000 budget. Months later, the 
project finished on time and was $15 million under budget. Since the 
$30 million penalty was also avoided, Wright claims that his “ridicu-
lous” question was worth $45 million. 

In fact, Wright’s question was brilliant. It disturbed the collective 
script. He does not share the details, but we know what must have 
happened. A very few people began to take his question seriously. They 
began to ask, What will it take for us to finish a week early? The question 
had captured their imaginations. It invited them to join one another on 
a journey of common commitment. In a spontaneous, informal man-
ner, that commitment grew. Once that unspoken commitment reached 
a critical mass, the effort became self-organizing. 

Wright’s question was indeed transformational. Yet where did it 
come from? How did it arise? 

The question emerged from the searching mind of a man who had 
entered the fundamental state of leadership. Notice that Wright did 
not do a complex rational analysis of the problems in the systems and 
structures. Instead, he simply searched for the right question. Yet how 
did he search? He held some retreats and engaged in dialogue until he 
discovered what he was looking for. He surrendered himself to being 
externally open. He practiced action learning. He then modeled the 
process of entering the fundamental state of leadership. He focused 
on his purpose even in the face of resistance, trusting his internal di-
rection and remaining other-focused in putting the good of the com-
pany ahead of his own short-term gain. He modeled what he wanted 
the system to do. 

Because he was externally open, purpose-centered, other-focused, 
and internally directed, Wright was able to draw on all of his inte-
grated and expanding personal resources. When we live with increased 
integrity, our conscious and unconscious minds begin to integrate bet-
ter. We seem to be given what we need in the very moment of need. 
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In this case, Wright accessed a transformational tool. Although his 
question seemed foolish, it tapped into the latent strengths of the or-
ganization. Instead of dwelling on everything that was going wrong 
and asking how it could be fixed, it changed a problem into a quest. 
As others were attracted to the quest, a new vision emerged that called 
forth the creativity needed to achieve it. 

Although his question seemed foolish, it tapped into 

the latent strengths of the organization. Instead of 

dwelling on everything that was going wrong and 

asking how it could be fixed, it changed a problem 

into a quest. 

It is important to note that having discovered the power of chang-
ing the question, Wright reports that he never uses the same question 
in different situations. In each intervention, he seeks to become one 
with the system, to understand what assumptions are actually driving 
behavior, and then he waits for a new question to emerge that will 
change the assumptions. He does not try to repeat his own thinking 
or the thinking of anyone else. He searches for the unique question 
that will give rise to shared vision and the self-organizing processes that 
follow. 

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY 
The example of Kurt Wright illustrates the practice of appreciative in-
quiry. To understand the tension that appreciative inquiry represents, 
consider the polarities of constructive optimism and realistic ques-
tioning (see Table 10.1). It is a positive value to be optimistic and con-
structive. Yet taken too far, these characteristics can cause us to become 
unrealistic and unquestioning. And although it is a positive value to be 
realistic and questioning (or analytic), these characteristics, if taken 
too far, can cause us to become pessimistic and destructive. The chal-
lenge is to be constructively optimistic at the same time that we are 
realistic and analytic. 

This integrative state is what I mean by appreciative inquiry. In this 
state, we are grounded in reality; we are realistic and questioning. But 
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Table 10.1. Appreciative Inquiry. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

This person is This person is This person This person is This person is 
so optimistic optimistic and practices analytic and so analytic as 
as to become looks for what appreciative questions to become 
unrealistic and is constructive. inquiry. surface pessimistic and 
naive. assumptions. destructive. 

Unrealistic; Optimistic; Constructive Realistic; Pessimistic; 
unquestioning constructive and analytic questioning destructive 

Appreciative inquiry: This person is optimistic and constructive while also being 
realistic and questioning. The person seeks to find the most enabling and construc-
tive aspects of the current reality. Appreciative questions tap into the issues people 
care about most deeply and surface possibilities that have been outside their con-
sciousness. In this way, they unleash energy and move self and others to a more 
creative state. 

Personal orientation: I use questions to surface the most enabling past realities in 
myself and in others, thus initiating the dynamics of possibility, increased connect-
edness, and emergent organization. I thus integrate optimism and realism. I prac-
tice appreciative inquiry. 

instead of being pessimistic and destructive, our analysis is highly op-
timistic and constructive. It is focused on what is good in the past and 
present and what is possible in the future. This is not a simple task. 

Wright spent weeks doing retreats because he needed to listen 
deeply to hundreds of conversations. He was tapping the core of the 
culture, listening to the collective voice of the organization in order to 
access the essence of the existing system. In the process, he trusted his 
intuition to deliver that question about the future that would have 
transformational impact. As he walked up and down those hallways, 
tapping into the potential around him instead of focusing on the 
“problem,” Wright was leading the organization. I suspect few of the 
executives realized this fact. In reflecting back on those days, I suspect 
they would tell the story of the turnaround without even mentioning 
Wright. 

In the normal problem-solving state, the questions we ask are often 
discouraging. They limit us by focusing on everything that is “wrong” 
and by narrowing our attention to available “fixes.” In contrast, ap-
preciative inquiry is the kind of constructive questioning that surfaces 
what people care most about, inviting their commitment and releasing 
energy and creativity. The questions we ask in appreciative inquiry tap 
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into everything that is right. They expand our consciousness and lead 
us collectively into the creative state. To David Cooperrider, this is the 
essence of leadership: 

It could be argued that all leadership is appreciative leadership. It’s the 
capacity to see the best in the world around us, in our colleagues, and 
in the groups we are trying to lead. It’s the capacity to see the most cre-
ative and improbable opportunities in the marketplace. It’s the capac-
ity to see with an appreciative eye the true and the good, the better and 
the possible [quoted in Creelman, 2001]. 

A RADICAL APPLICATION 
Cooperrider and his colleagues have developed appreciative inquiry 
into a specific method of organizational development. Since our pur-
pose here is to consider appreciative inquiry as a tool for getting into 
the fundamental state of leadership, I will not go into a discussion of 
the details of the Cooperrider method (for details, see Cameron, Dut-
ton, and Quinn, 2003). Instead I will move to a most unusual appli-
cation of the notion. Instead of thinking in terms of how to transform 
an organization, let us consider how we might apply appreciative in-
quiry so as to call forth and expand our own personal core. Consider 
an example. 

Bert Whitehead is a financial adviser. A few years ago, two col-
leagues and I invited him to consult with us as we considered the pos-
sibility of launching a company. Bert is no ordinary finance guy. He 
defies all the stereotypes. That day was no exception. He began by 
telling us that if we were going to be entrepreneurs, we should run our 
lives so that we have 180 days a year free of any work obligations. That 
statement seemed absurd. We listened as he explained his philosophy. 

Finally he got to his key point. He told us that all three of us were 
unique and masterful creators of value. He also explained that each of 
us was incompetent at some things and asked us to identify our areas of 
incompetence. We made our lists and presented them. Next, he said 
that we were each good to excellent at some things and asked us to 
identify those. We did. Then he said we each have some unique skills 
that we use to create value in extraordinary ways. He asked us to iden-
tify these, and we did, or at least we thought we did. 

Bert then spent some time talking about how success breeds fail-
ure. He said we succeed because of the skills we have developed, but 
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our success leads to new expectations. We get drawn away from our 
high-value-added activities and get trapped into doing things we are 
only good or even incompetent at doing. The key, he argued, is to 
structure our lives so that we are spending as much time as possible 
using our unique skills to create value. 

We were just starting to agree with him and accept these ideas when 
he moved on to a shocking assertion. He told us the lists we had made 
of our unique skills were not any good. He told us that we were self-
deceptive and could not trust our own lists. He then gave us a home-
work assignment: we were to contact some of the people who know 
us best and ask them to help us identify our unique skills. 

All three of us were uncomfortable with the assignment. I decided 
that if I was uncomfortable about it, it was probably worth doing. 

After the meeting, I went home and made a list of about thirty-five 
people from different areas of my life: family members, long-time 
friends, and professional colleagues. Some came from the past, others 
from the present. They shared two characteristics: they all knew me 
well, and they would give me their honest opinions. I then sent them all 
e-mails explaining the assignment I had been given and asked them 
to share some feedback on how I most create value or what my unique, 
positive characteristics seem to be. 

The responses started to roll in. I read them with great interest. In 
fact, I could not put them down. Some were very brief. Some were 
very long. Some told stories. I saved them all because they told me 
things about myself that I did not know. Those insights energized me 
in new ways. 

I had often received formal feedback, but it was usually pretty su-
perficial compared to what I was getting here. This feedback was rich, 
and it was focused on what people most valued about me. I found it 
almost overwhelming. Why? It was an intense form of appreciation. In 
reading what these people had written, I felt approved and received. I 
felt thanks and gratitude. I felt understood and that people were aware 
of the best parts of me. The feedback simultaneously humbled and up-
lifted me; it made me want to be my best self as often as possible. 

There was more. As I reflected on the responses, I was struck by 
something else when people gave examples of particular incidents: 
helping a woman understand her daughter, telling a story in a depart-
ment meeting, teaching in a certain way, not getting mad at a woman 
for disagreeing with me, asking an angry administrator to tell us what 
we were doing wrong and thus opening honest communication. Most 
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of these incidents I had long forgotten. Even when they occurred, I 
had not considered them particularly unusual. I was just doing what 
seemed like the natural thing to do at the time. I thought it strange 
that people would remember these incidents much later and place 
such great value on them. 

There is another interesting thing. As I read through the statements, 
I noticed a great deal of overlap. People seemed to recognize my pat-
terns of value creation in fairly consistent ways. This surprised me. Peo-
ple in very different contexts were seeing my best self in the same way. 

A SEARCH FOR MY BEST SELF 
Energized by the feedback I had been given, I took the responses and 
began an analysis. I pulled out all the descriptive statements and tried 
to organize them. I spent many hours creating categories. Gradually 
a structure began to emerge. In the language of appreciative inquiry, 
I was finding my positive core. Finally I boiled the analysis down to 
the following statement. Note that it is not a description of me in my 
normal state. It is a description of me when I am at my very best: 

In enacting my best self, I tend to be creative. I am enthusiastic about 
ideas and craft bold visions. I am an innovative builder who perseveres 
in the pursuit of the new. I do not waste energy thinking about missed 
opportunities or past failures nor do I take on the negative energy of 
the insecure nor do I worry about the critics. I do not waste energy 
in defensive routines. I stay centered and focus on what is possible and 
important. 

I have frameworks that allow me to make sense of complex issues. I 
get to the essence. I can see disparate ideas and integrate them through 
“yes, and” thinking. So I make points others do not readily see. I tend 
to be inner directed, so my message comes from an authentic level. I 
think deeply and speak with conviction. In doing so I frame experi-
ences in compelling and engaging ways. I paint visions and provide 
new ways for people to see. I use metaphors and stories to do this. I 
find the stories in everyday experiences, and people find it easy to un-
derstand them. The new images that follow help people to take action. 

In helping others, I see the possibility for greatness in people. I calm 
them while I energize them. I help people identify their own core ideas, 
core emotions, and core values, and it has a catalytic effect on how they 
feel and think. They see new possibilities, and the excitement helps 
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them find the courage to act. I give them my attention and energy, but 
I allow them to be in charge. 

In exercising influence, I do not try to think others into action. I try 
to enroll them in new directions. I do not try to sell but to invite peo-
ple into my own journeys. In pursuing the journey, I seek reality. This 
means seeking honest dialogue. I do not get defensive or reject others 
if they are uninterested or otherwise minded. I make it clear that the 
relationship is more important than a conflict and that honest dia-
logue will improve things. At such times, I surrender my ego and in-
vite criticism. 

As a teacher and interventionist I do not seek to inform but to 
transform. I use dialogue to help people surface their ideas, and then I 
weave them together with others until we create knowledge in real 
time. In doing so, I move them from the abstract to the concrete and 
from the objective to the intimate. I ignore symptoms and focus on 
the deep causes. I ask piercing questions. I help people and groups sur-
face the darkest realities and the most painful conflicts. From these 
emergent tensions comes the energy for transformation. I liberate peo-
ple from their fears and help them embrace new paths. In all of this I 
try to model the message of integrity, growth, and transformation. 

You might be offended by this description. You may feel that it is 
illegitimate for someone to talk about himself in this manner. You are 
right in that our culture normally forbids such expression. 

Yet there was something about writing these statements that was 
unusually powerful for me. Previously I had made lots of assumptions 
about my strengths. Yet I had never asked anyone else how he or she 
saw my strengths. To do so had seemed unacceptable because to me it 
violated the norms of humility. What these people gave me in their 
statements was unusual and had a unique impact on me. Even now, I 
feel energized every time I reread their responses. The appreciation 
and love of the people making those comments seems to pull me out 
of my ordinary patterns. I become filled with energy and want to ini-
tiate new projects. I feel elevated and motivated. 

There is another reason that this feedback was so powerful. It was 
not just that people were appreciating me. There was something else. 
The information provided was not about my ordinary, reactive self. 
Usually we focus on our weaknesses and failures. I tend to spend 
plenty of time seeing myself negatively. So do you. So does everyone 
else. When we do see ourselves negatively, our self becomes a problem 
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to be solved. In contrast, this very personal information was about my 
successes and my contributions. It was about when I was adding value. 
All of this material gave me hints about my purpose and how I best 
enact my values. It pulled me into the realm of possibility and hope. 
It provided me with clues for making a greater and more positive dif-
ference in the world. This is exactly what appreciative inquiry does 
and why it is so much more powerful and liberating than our normal 
problem-solving mentality. 

As powerful as the process of appreciative inquiry can be when it 
is applied to ourselves, I have become increasingly aware of some hid-
den incentives in our lives that work against it. Usually we use feed-
back about ourselves as a way of identifying problems so we can work 
on them. It is amazing how pervasive this problem-solving perspec-
tive is. We need to abandon that perspective to engage in appreciative 
inquiry. That is, we need to integrate analysis and questioning with 
optimism and constructive purpose. 

There is another obstacle. When we begin to explore our positive 
core, the issue of humility comes up. Identifying the ways we do well is 
viewed as a form of bragging. It is prideful. What I am describing here is 
different. When I am prideful, when I brag about something, it is usually 
because I feel insecure. I feel the need to impress someone. I want them 
to admire me, and I am manipulating them. What I felt when I got the 
feedback from other people about what makes me unique was quite dis-
tinct from this type of hubris. Rather than increasing my self-focus, ask-
ing for and receiving feedback moved me further toward being focused 
on others. The feedback made me feel that I sometimes do make a pos-
itive difference. It also made me feel connected to other people. I could 
feel love and appreciation in the words I was reading. In that connec-
tion and love, I could feel a form of greatness—not greatness from 
within me but greatness moving through me. 

Being humble is often associated with weakness or lack of power. 
Real humility comes when we see the world as it really is. The real 
world is a world of connectedness, of moving flows of power. When 
we transcend our own egos, when our outer self and our inner self 
connect, we experience increased integrity, increased oneness, and 
greater connectedness. At such moments, we feel greatness. Yet we rec-
ognize that the greatness does not emanate from within us, as we as-
sume it does when we brag. It emanates from connectedness with 
resources outside our conscious self. Robert A. Johnson, a Jungian an-
alyst, expresses this insight in writing about love: “. . . When I say that 
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‘I love,’ it is not I who love, but, in reality, Love who acts through me. 
Love is not so much something I do as something that I am” (1997, 
pp. 189–190). 

Being humble is often associated with weakness or 

lack of power. Real humility comes when we see the 

world as it really is. The real world is a world of 

connectedness, of moving flows of power. When we 

transcend our own egos, when our outer self and our 

inner self connect, we experience increased integrity, 

increased oneness, greater connectedness. At such 

moments, we feel greatness. 

I think that is one of the things that “best-self ” feedback demon-
strates to the person who receives it. We contribute our greatest added 
value by doing the things that we do naturally when we are in caring 
relationships and in pursuit of a genuine purpose because we are con-
nected to unconscious gifts. 

ENTERING THE FUNDAMENTAL 
STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

In recent years, I have taught the “best-self” process and had students 
engage in it. The outcomes are usually rewarding. One day I gave a 
talk to the support staff at the University of Michigan Business School. 
Two weeks later, I was in the cafeteria when a woman approached me 
and told me she had done the exercise, but with a wonderful twist. She 
first identified thirty people and contacted them. When they re-
sponded to her request for best-self feedback, she gave them unso-
licited best-self feedback. She told me this usually led to an exchange 
and claimed she was having the most meaningful dialogues of her life. 
As she wiped away her tears, she looked up, smiled, and told me her 
husband had just announced that he too was going to engage in the 
exercise. This wonderful woman, who has a back-office staff job, was 
in the fundamental state of leadership. She was transforming herself, 
and others were following. 
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PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Begin by assessing where you are today, as 
honestly as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Check each item that describes you as you are today. 

__ I am optimistic and constructive. 

__ I am realistic and questioning. 

__ I know my mission in life. 

__ I know my own greatest strengths. 

__ I can explain the unique ways in which I create value. 

__ I continually integrate my potential with changing 
external reality. 

__ I spend little time in the reactive state. 

__ I search for the potential in every situation. 

__ I trust my intuition to provide me with transforma-
tional questions. 

__ I pull others into the constructive creative state. 

__ I ask questions designed to appreciate and surface 
potential. 

__ I ask such questions even when they make people 
uncomfortable. 

__ I capture people’s imaginations. 

__ I align people with a powerful purpose. 

__ I help people find compelling strategic intent. 

__ I encourage people to transcend old, collective scripts. 

__ I encourage people to connect, cooperate, and 
co-create. 

__ I seek to stimulate the process of emergent organizing. 
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2. Now assess yourself on the following scale by circling the 
number under the characteristics that currently describe 
you. Note that the “negative” areas of the scale represent 
the overemphasis of a positive characteristic so that it be-
comes a negative. The “integrative” part of the scale repre-
sents the integration of opposing positives. If you feel you 
model the integration of constructive optimism and realis-
tic questioning, circle one of the numbers under “Integra-
tive.” Otherwise circle two numbers, one on each side of 
the scale. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

Unrealistic; Optimistic; Constructive Realistic; Pessimistic; 
unquestioning constructive and analytic questioning destructive 

−3 −2 −1 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 2 1 −1 −2 −3 

Self-Improvement 

1. Based on the assessments you have completed, write a one-
paragraph self-description on the theme of appreciative 
inquiry. In your own words, describe where you are today 
with respect to this aspect of the fundamental state of 
leadership. 

2. Write a strategy for self-improvement in the area of appre-
ciative inquiry. Try to be as concrete as possible in describ-
ing steps you are willing to take beginning today. 

Helpful Hints for Practicing Appreciative Inquiry 

Practice appreciative inquiry on yourself.


Identify your best value creation patterns.


Explore your own peak performance episodes.


Write a statement describing your best self.


Write a “life statement” that defines who you are and

where you are going.


Return to your life statement often.


Continually connect your best-self past with your best-self

future.
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Live with high purpose.


Continually integrate reality with possibility.


Remember that the objective is to surface optimism

founded in reality.


Always insist on dealing with reality.


Recognize that there is both a positive and a negative

reality.


Focus on clarifying the result that needs to be created.


Recognize that there is untapped energy in every person,

relationship, and system.


Remove yourself from the expert role and take the role of

positive inquirer.


Ask questions directed at surfacing that which is most val
-
ued and most loved.


Encourage people to contemplate the best of their past.


Encourage people to interview one another and share the

good they see in the relationship or organization.


While debriefing the interviews, help them to articulate

and capture the positive.


Allow them to spontaneously organize and pursue the

desired future.


Let go of your fears and your need to control. Trust the

process.


The group will lead itself better than you can manage it.


Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Grounded Vision


Even when a vision seems to come from the leader, as 

in the case of Gandhi, the vision moves others because 

it is deeply in touch with their reality and their hopes. 

That is why they respond. And the vision is credible 

because they can see that it is not a castle in the air, 

but a vision that is grounded in their lived experience, 

in bread and salt. 

Q
Appreciative inquiry allows us to surface the posi-
tive core in a human system and in ourselves. In so doing, we unleash 
hope. Here we consider a complement to appreciative inquiry: 
grounded vision. 

FINDING THE BREAD AND SALT 
Over the past twenty years, most organizations have become more tu-
multuous, creating greater uncertainty for everyone inside them. 
When uncertainty increases, so does the need for vision. In the face of 
uncertainty and change, people need a meaning system that allows 
them to connect and move forward in a productive way. Yet most or-
ganizations suffer from a lack of vision. I remember a visit I made to 
a large company. A task force composed of the company’s top execu-

136 
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tives had been given three months to generate a vision statement. I 
met with the members of this group and read the nearly completed 
statement. They asked me what I thought of their vision. I simply re-
sponded, “Who is willing to die for this vision?” No one spoke up. My 
question had surprised them and made them somewhat uncomfort-
able. Why? Because as a politically segmented group, they had exe-
cuted an exercise in rational compromise and forged some abstract 
generalities into a statement to which no one could object. They did 
not generate a document with power. 

I also know an executive who heard middle managers regularly 
claim that they did not know the company vision. After some time, he 
met with his top management team and spent several days coming up 
with a statement of the company’s vision and values. They then put 
the vision and values on plastic cards and distributed them to every 
employee. Within a week, the message circulated again: “We don’t 
know the vision.” Finally, in frustration, the executive turned to one 
of his vice presidents and said, “Go tell them to stop saying that.” 

I tell this story not in derision but with empathy. I have tried to 
convey a vision to others. It was a frustrating experience. It is much 
easier to focus on solving today’s problems than it is to mold the fu-
ture. It is easier to be an operational analyzer and taskmaster than it 
is to be a person of grounded vision. Yet how does one find a vision? 

When I encounter the yearning for vision in a organization, it often 
leads to a discussion with the senior leaders. Frustrated, they show me 
their official vision documents and ask me why they are not effective. 
Sometimes I respond by saying that their documents do not reflect 
bread and salt. I then share with them a story from the movie Gandhi. 

In the early part of his career, Mohandas Gandhi successfully con-
fronted some forms of discrimination in South Africa. When his work 
was completed, he returned home to India. Although he was encour-
aged to become involved in politics, he instead went on a long journey 
through his homeland. His travels led him through the countryside, 
where he visited many villages and farms. Gandhi endured many un-
pleasant conditions as he patiently listened to the peasants and ob-
served their surroundings. 

Shortly after, a political convention was held. The country’s top 
politicians attended and gave rousing speeches calling for home rule 
and expulsion of the British. The audience was largely in agreement 
and loudly expressed support. Finally, the unpretentious Gandhi was 
given a chance to speak. When he was introduced, people left their 
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seats and began to wander around the convention floor. They were 
not interested in this small stranger. 

Gandhi began his low-key speech by talking about the “real” India. 
The issue facing India, he argued, was not about home rule. The citi-
zens of India did not really care who was ruling the country. What 
they did care about was bread and salt. Unless the politicians under-
stood the issues of bread and salt, which they did not, the voters would 
simply be replacing British tyrants with Indian tyrants. 

The issue facing India, Gandhi argued, was not about 

home rule. The citizens of India did not really care 

who was ruling the country. What they did care about 

was bread and salt. 

As Gandhi continued speaking, people gradually returned to their 
seats and began to listen because they were hearing something unusual— 
and something of great importance. This small, unassuming man had 
journeyed through their heartland and captured the essence of India. 
He was now vocalizing it in a way they could feel and understand. 
Such articulation is often at the heart of radical, deep change. 

The term radical is derived from the Latin word for root. In math-
ematics, for example, we use the radical sign to indicate the square 
root. To make radical change, one must move to the root—the origin 
or archetype. An influential vision reflects the insight of an individ-
ual or group that has deeply contemplated the core issues. Gandhi’s 
vision was such a reflection. It was rooted in both facts and values. It 
inspired passion. 

A visionary leader delves into the core of the organization or group 
and touches the issues of bread and salt. Few senior executives ever do 
so. They are thus greatly hindered in the process of aligning the oper-
ational present with the developmental future. 

It is sometimes difficult to touch the issues of bread and salt be-
cause of the upward filtering process in the organization. Almost every 
message an executive receives from subordinates is finely filtered and 
highly polished. In a hierarchy, we seldom really know what is going 
on below us. Sometimes we are uncomfortable being around “the 
masses.” I remember hearing stories about particular auto executives 
who could not stand to be in meetings with auto dealers whom they 
called “slimy.” Similar snobbishness exists in most large organizations. 
As people thus dissociate, the organization disintegrates. In the midst 
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of this slow death process, everyone continues to act as if there is a 
healthy organization. This deception allows everyone to avoid the 
work of entering the fundamental state of leadership. 

Isolated and insulated people cannot succeed in motivating others. 
When they finally generate a vision document, its message will be frail 
and uninspirational. Usually the “walk” of such people will not match 
their “talk,” and the real message is clear. Nothing happens, and the 
vision document soon slides into decay and obsolescence. 

A powerful vision does not emanate from the solitary musings of 
the supposed leader. Nor does it reflect only the “leader’s” conception 
of the future. A vision that truly enlists and inspires others wells up 
from their deep needs and aspirations. Often, as we shall see, the way 
to achieve such a vision is by working with and through the people 
for whom it is intended. Even when a vision seems to come from the 
leader, as in the case of Gandhi, the vision moves others because it is 
deeply in touch with their reality and their hopes. That is why they re-
spond. And the vision is credible because they can see that it is not a 
castle in the air, but a vision that is grounded in their lived experience, 
in bread and salt. 

GROUNDED VISION 
I think of a visit I made to large bank that was in crisis. The CEO 
stood up and articulated a list of devastating events and external pres-
sures. The feeling was very dark, and the possibility of organizational 
death was real. A person in the audience raised his hand and asked, 
“What is your vision?” The CEO responded, “The stock price at this 
time next year will be forty dollars.” There was an embarrassing si-
lence. The people looked at each other in disbelief. The CEO seemed 
not to notice that he had just destroyed their last glimmer of hope. 

A stock price of forty dollars is indeed an image of the future. It is 
even a grounded image in that it is a measurable thing. Yet it is not 
grounded in the present reality of the people, in the emotional facts 
of their current situation. It is not a vision that they can feel in their 
bones and commit to. 

At that moment, this man needed to have his people reorganize. 
They needed an emergent process. They need to engage in new 
behaviors. They needed a form of hope that would allow them to con-
nect with each other in new ways. They needed to build a new bridge 
and do it while they were walking on it. For this process to happen, they 
needed someone, anyone, to be in the fundamental state of leadership. 
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The CEO was far from this state. When he most needed to have a 
grounded vision, he had none. What he offered produced the exact 
opposite of what was needed. Instead of generating hope, he gener-
ated increased fear, depression, and inaction. 

In times of transition a grounded vision is essential. We practice 
grounded vision when we integrate the present with an image of a pos-
itive future. The creative tension can be seen in Table 11.1. It is a posi-
tive quality to be hopeful and visionary, yet if this is taken too far, we 
become ungrounded and deluded. Similarly, it is positive and neces-
sary to be grounded and factual, but if this is taken too far, we become 
visionless and bereft of hope. The challenge is to have a grounded, 
positive image of the future. A grounded image is an image that peo-
ple cannot only see but feel, believe, commit to, and act on. 

A CEO FINDS A VISION 
We have considered a situation in which there was high uncertainty 
and the CEO was unable to provide a grounded vision. Now consider 
a similar case with a very different outcome. 

Table 11.1. Grounded Vision. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

This person This person This person This person is This person is 
is so visionary conceptualizes practices grounded in so grounded in 
as to be a compelling grounded the facts of the facts of the 
ungrounded and hopeful vision. current reality. past and 
and deluded. vision of the present as to 

future. be without 
hope or vision. 

Ungrounded; Visionary; Grounded Grounded; Visionless; 
deluded hopeful and visionary factual hopeless 

Grounded vision: This person is grounded and factual while also hopeful and vi-
sionary. The person conceptualizes and communicates a future that emerges from 
the realities of the existing system. The integration of reality and possibility creates 
an image that attracts self and others outside the comfort zone and into a state of 
active creation. 

Personal orientation: I use conceptual images of the future embedded in the lan-
guage and facts of the past to help myself and others recognize the reality that life is 
a continuous stream of change, and I seek to empower myself and empower others 
in shaping an emerging future. I thus integrate fact and hope, past and future. I 
practice grounded vision. 
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One large company I am familiar with had a long record of finan-
cial success. But when the economy turned bad, the company began 
to struggle. A new president was elected, and the federal government 
began to initiate policies that had devastating impacts. The company’s 
financial performance then began to deteriorate rapidly. Everything 
that had made the company successful was now in question. The or-
ganization’s people were frustrated. They were looking for a new vi-
sion from their new CEO. But despite a great personal effort, the CEO 
declared that he had no new vision statement. 

In the light of the deteriorating situation, the company’s top man-
agement decided that an immediate intervention was necessary. I was 
one of several professors who were brought in to design a program. 
Our top priority was to see that the company confronted and resolved 
real issues. Yet in this company, there was seldom any kind of public 
conflict. This made the design of our intervention difficult. 

We decided on a series of four week-long meetings. Each week-
long session would be held with one hundred of the company’s top 
executives—four hundred in all. The proposed intervention would begin 
with introductory presentations on finance and strategy. Then there 
would be a number of discussions of the issues facing the company. 

The CEO attended the first meeting. We advised him to listen to 
everything but to say very little, even when he knew that certain state-
ments were not factual. It was a time for others to speak and feel safe. 
He needed to listen. 

During the week, the exchange of ideas and opinions was intense 
and constructive. My colleagues encouraged the participants to speak 
candidly. For the first few days, the CEO was blamed for nearly every 
problem. Gradually, however, the tone of the sessions began to change. 
People began to look closely at themselves and to assume some re-
sponsibility for the organization’s undiscussable issues. 

The final session of the first week-long meeting was a speech by the 
CEO. Despite the fact that he still had no vision for the corporation, 
he conveyed empathy for his listeners’ struggles. This alone was a step 
forward, and the speech was well received. 

Subsequently, the CEO made an interesting decision. He cleared his 
calendar and allocated three weeks to attending the three remaining 
sessions. On the Friday of the third week, he stood up and told the 
group he had a vision. The faculty was stunned. He proceeded to ana-
lyze the company’s dependence on research and development and the 
general failure of that function. He called his vision the billion-dollar 
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challenge. He said he wanted to move a billion dollars into R&D, and 
he wanted it from the budgets of the people in the room. 

Many of us assume that when a CEO makes such a demand, people 
respond. This is not true. In most cases, so challenging a demand is 
met with passive resistance. Yet in this case, the people came up with 
the billion dollars. The reason they did is that this CEO had found the 
bread and salt of his organization. He had squarely confronted the re-
ality that people were living, and they recognized it. The problems in 
R&D were indeed the most central block to making the transforma-
tion that the emergent world was imposing on this company. 

But how did the CEO find this bread and salt? For three weeks, he 
had listened to people complain, moan, and fight over key issues. In 
the process of listening, he heard the inner voice of the organization. 
The inner voice always exists beneath all of those self-interested con-
versations. If we do the work to listen, we will hear it. 

ENTERING THE FUNDAMENTAL 
STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

I was once invited to a church meeting at which a family was making 
a presentation. I was particularly interested when I listened to the 
teenage daughter. In the middle of her talk, she held up a large, framed 
document and said, “This is our family vision. Whenever we have con-
tention or if we have to make a decision, we go back and read it, and 
then we know what to do.” She read the vision. I thought it unusual 
for a family to have a vision and later asked her father about it. Her 
father, Rick DeVries, a bank president at the time, told me that the 
family vision had its roots in an experience he had had at work. 

When he had first arrived in Ypsilanti, Michigan, Rick could see 
enormous potential for moving his branch banks forward. He believed 
that if he could better align his branches with the opportunities 
emerging in the local economy, they could make a lot more money. 
Yet his employees did not seem connected to such notions, and so he 
knew that he had to change the culture of the branches. He talked with 
his people about the potential he saw, but nothing seemed to change. 
The manager who was directly over the first-line people, or personal 
bankers, seemed to have particular difficulty catching the vision of 
what might be possible. Rick tried to help her set meaningful goals, 
but the process did not lead to change. There was no tangible con-
nection, no profound contact between the present and the future. 
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One day in a meeting, it dawned on him to try something new. He 
asked everyone to close their eyes. In very concrete terms, he described 
the branch that he saw as it was at that time. Next, he asked them to 
imagine that they were walking into the best branch bank in the world. 
He asked, “What do you see?” Each person was asked to share his or 
her mental picture. He recorded what each person said. Then he went 
into his office and wrote down what he had just heard in a two-page 
document integrating their various views on what an ideal branch is 
like. His statement described what the customer experienced as he or 
she walked in. It described what the facility looked like. It described 
what each employee was doing. The two pages contained an image of 
an ideal future that was grounded. It was something the people could 
understand, own, and act on. It was something that could guide their 
behavior as they tried to make contact between the present and the 
future, the actual and the potential. 

When Rick shared his statement with the staff, it particularly in-
fluenced the key manager, who had been struggling to understand 
what Rick was trying to tell her. She now understood and became ex-
cited and committed. The staff provided additional feedback about 
the vision, and Rick made appropriate adjustments. Slowly but 
steadily, things began to move forward. 

Notice that in this simple process, Rick was doing the same thing 
that the CEO did when he finally announced the billion-dollar chal-
lenge. Rick was not dictating an abstract vision from on high. He was 
interacting with his people so that together, they were creating mean-
ing. Eventually they articulated a vision that was grounded in the lived 
experience and the hopes of everyone involved. 

Rick was not dictating an abstract vision from on 

high. He was interacting with his people so that to-

gether, they were creating meaning. Eventually they 

articulated a vision that was grounded in the lived 

experience and the hopes of everyone involved. 

This process had a profound impact on Rick’s people and on Rick. 
He was struck by how much difference it made. He found himself often 
contemplating what had happened, and he talked about it a great deal. 
When he told his peers about it, they showed only limited interest. This 
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baffled him. Yet that is consistent with my experience: people are not 
anxious to deal with grounded vision. Most people resist deep clari-
fication of purpose; they prefer to spend their time problem solving. 
Engaging in problem solving requires less accountability, less personal 
authenticity. This is another way in which people prefer the process 
of slow death. They are not anxious to enter the fundamental state of 
leadership, in which they leave their comfort zone and put themselves 
on the line. People are not naturally drawn to build the bridge as they 
walk on it. Someone must show the way. 

I began this story by saying that Rick’s experience led to a funda-
mental change in his own home. Rick and his wife have five children. 
Raising a family of that size is a challenge. On one particularly con-
tentious day, it struck him that what had worked at the bank might 
work at home. He told his family that on that night, he would like to 
hold a family meeting. When the time came, he put on some music, 
arranged some snacks on the table, and called them together. He told 
them he had played a game at the bank and that he would like to play 
it with the family. He then asked the family to close their eyes. From 
that exercise came the vision that his daughter held up in church 
and that she said guided the family in times of contention. Rick had 
entered the state of leadership, and his family was following. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Begin by assessing where you are today, as 
honestly as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Check each item that describes you as you are today. 

__ I analyze the emotional facts in my organization. 

__ I envision what is possible. 

__ I understand that everyone prefers to stay inside his or 
her zone of comfort. 

__ I understand the power of potent visual images. 
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__ I realize that radical change requires connecting with 
root issues. 

__ I continually monitor the concerns of my people. 

__ I continually surface their fears, hopes, and dreams. 

__ I pay attention to the unexpressed needs that are be-
neath the existing conflicts. 

__ I mold visions that people feel, understand, and re-
spond to. 

__ I go to great lengths to see that I live the values I 
advocate. 

__ I understand that a vision is not announced but 
co-created. 

__ I insist on accurately monitoring progress. 

__ I understand that most executives do not want a real 
vision. 

2. Now assess yourself on the following scale by circling the 
number under the characteristics that currently describe 
you. Note that the “negative” areas of the scale represent 
the overemphasis of a positive characteristic so that it be-
comes a negative. The “integrative” part of the scale repre-
sents the integration of opposing positives. If you feel you 
model the integration of hopeful vision and a grounded, 
factual approach, circle one of the numbers under “Inte-
grative.” Otherwise circle two numbers, one on each side 
of the scale. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

Ungrounded; Visionary; Grounded Grounded; Visionless; 
deluded hopeful and visionary factual hopeless 

−3 −2 −1 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 2 1 −1 −2 −3 

Self-Improvement 

1. Based on the assessments you have completed, write a one-
paragraph self-description on the theme of grounded vi-
sion. In your own words, describe where you are today 
with respect to this aspect of the fundamental state of 
leadership. 
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2. Write a strategy for self-improvement in the area of 
grounded vision. Try to be as concrete as possible in de-
scribing steps you are willing to take beginning today. 

Helpful Hints for Practicing Grounded Vision 

Reality without vision destroys possibility; vision without

reality destroys credibility.


Recognize that excellence does not derive from problem

solving.


Focus on the result you want to create.


Be sure you are willing to sacrifice for the desired result.


Recognize that your integrity around the vision is being

continuously examined.


Be sure the final result is attractive enough that people are

willing to fail to get there.


Produce a film in your mind of the group achieving the

desired result.


Keep playing and editing the film; describe the film to

others.


Focus everyone on the desired future.


Do not explain the desired future. Help people see, feel,

hear, and taste it.


Gain a deep understanding of the history of the unit and

the people in it.


Ground the future in the past.


To enlist people in the quest, show them how they have

been on such journeys before.


Tell stories that bring the vision to life.


Communicate visual images that capture the imagination.


Listen carefully to the arguments of resistance. Hear the

deeper messages.


Transform the deeper fears by surfacing and exploring

them.
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Model the process by surfacing your own fears.


Never flee from the pain of reality.


Help people relate the pain of change to the big picture.


Continuously identify, surface, and discuss the realities of

what is happening.


Recognize the factual constraints.


Show which constraints must be accepted and which must

be transcended.


You do not have to have answers to the problems. Just keep

focusing on the result.


Trust the process of honest dialogue and keep learning.


Focus on the early small wins, and celebrate when they are

accomplished.


Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Adaptive Confidence


The practice of adaptive confidence means that we are 

willing to enter uncertain situations because we have 

a higher purpose and we are confident that we can 

learn and adapt as we move forward. 

Q
Everyone avoids deep change because deep change is 
terrifying. It is terrifying because it requires letting go of control. It re-
quires moving into a state of action learning. Action learning is not like 
classroom learning. It is far more demanding. To successfully engage 
the process, we have to practice something called adaptive confidence. 

A WOMAN WITH PURPOSE 
I once sat next to a woman on a plane. She began to tell me about her-
self. Brought up in a blue-collar home, she had eventually become a 
salesperson and after a long period of struggle began to have extraor-
dinary success. She told me of the struggle. She worked long hours 
and put herself in every sales presentation setting she could. Her fail-
ures greatly outnumbered her successes, yet she persisted. She kept 
putting herself in the terrible position of discomfort. I asked her why. 
She indicated that she was convinced she could learn her way to suc-
cess. In telling me her story, she did not say much at all about the pain 
of failure. It was as if it did not matter. 

148 
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Then she described what she did. She deeply analyzed every inter-
action with customers. Over time, she identified patterns and ran con-
tinual informal experiments to test her conclusions. Eventually she 
developed an inductive theory of selling that was based on principles 
of discipline and accountability. For example, she believed that she 
should know everything there is to know about the customer before 
she ever went in, and she described the extraordinary lengths she went 
to in order to live this principle. As she described such principles and 
practices, it suddenly became clear why she was so successful: she was 
operating at a level of discipline that few salespeople ever think about. 

She laughed as she told me, “My peers take bagels to the customer, 
thinking they can bribe their way to a sale.” I asked her if she ever 
shared her theory with her peers. She replied, “I have tried, but they 
do not want to hear what I am telling them. They find it much easier 
to keep buying the bagels.” 

As I thought about her story, it struck me that this was a woman 
who knew what it meant to practice reflective action and live in au-
thentic engagement. She was continually working, but she was also 
continually deeply analyzing everything she did. She integrated action 
and reflection. From her analysis came powerful insights and a per-
sonal theory of practice. 

Yet this woman was also practicing another transformational dis-
cipline. It became clear as she shared an intimate story. 

She told me she had been in an abusive marriage. After seven years, 
she had decided to walk out. It was a terrifying thing for her to do. She 
indicated that in her neighborhood, there are many women in abu-
sive marriages who stay in the relationship rather than face the un-
certainty of being on their own. I was very struck by this and thought 
about how natural it is for us to cling to that which we know, even at 
the most punishing costs. We all seek to keep ourselves in our com-
fort zone. We all tend to live in the reactive, problem-solving state. 

Then she told me that a few women do leave, but most of them can 
only think about getting out of the terror, so they quickly get married 
again, often to another abusive man. This also impressed me. Just leav-
ing the comfort zone is not enough. Why? I thought about executives 
who quit a job in disgust and go to another company. After some 
months, they often begin to experience the same problems. What they 
cannot see is that they are the carriers of the disease they so hate. They 
claim the disease is “out there” in the organizational community. In 
fact, the disease is in them. 
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Because we all tend to project our problems onto the world, it is 
not enough for us to just leave the comfort zone. Something else is 
also required. Using a most unusual example, this woman was about 
to illustrate the requirement. 

She told me that she did a lot of dating. Many of the men she dated 
were “high rollers” who did not hesitate to spend two hundred dollars 
on a bottle of wine. She said it would have been easy to be impressed, 
but she stayed grounded. In fact, she said that she had developed rules 
to guide her. For example, she would not date a man a second time 
unless he offered to pay for her babysitter the first time. Then she said, 
“He did not have to pay for the babysitter, but he did have to offer.” 

Given the norms of our day and the obvious strength of this 
woman, I could not comprehend what she was telling me and shared 
my confusion. She said, “If he offered to pay, that meant he saw me. 
He did not see a sex object, he saw me, the human being in my unique 
situation.” 

Suddenly it all clicked. 
This woman had experienced the pain of an abusive marriage. In 

leaving that marriage, she was not fleeing the pain. That is the natural 
thing to do. She was pursuing a purpose. She was willing to leave what 
she knew and enter the state of terrifying uncertainty. She would not 
rush back to the comfort zone with the first man who had resources 
and showed interest. She intended to create an abundant life with 
someone. She knew that this required finding a man who was capa-
ble of living in an effective relationship. She also knew that it required 
her to build the bridge as she walked on it, learning and growing as 
she moved forward. In the process, she would become a more capa-
ble and authentic human being, one able to co-create the kind of re-
lationship she envisioned. 

Her rules were brilliant. They were a counterintuitive set of guide-
lines that would help her stay the course, to remain in the anxiety of 

Her rules were brilliant. They were a counterintuitive 

set of guidelines that would help her stay the course, 

to remain in the anxiety of uncertainty while pushing 

ahead in the process of real-time learning. . . . She was  

a practitioner of adaptive confidence. 
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uncertainty while pushing ahead in the process of real-time learning. 
Just as she had an intuitive, inductive theory of selling, she had an in-
tuitive, inductive theory of personal transformation. She was a prac-
titioner of adaptive confidence. 

ADAPTIVE CONFIDENCE 
The creative tension that is adaptive confidence can be seen in Table 
12.1. It is a positive value to be adaptive and flexible, yet if that char-
acteristic is taken too far, we become uncertain and insecure. To be 
confident and secure is similarly a positive value, and yet if that char-
acteristic is taken too far, we become rigid and inflexible. The chal-
lenge is to be both adaptive and confident. The practice of adaptive 
confidence means that we are willing to enter uncertain situations be-
cause we have a higher purpose and we are confident that we can learn 
and adapt as we move forward. 

The concept of adaptive confidence is a marriage between confidence 
and flexibility. Being flexible means being open to learning and change. 
People with adaptive confidence understand that the most powerful 

Table 12.1. Adaptive Confidence. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

This person is This person is This person This person is This person is 
so adaptive as adaptive and practices confident and so confident as 
to be dependent flexible. adaptive secure. to be rigid and 
and weak, confidence. inflexible, 
without the incapable of 
strength to learning. 
move forward. 

Uncertain; Adaptive; Adaptive and Confident; Rigid; 
insecure flexible confident secure inflexible 

Adaptive confidence: This person is adaptable and flexible while also confident and 
secure. The person has the confidence to learn from experience, moving forward 
into uncertain situations knowing that self and others can adapt and learn in real 
time. He or she maintains a focus on purpose while experimenting and remaining 
open to feedback about failure as well as success. 

Personal orientation: I exhibit the confidence to enter uncertainty, knowing that I, 
and others, will successfully evolve to more complex levels of order through impro-
visational trial-and-error learning. I thus model a sense of security and confidence 
in the midst of risky adaptation. I am both secure and flexible. I practice adaptive 
confidence. 
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learning is found in improvisation. They are secure enough to push 
forward into uncertainty while seeking feedback on their successes as 
well as their failures. Instead of being frozen by uncertainty and doubt, 
they can move forward in most situations, taking initiative while re-
maining open to feedback and learning while they move. They are si-
multaneously stable and changing. They live in a positive, creative 
tension with their changing environment. 

MONITORING OUR HYPOCRISY 
Bill Torbert (1987) has written about confidence. He argues that most 
forms of professional knowledge result in conditional confidence— 
confidence that we will act well as long as the situation does not vio-
late our assumptions about it. In other words, all of us are trained in 
our jobs and professions. We learn what to do in a given situation. We 
learn how to be in control. If the situation changes, we are not in con-
trol. This usually leads to panic. Most people live to be in control, to 
be in their comfort zone. Yet if we want to be adaptable to changing 
circumstances, we must learn how to move outside our comfort zone. 

Torbert claims that the alternative to conditional confidence is un-
conditional confidence. I consider it synonymous with adaptive confi-
dence. According to Torbert, unconditional confidence means that we 
are capable of discarding inaccurate assumptions and ineffective strate-
gies even in the midst of an ongoing action. We are confident enough 
to act and humble enough to learn at the same time. Torbert also has a 
recommendation on how to develop such confidence. He says uncon-
ditional confidence increases as our integrity increases and that we in-
crease integrity by constantly monitoring our lack of integrity. 

I find this a very striking observation. As I have remarked previ-
ously in this book, we are all hypocrites. We all have values we do not 
live. We also have enormously powerful mechanisms for denial. We 
refuse to see our hypocrisy. Yet seeing our hypocrisy is the potential 
motor of change. When we engage our hypocrisy, there is so much 
pain that we are often willing to begin to close our integrity gaps. 
When we do, we exercise the courage to change. We finally leave a par-
ticular comfort zone and begin a process of transformation. Now we 
can move forward with confidence, whereas before, we were prison-
ers of our own need to be in control. Instead of fearing uncertainty, 
we welcome it. 
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I believe that many people have experienced adaptive confidence 
but do not realize it. That is why in the invitation to reflective action, 
I asked my son Shawn to examine the transformational moments in 
his own past, as I described in Chapter Eight. I believed he would rec-
ognize that he had been transformational in the past and could be in 
the future. 

If you truly excel in an area, it is likely that you have practiced adap-
tive confidence. The woman I spoke with on the plane excelled in sales 
because she spent time moving forward in the face of uncertainty and 
learning from her failures. She thus internalized new competencies— 
competencies that others do not have. She was able to sell far more in 
far less time than others. She was a master. She could go into any sit-
uation and create as she moved forward in the conversation. Her the-
ory of sales was actually a theory of co-creation of shared learning and 
discovery. She was focused on the good of the client and looking to 
create a win-win result. 

THE CAPACITY TO LEARN

IN REAL TIME


In the language of this book, adaptive confidence is the capacity to 
walk naked into the land of uncertainty and build the bridge as 
we walk on it. Consider an extreme example. 

I once attended a professional meeting in which Warren Bennis, a 
noted leadership scholar, showed a video clip of an interview he had 
conducted with the former president of a Quaker college. Because it 
was a Quaker institution, a core value of the college was nonviolence. 
In the middle of the interview, the president talked of a particularly 
important moment in his tenure. 

It was the height of the Vietnam War. Protests were frequent, and 
they often turned violent. The fatal shooting of the students at Kent 
State had already occurred. Word came to the president that a group of 
his students were going to hold a protest. They were going to take 
down the American flag and burn it. He also heard that his football 
team had gathered around the flagpole to prevent the burning. 

Imagine his feeling at that moment. Nonviolence, a core value of 
his institution, is about to be violated. He wants to preserve that value 
and prevent the conflict from taking place. What would you do in this 
situation? 
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Most people would suggest taking control, perhaps calling in se-
curity and a large police backup. Yet all such alternatives are likely to 
increase the probability of conflict and violence. Another normal re-
action is to accept the reality that conflict happens and withdraw. Stay 
out of it, and let nature take its course. There are many arguments that 
could be made for that alternative. 

So what did the college president do? He walked out of his office 
and toward the flagpole. He had no intended strategy. He did not 
know what to do. He felt helpless and vulnerable, but he knew that to 
be true to himself, he had to go to the flagpole and try to enact the 
value for which he and the institution stood. 

At that moment, he was exercising adaptive confidence. He was 
moving forward into uncertainty not knowing what he was going to 
do. Because he lived in authentic engagement and because he was will-
ing to put the good of the institution ahead of his own well-being, he 
moved forward. He would learn and adapt in real time. 

THE REST OF THE STORY 
In the interview, the president appears to be a strong-minded man. 
Yet as he comes to this moment in the story, he begins to weep. He says 
that as he arrived on the tumultuous scene, he heard a voice say to 
him, “Tell them to wash the flag.” 

He turned to the demonstrators and said, “Why don’t you get a box 
of detergent and a bucket of water and wash the flag. Then when it is 
clean, run it back up the flagpole.” Both the demonstrators and the 
football players found this to be an acceptable option. The flag was 
washed and put back up. 

This was one of those moments of inspiration that often occur 
when we are in the state of authentic engagement and are moving for-
ward in adaptive confidence. The initiator or leader articulates an 
image that transcends differences. It is a moment of extraordinary im-
pact. But where does the key idea come from? It comes from outside 
his conscious mind. The president hears a voice in his head. At that 
moment, he knows he is connected to something greater than himself. 
He knows that greatness is not “in us but through us.” That is the rea-
son for his tears when he tells the story. When we experience that flow 
of revelatory greatness, the memory moves us even years afterward. 
When such greatness flows through us, we tend to become an instru-
ment of integration and oneness. The extraordinary person integrates 
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that which is differentiated. He or she provides some form of integra-
tion as atonement. In this case the image of the flag needing washing 
lifts the conflicted actors toward a more integrated and complex way 
of seeing and being. They too have a transformational experience. 

When we experience that flow of revelatory greatness, 

the memory moves us even years afterward. When 

such greatness flows through us, we tend to become 

an instrument of integration and oneness. 

ENTERING THE FUNDAMENTAL 
STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

When I share a series of cases containing moments like the one I have 
just described, even dubious executives are sometimes convinced. 
When they are, they often ask, “How can I learn to think like that per-
son did?” Teachers ask, “How can we teach people to think like that?” 
When I turn their own question back on them, they often suggest ex-
ercises in which they use stories like the above as analogies. Then they 
say, “Let’s take the problem confronting this business and try to think 
in this same transformational way.” Occasionally this strategy is actu-
ally applied in an organizational workshop. It seldom works. 

There is a reason for this failure. The entire educational strategy is 
based on the wrong question. The wrong question is, “How can we get 
people to think like that?” The right question is, “How can we get peo-
ple to be like that?” We come to be like that when we reduce our in-
tegrity gaps, when we live with increased courage, moving forward in 
the face of uncertainty. It is our increased integrity that allows us to 
practice adaptive confidence and thereby enter the fundamental state 
of leadership. As the director of nursing told us in Chapter One, it is 
not what we do that matters; what matters is who we are. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Begin by assessing where you are today, as 
honestly as you can. 
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Questions for Reflection 

1. Check each item that describes you as you are today. 

__ I am confident and secure. 

__ I am adaptive and flexible. 

__ I continually clarify my purpose. 

__ I am willing to enter uncertainty and build the bridge 
while I walk on it. 

__ I know that in high uncertainty, the only way out is 
real-time learning. 

__ I am willing to stay in the crucible of anxiety until I 
learn my way to the desired result. 

__ I focus on the purpose, not the pain. 

__ I make a few simple, strategic rules to structure my 
journey through uncertainty. 

__ I launch many informal experiments. 

__ I cherish bad news as well as good. 

__ I make it possible for people to tell me the truth. 

__ Failure is my friend. I surface and carefully examine 
each failure. 

__ I continually seek to identify patterns and discover 
insights. 

__ I continually work at reducing my integrity gaps. 

__ When I close my integrity gaps, I experience increased 
creativity. 

__ I find courage by reflecting on my transformational 
experiences in the past. 

2. Now assess yourself on the following scale by circling the 
number under the characteristics that currently describe 
you. Note that the “negative” areas of the scale represent 
the overemphasis of a positive characteristic so that it be-
comes a negative. The “integrative” part of the scale repre-
sents the integration of opposing positives. If you feel you 
model the integration of adaptive flexibility and secure con-
fidence, circle one of the numbers under “Integrative.” 
Otherwise circle two numbers, one on each side of the scale. 
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Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

Uncertain; Adaptive; Adaptive and Confident; Rigid; 
insecure flexible confident secure inflexible 

−3 −2 −1 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 2 1 −1 −2 −3 

Self-Improvement 

1. Based on the assessments you have completed, write a one-
paragraph self-description on the theme of adaptive confi-
dence. In your own words, describe where you are today 
with respect to this aspect of the fundamental state of 
leadership. 

2. Write a strategy for self-improvement in the area of adap-
tive confidence. Try to be as concrete as possible in de-
scribing steps you are willing to take beginning today. 

Helpful Hints for Practicing Adaptive Confidence 

Recognize that excellence requires you to go where you

have not been before.


Understand that leaving the comfort zone is terrifying.


In high uncertainty, you cannot rely on knowledge.


You must surrender your sense of control and begin to

learn in real time.


In uncertainty and learning, you must continually clarify

the desired result.


Keep it simple. Establish a few simple operating rules, and

move forward.


The learning process is improvisational; you must create as

you go.


You launch a thousand ships knowing most will sink.


It is normal to be scared.


Act on intuition, and learn from what happens.


Failure is not an enemy but a teacher.


You must be committed to gathering disconfirming

feedback.
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Model the process of encouraging people to criticize what

you are doing.


Listen carefully to the criticism, and draw out more than

they want to say.


Trust is a major asset. To maintain support, you must have

complete credibility.


Forget self-interest, and focus on collective success.


There will be many conflicting opinions.


There will be strong emotions.


Frequent sense-making meetings are necessary.


Be disciplined about personal stress management.


Give yourself time to process feedback and get through the

emotions.


Trust yourself and trust others.


Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Detached 
Interdependence 

“I’ve discovered that when you free players to use all 

their resources—mental, physical, and spiritual—an 

interesting shift in awareness occurs. When players 

practice what is known as mindfulness—simply 

paying attention to what’s actually happening—not 

only do they play better and win more, they also 

become more attuned with each other. And the joy 

they experience working in harmony is a powerful 

motivating force that comes from deep within.” 

—PHIL JACKSON (1995) 

Q The concept of detached interdependence is one of 
the most elusive of the eight considered in Part Two. It requires that 
we consider our relationships from a very high level of maturity. When 
we do, extraordinary things are likely to happen. 

POLARITIES 
Author and philosopher Peter Koestenbaum sees a dynamic world of 
contrasting tensions and speaks of them as polarities—two contrast-
ing or opposing things that are linked in a relationship. In Part One, 

159 
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we considered the competing values framework of leadership, for ex-
ample, and identified many of the polarities within leadership traits. 
There are many such polarities in organizational life, such as the need 
to maintain stability and change, concern for people and for task, for 
internal cooperation and external competitiveness, for hierarchical 
control and for innovative flexibility. It is normal for the human mind 
to split off such polarities, to value only one end and negate the other. 
Koestenbaum argues that in an organization, “every interaction is a 
form of confrontation—a clash of priorities, a struggle of dignities, a 
battle of beliefs” (quoted in Labarre, 2000, p. 222). When we are in the 
normal state, and most of the time we all are, we often allow polar ten-
sions to turn into deep conflicts. 

Koestenbaum (in Labarre, 2000) shares a case in which a young 
couple found themselves in such a conflict. The husband was pro-
moted and transferred to Cairo. He went home and excitedly told his 
wife, but she was not so positive. She told him that she was not taking 
her new baby to Cairo. If he wanted to go, he would have to go alone. 
It was a serious conflict. If he gave up his promotion, he would be for-
ever resentful of her for injuring his career. If she went to Cairo, she 
would be ever resentful for his insensitivity to her and their baby. What 
should people do in such an impossible situation? 

Koestenbaum suggests that the solution is found by changing per-
spective. We move from the surface issues that seem to be deeply im-
portant to more fundamental concerns. In this case, it is done by 
focusing on the higher collective good. “Is it my career, or is it our ca-
reer? Is it your baby, or is it our baby? Are we individuals, or do we op-
erate as a team? What are our values?” 

Such questions are transformational. In asking these questions, the 
husband and wife came to a new awareness. His career was important 
to her. Their child was important to him. Once these things became 
clear, a change took place. They were more connected, more trusting. 
There was more willingness to change. From this point, they might 
have decided the issue either way. As it happens, they went to Cairo, 
but the important thing is that they were able to make the decision 
without resentment because they were operating on a new and more 
solid foundation. 

This case illustrates a key point. We are all separate individuals, with 
our own being and values, and yet we all depend on one another. In 
organizations as well as in our family lives, none of us succeeds alone. 
Too often in our self-focus, we care most about getting a conflict re-
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solved to our own satisfaction. But what matters is not how we resolve 
a conflict but how we maintain the relationship in resolving it. 

Usually it takes courage to explore and define who we are. The 
process of honest exploration, through openness, self-trust, and trust 
of others, builds us. We enter a more authentic level of engagement. 
When we change ourselves so we are more authentic, the original con-
flict becomes of less consequence. I love this sentence from Koesten-
baum: “When you grapple with polarities in your life, you lose your 
arrogant, self-indulgent illusions, and you realize the joke is on you” 
(quoted in Labarre, 2000, p. 222). I think that means that when we see 
the polarities, tensions, and conflicts that are inherent in our lives, we 
see a larger reality. We lose some of our self-focus and discover our in-
terdependence. As a result, our perspective changes, and the immediate 
problem tends to seem less important than our fundamental purpose 
and the larger network of relationships that sustains us. The joke re-
ally is on us. I have often defined humility as seeing things as they 
really are. In this case, humility means seeing that our reality is dy-
namic and interdependent. 

“When you grapple with polarities in your life, you 

lose your arrogant, self-indulgent illusions, and you 

realize the joke is on you.” 

In keeping with such notions, Koestenbaum shares a particularly 
provocative insight about what he calls the key polarity of leadership: 
“It’s the existential paradox of holding yourself 100% responsible for 
the fate of your organization, on the one hand, and assuming ab-
solutely no responsibility for the choices made by other people, on the 
other hand” (quoted in Labarre, 2000, p. 222). This is a very chal-
lenging notion. I call it detached interdependence. 

DETACHED INTERDEPENDENCE 
This notion of detached interdependence is well captured in the fol-
lowing quotation from Phil Jackson, a professional basketball coach: 

Yet even in this highly competitive world, I’ve discovered that when you 
free players to use all their resources—mental, physical, and spiritual— 
an interesting shift in awareness occurs. When players practice what is 
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known as mindfulness—simply paying attention to what’s actually 
happening—not only do they play better and win more, they also be-
come more attuned with each other. And the joy they experience work-
ing in harmony is a powerful motivating force that comes from deep 
within, not from some frenzied coach pacing along the sidelines, shout-
ing obscenities into the air [Jackson and Delehanty, 1995, pp. 5–6]. 

In this quotation, Jackson paints two contrasting pictures. In one 
picture, there is a “frenzied coach pacing the sidelines, shouting ob-
scenities into the air.” This image represents what we often think of 
when we speak of good, hard-nosed leadership. In the other picture, a 
group of people with large egos have surrendered their egos. They have 
become internally directed and other-focused. They are highly attuned 
to one another, and they work in harmony while winning more games. 
This picture seems like the dream of someone who does not understand 
the “real” world. Yet we might note that it represents the philosophy ad-
vocated by a man who has more National Basketball Association cham-
pionship rings than he has fingers to wear them on. 

In Jackson’s preferred picture, we see the fruit of detached interde-
pendence. When we practice detached interdependence, we transcend 
our own need to be in control, to pace “the sidelines, shouting ob-
scenities into the air.” Instead we model a process that allows others 
to find and express their full capacities. All of this begins with recog-
nizing and transcending polarity. 

The tension and integration represented by the notion of detached 
interdependence can be seen in Table 13.1. We can be humble and open, 
yet if these qualities are taken too far, we become dependent and weak. 
Or we can be independent and strong, yet if these qualities are taken too 
far, we become arrogant and closed. The challenge is to integrate being 
humble and strong. When I am in the state of detached interdepen-
dence, I am in a relationship in which both parties can create and draw 
rich meaning, but because of my clarity of purpose, I am not defined 
and determined by the relationship. I am both internally driven and 
other-focused. As a result, I have high authenticity and credibility. 

MOVING TOWARD DETACHED 
INTERDEPENDENCE 

Here is a story that illustrates the difficulty and the power of moving 
to a state of detached interdependence. One day, I received a telephone 
call from my daughter, Shauri. She was distraught. She had been get-



Quinn.c13  2/23/04  1:24 PM  Page 163

163 Detached Interdependence 

Table 13.1. Detached Interdependence. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

This person is This person is This person This person is This person is 
so humble as humble and practices independent so strong as to 
to be weak and open to detached and strong. be arrogant 
dependent. influence. interdependence. and isolated. 

Dependent; Humble; Humble Independent; Arrogant; 
weak open and strong strong closed 

Detached interdependence: This person combines independence and strength with 
humility and openness. The person has a strong sense of purpose and belief that 
provides an inner strength. He or she is thus open but not determined by the rela-
tionship. Such detached interdependence allows for rich relationships in which 
people enable each other in co-creating a future that is best for both. That future 
may include continuation or separation. 

Personal orientation: I hold myself open to the influence of others while taking ac-
countability for the evolution of my own uniqueness, happiness, and physical well-
being. I model independent strength while recognizing my need for others. I am 
both strong and humble. I practice detached interdependence. 

ting serious about a relationship with a young man in which she had 
invested a great deal emotionally. He had just told her he was going to 
break off their relationship, and now there was only pain. She felt re-
jected and hurt and churning with negative feelings. She announced 
she was coming home to recover. 

The next morning, Shauri climbed into the car and immediately 
started talking about her situation. She was flooded with negative 
emotions, and we talked at length about the agony of relationships 
and attraction. Nothing seemed to ease her pain. She was in a deep 
emotional hole, and as she agonized, the hole seemed to get deeper 
and darker. Finally I asked her, “Are you problem solving or purpose 
finding?” The question jolted her, and she looked at me quizzically. 

I suggested to Shauri that most people tend to live their lives in a re-
active mode. They are always trying to solve their problems. Their prob-
lems are a source of pain, and they want the pain to disappear. Their 
problems ebb and flow in intensity but tend not to go away. People are 
then sad or happy depending on where they are in the ebb and flow. 

Shauri asked what the alternative was. I suggested that instead of 
being reactors, we can be actors, initiators, or creators. When we ini-
tiate, we tend to create value eventually, and we tend to feel good about 
ourselves. If we continually clarify our basic purpose, it becomes a 
magnet. We are drawn toward the purpose and begin to pursue it. As 
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we do so, our negative emotions tend to disappear. We experience vic-
tory over the reactive self, and we feel good about who we are. We feel 
better because we literally begin to have a more valuable self. We then 
relate to others in a very different way. We become empowered and 
empowering to others. 

Shauri was not buying it. She ignored what I had tried to say and 
spent another fifteen minutes complaining about how unfair life can 
be. She paused for a breath, and I again asked her if she was problem 
solving or purpose finding. She ignored my question and continued 
venting. We repeated this pattern four times. The last time I asked, she 
stopped talking and just looked at me. I could tell a big challenge was 
coming. In order to stop my insensitive questions, she asked, “How 
would I ever use purpose finding in this situation?” 

“You can use it in any situation,” I replied. 
She asked, “How do you do it?” 
I said, “Whenever I am feeling lost or filled with negative emotions, 

I get out my life statement and I rewrite it.” 
Just then we were turning into the driveway. She asked me, “What 

is a life statement?” 
I explained that it is a short document in which I try to capture the 

essence of who I am and what my purpose is in life. 
“You have an actual document that does that?” She seemed truly 

surprised. 
Something had changed. She was expressing genuine curiosity. For 

a moment, she had changed her focus from her bad fortune, and she 
wanted to know more. This was a window. She was momentarily 
open. If we could stay on this track, our souls might begin to touch 
more deeply. We might more openly exchange ideas and feelings. New 
images might emerge, and a transformation might take place. 

I said, “Let me show you my life statement.” 
She followed me into my study. I reached into a file, pulled out a 

sheet of paper, and handed it to her. 
Shauri read the document carefully and then looked up. She was 

fascinated. She asked, “When you feel bad, you read this and it makes 
you feel better?” 

“No, when I feel really bad, I take my life statement out, read it 
carefully, and try to rewrite any part of it that I feel needs revision. Or 
I add something that was not there before. The document is always 
evolving. When I finish rewriting it, I feel clearer about who I am. By 
knowing what I most value, I become stable. To make change, I have 
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to become stable at one level so that I can change at some other level. 
If my values are clear, then I can confront the issues that previously 
made me feel confused and fearful. My being state changes. I become 
more proactive. I have the energy to move forward no matter how 
negative my emotions. In fact, my negative emotions tend to disap-
pear before I even start to act. Just clarifying who I am and what I 
want to create seems to energize me. Even the thought of movement 
becomes purifying.” 

I paused for a moment as Shauri took in my words. Then I con-
tinued: “There is another reason for rewriting the statement. People 
think that values are permanent, like cement. Clear values can stabi-
lize us, yet they are living systems and need to be allowed to evolve. 
Each time we face a new situation and reinterpret our values, they 
change a little bit. Rewriting a statement like this one allows us to in-
tegrate what we have learned. Hence, our values also evolve with us. 
We co-create each other.” 

Shauri asked how she might apply what I was saying to her own 
situation. I suggested that instead of spending the weekend moping 
about what had happened and working through all her reactions to 
the event, she might spend the time writing her own life statement. 
She would thus move from being a reactor to becoming an actor. 

Shauri indicated she would start writing her own life statement, 
and she did. By the end of the weekend, she was ready to return to her 
home. A few days later, she sent me a copy of an amazing letter. She 
has given me permission to share it. 

REACHING DETACHED

INTERDEPENDENCE


Shauri began by recounting our conversation. She confessed that de-
spite her claims to the contrary, what she really wanted to do was wal-
low in self-pity. She wanted to play the victim role. I had caused her 
to rethink what she was doing. She then ties purpose finding to the 
notion of purifying herself and states, “In working to purify my life I 
would be focusing on service and things of higher purpose rather than 
on my day-to-day problems.” 

After describing these insights, Shauri’s letter took a surprising 
turn. She shared an e-mail message she had recently sent to the young 
man who had cut off the relationship. It turns out he had contacted 
her and indicated he missed her. In response, she wrote the following: 
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I was really sad after our talk—more than I thought I would be. I still 
can’t totally pinpoint why. I think a lot of it was because even though 
I was never 100 percent sure of whether we were right, I still put more 
into our relationship than I ever have with anyone else. I opened my-
self up to hurt, and I don’t usually do that. It was a good growing time 
for me, though. I also think rejection hurts regardless of how you feel 
for someone or why they do it, so I probably felt bad that you didn’t 
love me. Finally I think it hurt because I spent a good bulk of my time 
with you since May, and I felt I wasn’t just losing a potential relation-
ship, but also a good friend. Separation is not my strong point. 

. . . I  was just excited to make some changes and find a vision. The 
reason I’m sharing all of this with you is because I feel like the process 
of deciding how we felt about each other actually deepened our rela-
tionship. I learned to communicate more effectively because of you 
and opened myself up and shared all kinds of feelings, so the outcome 
is that I feel as if I can still share anything with you. I hope you feel the 
same about me. I think we’ve established a great friendship, and I hope 
you feel the same. I think we may have tried to force feelings a little 
that weren’t there—maybe timing was off, maybe it just isn’t right now 
or ever, but I definitely want to keep our friendship. I hope you feel 
like you can tell me anything and that I will be here for you no matter 
what, because I will. I appreciate your honesty with me about your 
feelings. I think what you felt is right. I hope you know I love you! 

Shauri told me how she had decided to share this message with her 
roommates. They all had the same strong reaction. They argued that 
the message was too honest! They could never imagine opening them-
selves up like that to someone who had just rejected them. I suspect 
that previous to this moment, Shauri might have agreed with them. 
Yet something had changed. She was suddenly less reactive then be-
fore. What Shauri writes to me next is of great consequence: 

The funny thing is I felt a huge sense of peace about it all. It was lib-
erating. . . . I  was no longer worried about his response or reaction to 
me or to what I told him. I chose to act rather than react. Because I 
did, it freed me and empowered me. By giving up control in this situ-
ation, I gained control of the situation. I wasn’t worried about his re-
sponse. I had been completely honest with him, and strangely, it gave 
me confidence. My purpose is to purify myself and serve others. Since 
I began working toward that purpose I have been set free from my 
problems, and they are resolving themselves. I feel filled with light, and 
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I know that as I continue in my purpose, my light will grow brighter 
and brighter and I will lose myself in it. 

“The funny thing is I felt a huge sense of peace about 

it all. It was liberating. . . . I was no  longer worried 

about his response or reaction to me or to what I told 

him. I chose to act rather than react. Because I did, it 

freed me and empowered me. By giving up control in 

this situation, I gained control of the situation.” 

ENTERING THE FUNDAMENTAL 
STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

Shauri’s experience illustrates many important points. First, it is nor-
mal to be reactive and have negative emotions. We are all pulled in this 
direction. Although most of us would claim that we hate the negative 
emotions we are feeling, we do not behave as if we do. In fact, we often 
choose to stay in our negative state. We seem to become addicted to 
the process of wallowing in the problem. It is natural, and in a strange 
way, it is comfortable to be in such pain. At such times, this victim role 
is our path of least resistance, and we willingly take it, perhaps because 
it is a role we know how to play. We make a long list of the things that 
are wrong and then complain that nothing can be done. 

Second, we can control our being state. We do not have to stay in 
the victim role. We can choose our own response. We do this by leav-
ing the “external world,” where it can seem to us the problem is located. 
We go inside ourselves, not to the problem or our feelings about it, but 
to our purpose. When we go inside to clarify our purpose, our percep-
tion is altered dramatically. The original problem does not necessarily 
go away, but it becomes much less relevant. We outgrow the problem. 

Third, our being state changes the world. As soon as Shauri started 
to clarify her purpose, she felt a sense of progress. Her negative emo-
tions turned positive. She started to feel faith, hope, strength, confi-
dence, and love. The new positive emotions empowered her and made 
her empowering. She became inner-directed and other-focused. 

Shauri was practicing detached interdependence. She was com-
bining independence and strength with openness and humility. With 
clarified purpose, she was open to the relationship but not determined 
by it. Instead of withdrawing, she could share her most honest and 
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vulnerable feelings with complete confidence. She could not be hurt. 
As she explained to her roommates, how her former boyfriend reacted 
did not matter. It was now a richer relationship in which they could 
co-create a future best for both. That future could be a future of con-
nection or separation. Detached interdependence is a powerful, lov-
ing, and generative state. 

After this experience, there was a dramatic change in Shauri’s life. 
At the professional level, her career suddenly took off. She went from 
frustration and fear to a bold job change. Her performance on that 
job has been full of creativity, and she has become a successful young 
professional. She now loves what she is doing. She presents herself in 
a much more potent yet peaceful and confident way. Shauri clarified 
her purpose and made a change in her being state, and now her ex-
ternal world is dramatically different. She has begun to learn how to 
live in the state of detached interdependence. She is more frequently 
living in the fundamental state of leadership. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Begin by assessing where you are today, as 
honestly as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Check each item that describes you as you are today. 

__ I am humble and open. 

__ I am independent and strong. 

__ I know who I am and where I am going. 

__ I do not take the victim role. 

__ I hold myself 100 percent accountable for the fate of 
the organization. 

__ I assume no accountability for the choices of others. 

__ I have clear boundaries between my identity and those 
of others. 
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__ I am deeply committed to the welfare of others. 

__ I am able to absorb personal attacks because I do not 
take them personally 

__ When conflict occurs, I do not withdraw or attack. 

__ When conflict occurs, I focus on the overall value of 
the relationship. 

__ I can maintain relationships during conflicts. 

__ I avoid getting caught up in surface concerns and seek 
to help people clarify their values. 

__ I help people discover their interdependencies. 

__ I move people from self-concern to the collective 
concern. 

2. Now assess yourself on the following scale by circling the 
number under the characteristics that currently describe 
you. Note that the “negative” areas of the scale represent 
the overemphasis of a positive characteristic so that it 
becomes a negative. The “integrative” part of the scale 
represents the integration of opposing positives. If you feel 
you model the integration of openness and humility and 
independent strength, circle one of the numbers under 
“Integrative.” Otherwise circle two numbers, one on each 
side of the scale. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

Dependent; Humble; Humble Independent; Arrogant; 
weak open and strong strong closed 

−3 −2 −1 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 2 1 −1 −2 −3 

Self-Improvement 

1. Based on the assessments you have completed, write a one-
paragraph self-description on the theme of detached inter-
dependence. In your own words, describe where you are 
today with respect to this aspect of the fundamental state 
of leadership. 

2. Write a strategy for self-improvement in the area of de-
tached interdependence. Try to be as concrete as possible 
in describing steps you are willing to take beginning today. 
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Helpful Hints for Practicing Detached Interdependence 

Accept that you are accountable for your own happiness.


Recognize that you are a totally unique human being.


Resolve to know your best self better.


Know that joy follows personal growth.


Take responsibility for yourself by exercising increased self-

discipline physically, intellectually, socially, and spiritually.


Increase your time in the creative state, and reduce your

time in the reactive state.


Clarify your values.


Clarify the result you want to create.


Resolve to face adversity with positive coping mechanisms.


Look beyond your self-concern to the collective good, and

seek to engage others in pursuing it.


Know who you are and what is not negotiable.


Realize that you are a part of many larger systems.


Realize the need to continually transcend the ego.


Accept that you are not in control.


Remember that excellence requires relationship.


Examine the potential in high interdependence.


Realize that collective excellence increases as trust goes up.


Recognize that everyone else is a free agent with the right

to choose.


Resolve to be ever loving and ever learning.


Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Responsible Freedom


“For me, the ego-death and subsequent ‘rebirth’ was 

a wonderfully and powerfully transformative event. I 

experienced a sort of ‘awakening’ in which I realized 

in a flash of insight that ‘I’ was not my ego or the 

external trappings of my life. ‘I’ was still all that had 

ever been, my true self. Nothing that was real and 

certain had changed, just superficial aspects of my 

environment.” 

—MARK YOUNGBLOOD (1997) 

Q The next practice is responsible freedom. Freedom is 
one of the most central human values. Without it, people cannot be-
come what they are capable of becoming. We know this intuitively, 
and we often go to great lengths to protect our freedom. But we do 
not always understand what freedom really is. In particular, we fail to 
grasp the intimate connection between freedom and responsibility. 

A CASE OF PHILOSOPHY

AND PRACTICE


Viktor Frankl gave much thought to the notions of responsibility and 
freedom. He was concerned that in our culture, freedom was in danger 

171 
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of degenerating into “mere arbitrariness.” In fact, he suggested that 
the Statue of Liberty on the East Coast of the United States should be 
balanced by a statue of responsibility on the West Coast. 

The path that gave rise to Frankl’s thinking about responsible free-
dom is most interesting. Frankl was a psychotherapist in Vienna. In 
1942 he was arrested, and he spent the next three years in Nazi con-
centration camps. He survived the horrendous ordeal and afterward 
wrote a book about his experiences, Man’s Search for Meaning (1963). 
The book has sold more than nine million copies. 

In the first portion of the book, Frankl recounts the daily horrors 
of the camps. In the second portion, he describes the philosophy of 
human meaning that he derived from his experience. One of the rea-
sons that the book has sold so well is that it contains so many pro-
found observations that we would not necessarily expect to come from 
such extreme suffering. 

A central assumption of most academic disciplines is that humans 
are determined by their context. When we examine a random sample of 
behavior patterns, we tend to find that given a particular context, most 
people do what is expected. This is consistent with the claim of this book 
that in the normal state, people tend to be externally determined. 

Frankl noted that behavior in the brutal environment of the camps 
was consistent with this assumption. Under severe external duress, 
many ordinary people quickly turned to animal-like behaviors. Yet 
what caught Frankl’s attention were the positive deviants. Even in the 
extreme conditions of the camps, they were people who chose to live 
not like animals but like saints. At great personal cost, they stretched 
themselves to do unexpectedly good things. He concluded that even 
in the most constrained circumstances, there is always the freedom to 
choose one’s attitude, to empower oneself. 

Humans are inherently free and inherently responsi-

ble. They are free to choose, and they are responsible 

to “actualize the potential meaning” in their lives. 

Mental health is not a tensionless state of comfort but 

rather a state of tension in which the person is “strug-

gling for a worthwhile goal, a freely chosen task.” 
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After witnessing how different people responded to suffering, 
Frankl (1963) came to believe that the central motivating force in 
human life is not mere survival; it is finding meaning. Humans are in-
herently free and inherently responsible. They are free to choose, and 
they are responsible to “actualize the potential meaning” in their lives. 
Mental health is not a tensionless state of comfort but rather a state 
of tension in which the person is “struggling for a worthwhile goal, a 
freely chosen task.” 

For Frankl, to be fully human is to choose a meaningful purpose 
and pursue it. In this act, we choose our own unique course. Our pur-
pose may involve work and achievement, or connection and love, or 
finding the meaning in suffering that cannot be avoided. Frankl be-
lieved that extending ourselves in the pursuit of purposeful action 
leads to self-transcendence. When we experience victory over the nor-
mal self, the ego dies, and a new self begins to emerge. In this process 
of self-transcendence, awareness is altered. The visual field widens. We 
come to “see the world as it really is.” We see a “whole spectrum of po-
tential meanings.” As a result, we are more free and more potent. 

After the war, Frankl lived for twenty-five years in Vienna and for 
twenty years in the United States. He engaged in mountain climbing, 
and in his sixty-seventh year he took up flying. When asked about 
these unusual pursuits, he indicated that both activities were a source 
of fear. Why, then, would a sixty-seven-year-old man freely choose to 
engage in activities that he found fearful? 

Frankl was living what he fundamentally believed: the necessity to 
always be in the process of becoming, to forsake his zone of comfort. 
His life thus carries a message for us. In both his philosophy and his 
behavior, Frankl calls on us to practice responsible freedom. 

RESPONSIBLE FREEDOM 
The book Changing for Good: A Revolutionary Six-Stage Program for 
Overcoming Bad Habits and Moving Your Life Positively Forward (Pro-
chaska, Norcross, and DiClemente, 1994) is a marvelous volume based 
on years of research on how people make self-change. Of the many 
powerful insights in the book, one is particularly important. The au-
thors indicate how shocking it is that we otherwise intelligent human 
beings resist becoming aware of the problems that are endangering or 
destroying us. We seemingly prefer to suffer rather than give up the 
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illusion of control. No one is going to tell me what to do, no matter 
what the consequences are. They call this orientation foolish freedom, 
as opposed to responsible freedom. 

Foolish freedom is the obsessive pursuit of independence. In try-
ing to prevent or to flee a state of bondage, we often go too far and 
seek to avoid all structure and responsibility. We prize being “inde-
pendent” at all costs. We think that freedom means “letting it all hang 
out,” expressing ourselves without restraint. This is actually hubris, or 
vain pride. In such a state, our focus is entirely on ourselves; other 
people are mere obstacles to our “freedom.” But instead of liberating 
and energizing us, foolish freedom tends to result in a depletion of en-
ergy and resources. It robs us of the sense of meaning we crave. 

I believe that we all tend to practice foolish freedom because it is 
difficult to practice responsible freedom. Responsible freedom is a 
form of work that leads to the unfolding of a more complex and ca-
pable self. 

Frankl discovered that responsible freedom entails internalizing a 
commitment to higher purpose and to richer connections. When suf-
fering is imposed on us, we become free by finding the meaning in it. 
In a similar way, even in more ordinary circumstances, we become free 
by committing to continual personal renewal. In so doing, we lose our 
focus on preserving the self, and paradoxically we discover our true 
selves. This is the essence of responsible freedom. It is the key to tran-
scending the entropy toward which we tend to move when we are in 
the normal state of fleeing pain and seeking to preserve our comfort. 

I think of responsible freedom as an integrative state or creative 
tension, as depicted in Table 14.1. The tension is between being spon-
taneous and expressive and being self-disciplined and responsible. 
Each of these pairs of qualities has its undesirable extreme. A person 
who overdoes being spontaneous and expressive becomes undisci-
plined and irresponsible. A person who overdoes being self-disciplined 
and responsible becomes less expressive and more guarded. 

In the negative zone on the left, we become undisciplined and ir-
responsible. We are seemingly free of structure. Some people are so 
impulsive that they do things to destroy their own resources, like the 
rock musician who smashes his instrument on the stage. But impul-
sive, chaotic, and random actions cannot bring sustained growth and 
development. We are not free when we lack purpose and structure. In 
order to practice responsible freedom, we must have purpose and see 
meaning in our choices. If we enter the negative zone on the right, we 
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Table 14.1. Responsible Freedom. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

This person is 
so spontaneous 
and expressive 
as to be 
undisciplined 
and 
irresponsible. 

Undisciplined; 
irresponsible 

This person is 
free-flowing, 
spontaneous, 
and expressive. 

Spontaneous; 
expressive 

This person 
practices 
responsible 
freedom. 

Self-disciplined 
and spontaneous 

This person is 
structured, 
self-disciplined, 
and 
responsible. 

Self-disciplined; 
responsible 

This person is 
so structured 
as to be 
unexpressive 
and guarded. 

Unexpressive; 
guarded 

Responsible freedom: The person who practices responsible freedom is spontaneous 
and expressive while also self-disciplined and responsible. Rather than fleeing pur-
pose, discipline, or structure, this person is self-structuring and tends to be ever ele-
vated to higher levels of awareness and capacity. In obtaining this higher state, the 
person becomes more complex and capable, more empowered and empowering to 
others. 

Personal orientation: I discipline myself to engage in purposes and disciplines that 
require me to grow in awareness, knowledge, and self-confidence. I thus become in-
creasingly capable and free to express a uniquely emerging self. I model both self-
control and expressive spontaneity. I practice responsible freedom. 

try to maintain our freedom or independence by becoming obsessed 
with structure and control. In relationships, we are distant and 
guarded, not expressive. We tend not to trust others and show no signs 
of spontaneity or feeling. Our relationships are not enriching. We live 
without meaningful connections. 

Consider highly structured professionals who hide behind their an-
alytic ability or those persons who stay forever distant and try to do 
everything themselves. Such people tend to be seen as the opposite of 
impulsive, yet they are actually engaging in a self-defeating quest for 
foolish freedom. By remaining distant, striving to be in control, and 
overly structuring life, they destroy their own resources. They seek to 
establish relationships of escape or domination, either of which pre-
serves the illusion of control. Such relationships seldom flourish. 

The challenge is not only to avoid the extremes in Table 14.1 but to 
integrate the positive qualities of being self-disciplined and spontaneous. 
A person who reaches this integrated state becomes self-structuring 
and self-empowering. Disciplined action based on principles of higher 
purpose transforms us. As we change, we enter a higher state of aware-
ness. We begin to see that what we had previously thought of as freedom 



Quinn.c14  2/23/04  1:25 PM  Page 176

176 BUILDING THE BRIDGE AS YOU WALK ON IT 

was in reality a form of bondage to our own fears and our attachment 
to our own zone of comfort. 

Consider the case of Mark Youngblood, who has written eloquently 
of his own experience of profound suffering and deep personal 
change. Mark spent a year trying to launch a company. He spent his 
life savings, went into debt, and exhausted himself trying to make the 
business successful. Finally he had to admit what all the data had been 
telling him: the business was not going to make it. He writes: 

With it went everything that defined who I was to the world. I could 
no longer say that I “was” my job, because I had none. I couldn’t rely 
on my wealth to create a sense of worth and identity, for I had no 
money and loads of debt. I could not look to social standing, for a 
failed entrepreneur has no social standing. And the failure of my love 
relationship, a month earlier, ensured that I could not find myself 
through the love of another. I had nothing, therefore I was nothing. I 
had died [1997, p. 208]. 

As we read Mark’s words, we can feel his pain. No one would ever 
want to enter such an emotional space. Yet a great lesson emerged from 
what Mark experienced as a “death.” Consider his next observation: 

Until that point, I had lived my life through the eyes of other people. I 
had defined myself through object-reference—my sense of identity 
and my feelings of self-worth were tied directly to the outer circum-
stances of my life—all of these external references were stripped away. 
When I looked in the mirror, I did not know who I was. For me, the 
ego-death and subsequent “rebirth” was a wonderfully and powerfully 
transformative event. I experienced a sort of “awakening” in which I 
realized in a flash of insight that “I” was not my ego or the external 
trappings of my life. “I” was still all that had ever been, my true self. 
Nothing that was real and certain had changed, just superficial aspects 
of my environment [Youngblood, 1997, p. 208]. 

In the depths of his suffering, Mark attained a new level of aware-
ness. He awakened to the fact that his life was much more than recog-
nition from others and the accumulation of material objects in the 
world. He was not an object. Other people are not objects. Underneath 
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it all, he had a lasting self. The only things that had really changed were 
the “superficial aspects of his environment.” 

How do we explain such a remarkable reversal? Whenever we make 
deep personal change, we take the journey, in the words of Joseph 
Campbell (1949), to the “center of our own existence.” At the center 
of our existence is not the “abomination” we feared before, but an au-
thentic and unique self, striving to link with others and evolve together 
toward greater complexity. 

Whenever we make deep personal change, we take 

the journey, in the words of Joseph Campbell, to the 

“center of our own existence.” At the center of our 

existence is not the “abomination” we feared before, 

but an authentic and unique self, striving to link with 

others and evolve together toward greater complexity. 

This state of increased awareness is often referred to as the truth 
that will make us free. It comes to us as we embrace disciplines that 
lead to the transcendence of self, that lead us away from the normal 
state. As we become purpose-centered, internally directed, other-
focused, and externally open, we give up foolish freedom. We find 
greater meaning and a more lovable and connected self. 

THE DAILY PRACTICE OF

RESPONSIBLE FREEDOM


In attempting to practice responsible freedom, there are dramatic ap-
proaches, like taking up flying when we are afraid of flying. There are 
also less dramatic approaches. In my own life, I often find myself mov-
ing toward entropy. When this happens, I begin to have feelings of de-
pression. I then have a choice: I can give in to these feelings, or I can 
train myself to recognize them as an internal signal that I need to 
change. 

There is a paradox about change. In order to be able to change, we 
must stabilize ourselves at one level so that we can change ourselves 
at another. We need to find the elusive middle ground that integrates 
the positive opposites of being stable and being adaptive. In this sense, 
we need to engage in the positive organizing of the self. 
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This is where the role of routines comes into play. A routine is an 
activity or practice that has become regimented or internalized. An 
example can be seen in the lives of people who participate in a formal 
sports program. Many of us have had a coach who insisted that we 
regularly practice some difficult task, like working out in a weight 
room. That requirement was a discipline that became a routine. It 
helped us grow in terms of muscular capacity. As we more fully stabi-
lized that routine in our life, we kept increasing in that capacity. That 
increased capacity made us more adaptive when it came time to play 
our sport. Because we were stronger, we had more things we could do 
and more choices we could make. Ultimately, then, the “constraining” 
routine increased our freedom to create and contribute. 

Often when I start feeling depressed, I find that I have slipped out 
of some positive routines that are important to me. At such times, I 
try to evaluate myself and give myself a report card on how I am doing 
in terms of my key routines. I actually keep a daily life strategy check-
list. It reads as follows: 

I am: 

__ Exercising 

__ Controlling diet 

__ Evolving physically 

__ Studying 

__ Praying 

__ Closing integrity gaps 

__ Experiencing inspiration 

__ Tending to family 

__ Tending to others 

__ Protecting mornings for creative demands 

__ Controlling commitments 

__ Focusing professionally 

__ Disciplining finances 

__ Playing 

The daily life strategy checklist allows me to quickly determine 
whether I have all my routines in place. If I do, I am likely to be si-
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multaneously more stable and more adaptive. If I find I have slipped 
in some of my routines, I go back and make a course correction, re-
connecting with the disciplines I have been neglecting. I confess that 
there are times when I get more deeply stuck, and my checklist is not 
enough. I then have to ask whether I am truly purpose-centered, in-
ternally directed, other-focused, and externally open. Often I am not. 

ENTERING THE FUNDAMENTAL 
STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

One of the highest forms of responsibility is the responsibility to be 
free. One of the highest forms of freedom is the freedom to be re-
sponsible. These things sound simple, yet many people have difficulty 
enacting them. There is a natural tendency to avoid responsible free-
dom and enact foolish freedom. Patterns of foolish freedom often turn 
to addiction to alcohol, drugs, smoking, overeating, sleep, money, 
power, status, sex, pornography, gambling, procrastination, and so 
forth. We may claim that in choosing to pursue these things, we are 
making our own choices—we are being free. In reality, those things 
we cannot help but pursue become demons ruling our lives, and we 
surrender our freedom to them, literally becoming their slaves. That 
is often when we start compartmentalizing our lives. That is often 
when we begin feeling hopelessness. We have reduced self-control and 
reduced capacity to perform and contribute. We tend to lose mean-
ing, experience depression, and move more deeply into entropy and 
slow death. To become free of these patterns requires a deep commit-
ment to practices that may seem constraining yet paradoxically restore 
our freedom. 

Many people will say that they do not suffer from addictions. Yet 
if we examine our lives closely, most of us will find that we are slaves 
to something that defines our zone of comfort—whether it is the ap-
proval of others, a need for status, a need to avoid conflict, or any one 
of a thousand other things that keep us from being truly committed 
to a purpose. When we confront our demons, as Viktor Frankl con-
fronted his fear of flying, we free ourselves for the pursuit of meaning 
and purpose. 

The practice of responsible freedom ensures the continuous evo-
lution of the self. To practice responsible freedom is to refuse to live 
in the victim mode. Liberated from our self-concern, we feel more em-
powered. In that empowered state, we reach new levels of creativity in 
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both purpose and relationship. We also become empowering in that 
we tend to draw others out of the victim role and into the state of pro-
ductive community, so that together we build the bridge as we walk 
on it. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Begin by assessing where you are today, as 
honestly as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Check each item that describes you as you are today. 

__ I am self-disciplined. 

__ I take responsibility for my own growth. 

__ I always have a purpose larger than self. 

__ I strive to live in relationships of love. 

__ When I cannot avoid suffering, I find meaning in the 
suffering. 

__ I know what it means to transcend self. 

__ I know what it means to have increased awareness. 

__ I know what it means to see an increased range of 
possibilities. 

__ I have a daily checklist of routines that give me life. 

__ I exercise personal physical discipline. 

__ I exercise personal social discipline. 

__ I exercise personal intellectual discipline. 

__ I exercise personal spiritual discipline. 

__ I am currently moving to ever higher levels of 
consciousness.


__ I see the potential in everyone.


__ I am spontaneous and open with people.
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__ People know how I feel. 

__ I am empowering in that I draw people outside the 
victim role. 

__ I live in a world of abundant connection and

possibility.


__ I inspire people to take charge of their own lives. 

2. Now assess yourself on the following scale by circling the 
number of the characteristics that currently describe you. 
Note that the “negative” areas of the scale represent the 
overemphasis of a positive characteristic so that it becomes 
a negative. The “integrative” part of the scale represents the 
integration of opposing positives. If you feel you model the 
integration of responsible self-control and expressive 
spontaneity, circle one of the numbers under “Integrative.” 
Otherwise circle two numbers, one on each side of the 
scale. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

Undisciplined; Spontaneous; Self- Self- Unexpressive; 
irresponsible expressive disciplined disciplined; guarded 

and responsible 
spontaneous 

−3 −2 −1 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 2 1 −1 −2 −3 

Self-Improvement 

1. Based on the assessments you have completed, write a one-
paragraph self-description on the theme of responsible 
freedom. In your own words, describe where you are today 
with respect to this aspect of the fundamental state of 
leadership. 

2. Write a strategy for self-improvement in the area of re-
sponsible freedom. Try to be as concrete as possible in de-
scribing steps you are willing to take beginning today. 

Helpful Hints for Practicing Responsible Freedom 

Recognize that foolish freedom is the unbridled exercise of 
hubris. 
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Understand that foolish freedom leads people to destroy

their own resources.


Know that self-discipline is choosing to reach a higher

good or to find meaning in suffering.


Realize that sacrifice and delayed gratification lead to

growth and development.


Recognize that responsible freedom means choosing to be
-
come more than you are now.


Know that when you are not becoming more than you are,

you are actually in decay.


Focus on the result you want to create.


Articulate the disciplines you need to exercise every day.


Specify rewards you will give yourself for practicing those

disciplines.


Allow yourself to be joyful in your self-discipline.


Realize that you do not need to be an extrovert to be

expressive.


Know that when you are growing, your confidence

increases.


Realize that only when you are growing can you know

your best self.


Understand that when you encounter your best self, you

feel increased self-love.


Realize that when you feel self-love, you have no need to

hide your core.


When you know and express your core, there is no worry

about others’ reactions.


When you can express your core, you are no longer exter
-
nally determined.


When you stop being externally determined, you enter the

creative state.


In the creative state, you can better trust yourself to impro
-
vise and learn with others.


You can trust others to join you in the creative process.
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Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Tough Love


“Bo is the only person in the world I will let kick me 

in the butt—because I know he loves me.” 

—UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN FOOTBALL PLAYER 

Q Practicing responsible freedom tends to alter how we 
see and treat other people. Because we discover the goodness in our-
selves, we better love ourselves. In this state of love, we see the world 
differently, and we see other people differently. We begin to enact a 
more mature kind of love. We begin to practice something called 
tough love. 

FINDING LOVE WHERE

WE LEAST EXPECT IT


I once had a conversation with a student who played football for Bo 
Schembechler, the charismatic coach at the University of Michigan. 
The young man was a very big lineman. I asked him what he thought 
of Bo. He replied, “Bo is the only person in the world that I will let 
kick me in the butt—because I know he loves me.” 

We expect authoritative discipline from leaders on the football field, 
but we seldom think of the football field as a place of caring. We do not 
expect a big, tough lineman to use the word love. Yet he did. He even 
implies that it is the love that makes the confrontation acceptable. 

184 
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In sports, we readily recognize the need to be tough, but we often 
fail to see the need for love. Yet love is necessary because a coach usu-
ally has to transform a group from patterns of self-interested conflict 
to cohesive, focused effort. We call those coaches who succeed trans-
formational leaders because they turn groups into high-performing 
teams. A great team, like a great leader, maintains both a tough, disci-
plined focus on the task and a cohesive set of relationships full of trust 
and love. 

A good example is the story of Pat Riley while coaching the New 
York Knicks, a basketball team that was riddled with internal compe-
tition and composed of warring cliques. The competition between the 
cliques led the players to define each other negatively and provided 
justification for more competition between them. They became 
trapped in a vicious cycle (Riley, 1993). 

One day Riley made a tough intervention that transformed the 
team. He stood up and named the members and characteristics of 
each clique. Then he had the players rearrange their chairs and sit 
in their cliques. The exercise was simple but very graphic. Riley was 
communicating his message at a level that everyone could understand. 
He was showing them the emergent reality that they were choosing to 
create but did not want to see. 

This kind of feedback usually stimulates anger—and Riley’s play-
ers were angry. They did not enjoy looking at their own foolish free-
dom. Instead of chastising them, Riley talked to them about positive 
values like tolerance, openness, and team spirit—values akin to love. 
Before this moment, the Knicks were surviving, but they were head-
ing toward slow death. They needed to be reinvented. Riley’s inter-
vention was one dramatic moment that was part of a much larger 
pattern in which he transformed the team and led them into the 
playoffs. 

TOUGH LOVE 
Living with tough love means living in the balance of a positive cre-
ative tension. A person can be compassionate and caring, but when 
these positive qualities are taken too far, the person becomes indul-
gent and permissive. Similarly, a person who is assertive and bold be-
comes, in the extreme, oppressive and overbearing. The challenge is 
to be simultaneously compassionate and assertive, to practice tough 
love (see Table 15.1). 
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Table 15.1. Tough Love. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

This person 
shows so much 
compassion 
as to be 
indulgent. 

Indulgent; 
permissive 

This person 
shows 
compassion 
for people. 

Compassionate; 
concerned 

This person 
practices 
tough love. 

Compassionate 
and assertive 

This person 
challenges 
people to 
stretch to high 
standards. 

Assertive; 
bold 

This person 
challenges 
people so 
much as to be 
oppressive. 

Oppressive; 
overbearing 

Tough love: This person is assertive and bold yet compassionate and concerned. 
This person calls others to higher objectives and standards while also showing 
empathic, relational support. Others are lifted by the loving recognition of their 
potential and the challenging call to enact it in a more creative state of purpose. 

Personal orientation: I continually challenge myself and challenge others to higher 
levels of commitment while providing continuous, concerned support for the nec-
essary risk taking. I thus integrate assertiveness and compassion. I practice tough 
love. 

It is difficult to hold two positive opposites in mind and grasp the 
nature of creative tension. Of the eight concepts or practices presented 
in this book, tough love is the one most often used in common vo-
cabulary. Yet when I hear it, I often conclude that the person using it 
fails to understand the phrase. One major tendency is that people tend 
to split off “tough” from “love” or “love” from “tough.” 

Recently I heard a speaker who was a strong advocate of love. He 
declared that there was no such thing as tough love. Love, he said, is 
about caring concern and sweetness. He said there is no place for 
tough in the domain of love. Others make the opposite mistake. Many 
coaches, for example, justify extreme discipline that destroys individ-
ual self-esteem and team cohesion in the name of tough love. They 
are not practicing love; they are simply practicing an obsessive need 
for control and authority. Pat Riley could make the painful interven-
tion he did and have it succeed because the players knew that his con-
cern for the team as a whole and for them as individuals was real. In 
an encounter with Bo Schembechler, one recognizes that one is in the 
presence of a very strong personality, but it is also clear that the man 
is capable of putting the good of a relationship ahead of his own 
needs. 

Toughness and love must be integrated. When others practice 
tough love toward me, they support me, and I can feel their genuine 



Quinn.c15  2/23/04  1:25 PM  Page 187

Tough Love 187 

love and concern. Yet they do not baby me. They want to call forth my 
greatness. For this to happen, I must become a more independent 
actor and take increased accountability for some aspect of my life. For 
me to transform, I must be attracted outside my comfort zone. Those 
who treat me with tough love disturb the habitual way in which I 
choose to see myself by asking me tough questions or making tough 
statements. 

When others practice tough love toward me, they 

support me, and I can feel their genuine love and 

concern. Yet they do not baby me. They want to call 

forth my greatness. 

Such challenges cause me to think deeply and to see my own stag-
nation. Like everyone else, I continually run from pain, so I choose 
slow death. I shut down in some part of my life. Change agents chal-
lenge me to awaken, to stretch to my full limits. People in the funda-
mental state of leadership, whether they are parents, coaches, CEOs, 
or leaders within the ranks, tend to do this continually. They try to get 
individuals and the collective to stretch and grow, to become a more 
productive community, a winning team in the process of positive 
organizing. 

Tough love is particularly important in times of deep change. If we 
want to change an organization, we must help people cope with the 
dread of uncertainty. The role of the leader is to provide the integra-
tion of tough and love that empowers people to move forward. Dur-
ing deep change, people have to move outside the comfort zone and 
learn new behaviors. This means surrendering control, and no one 
wants to do it. At such times people need both purpose and support. 
That is what tough love does. 

TOUGH LOVE AT THE TOP 
Although his popularity tends to ebb and flow, no one questions that 
Jack Welch transformed General Electric (GE). Everyone recognizes 
that he was tough. Many, however, would question whether he was a 
loving leader. 

The president of NBC, a GE company, once observed, “Jack and I 
have been friends for eight years, and our wives see each other all the 
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time. If I started down a path where I made four incredibly bad deci-
sions, I know he would fire me” (Welch and Byrne, 2001, p. 168). 

Taken alone, this might sound like the description of a vicious man. 
Amazingly, the president of NBC does not seem to be saying that at all. 
He likes Jack Welch. He is simply making clear that a caring individual 
relationship does not supersede the collective good. High-performing 
systems tend to be productive communities. In high-performing sys-
tems, people both live values and produce outcomes. Both are neces-
sary. A person in the fundamental state of leadership understands this 
and uses tough love to call people to greatness. The leader does this 
by modeling the process. Tough love is one of the highest manifesta-
tions of responsible freedom. 

I once did a PBS television show with Welch. I was one of two fac-
ulty who were designated to ask him questions. Before the show, he 
attended a class and interacted with our students. For several hours, I 
watched him carefully and asked myself what I felt when I was around 
him. The answer was passion and authenticity. Being with Welch was 
like being with Bo Schembechler. He was clearly an intense personal-
ity, but it was also clear that he could put the good of the collective 
ahead of his own personal good. 

During the show, there were many discussions of his demanding 
management tools and techniques. After many tools were discussed, 
I told him I had two questions. In the first I told him of my personal 
assessment of him and accused him of loving the people at GE. He 
thought about this and agreed that it was true. He provided a num-
ber of convincing examples. 

Then I asked if his tools and techniques worked not because they 
were good tools that could be applied elsewhere, but because the peo-
ple at GE felt challenged by his tough standards and supported by his 
love and that they therefore were willing to work with tools that oth-
ers would reject. I asked whether other companies, having leaders that 
do not practice tough love, are likely to imitate the techniques used at 
GE and then fail. 

He had a much more difficult time with this second proposition. 
Most of us would. In discussing techniques, we forget the importance 
of relationship. I think this is why so many management fads fail. Peo-
ple imitate the technique originated elsewhere but fail to live in the 
fundamental state of leadership as did the person who originated the 
technique. The techniques are valuable, but people cannot learn to 
make them work if they are not challenged and supported in the pro-
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cess of learning how to make them work. People who need to learn 
need to be lifted by the power of tough love. 

Welch clearly cared about his purpose and about his people. He ar-
gues, for example, that when people make a mistake, they do not need 
to be disciplined; rather, they need encouragement and confidence 
building. He notes that in large organizations, there is a tendency to 
do the former. The result, he argues, is a vortex in which the vulnera-
ble person panics and begins to “spiral downward into a hole of self-
doubt” (Welch and Byrne, 2001, p. 29). 

I believe Welch was about creating upward spirals of value creation, 
and he understood that the process involved disciplined integration of 
opposing values. Nowhere was his understanding and practice of tough 
love better exemplified than in the standards by which he evaluated 
managers. To succeed at GE, managers had to deliver the hard num-
bers and live the soft values. If they failed on either one, they got a sec-
ond chance. If they did neither, they were gone. If they did both, they 
were rewarded extensively. As a business leader, Jack Welch lived tough 
love, and he transferred the practice to others. He was requiring every-
one to live in tough love. Yet I would not recommend that his evalua-
tion system be imitated in other companies unless the leaders of those 
companies are first willing to model what the system requires. 

TOUGH LOVE AT OTHER LEVELS 
When I talk to executives, many of them reject a story about someone 
like Welch. They indicate a CEO may be able to practice tough love, 
but someone at their level cannot. This is simply wrong. An ordinary 
manager who makes deep change will enter the fundamental state of 
leadership and will then tend to practice tough love. 

Roman Walley, whom we met in Chapter One, provides a good ex-
ample. Roman reported that he had always been afraid to make waves. 
Then he experienced a crisis: he lost two loved ones, his son and his 
wife. For months he was “raw and empty” inside. He reported a need 
to increase the meaning in his life. He read a book and attended a sem-
inar. Then he assessed his life. He concluded that he was in the process 
of slow death. He decided that if he put his self-respect first, the re-
spect of others would naturally follow. He made a commitment to live 
as a complete person. Soon he began to ask tough questions of senior 
people. Instead of being fired, he was rewarded. Now, consider a part 
of his story that we have not yet reviewed: 
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I was asked to coach a team that was not meeting its deadlines. After 
opening a meeting with the team, I asked them what was holding the 
project back. The answers came back quickly: upper management kept 
changing the target. They weren’t empowered to make decisions. They 
were hamstrung. There was no guidance. There were too many de-
mands on their time. I listened for about five minutes and then re-
flected back what I heard. I told them that I didn’t have any answers, 
but as an outside observer, I felt I could provide an accurate reflection 
of their current reality. 

Their language was the language of victims. Did they want to own 
the problem and the outcome? Or did they want someone else to make 
the decisions for them? Did they want to be creative and come up with 
solutions that hadn’t been considered before, or did they want to ar-
rive at predictable outcomes? There was an uncomfortable silence in 
the room, and the unspoken question hung in the air: Slow death or 
deep change? The team was staffed by ambitious and bright managers 
who worked very hard but hadn’t confronted their collective behavior 
yet. One by one, they all admitted they hadn’t dedicated themselves to 
the project. A new energy flowed into the room. After a series of meet-
ings, the team came to realize its potential. We completed the project 
on time and to high praise from the executive sponsors. 

“The unspoken question hung in the air: Slow death 

or deep change? The team was staffed by ambitious 

and bright managers who worked very hard but 

hadn’t confronted their collective behavior yet. One 

by one, they all admitted they hadn’t dedicated 

themselves to the project. A new energy flowed into 

the room.” 

The man making this report is not a CEO. He is not a natural born 
leader. He is a man who just a short time before felt uncomfortable 
making waves. Where did he find the audacity to challenge the group 
in this way? More important, why did it work? 

Walley could be tough, even with authority figures, because he had 
taken the responsibility to make the journey to the “center of his own 
existence.” Having done so, he was now free of his fears and filled with 
love. Now free, he was able to put the good of the company first. That 
choice gave him moral power. 
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ENTERING THE FUNDAMENTAL 
STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

Again I must emphasize that it is very difficult to maintain the inte-
gration of positive opposites. I once did an exercise with two hundred 
bank executives. I explained the concept of tough love in detail and 
then asked them to write a paragraph about how they could increase 
their own level of tough love. When they were done, we had ten peo-
ple read what they had written. In every case, the paragraph contained 
a plan to become more demanding, tougher. In no case was there any 
indication of becoming more supportive, more loving. 

Why was the “instruction” inadequate? I had “informed” them 
about the idea of tough love. Yet when it came to implementing the 
concept, they could conceive only of being tougher. They had fallen 
back on the natural tendency to split oppositions instead of creatively 
holding them. 

I had made a mistake. I had tried to change them by altering their 
minds. Teaching them the concept was not the key. The key was to 
challenge them and support them in choosing to enter the funda-
mental state of leadership. I cannot inform people into tough love. I 
must be the change I want to see. Only then can I invite others into 
that creative state. 

This is why the eight transformational practices are important. The 
concepts we are considering ask us to look at ourselves in ways that 
are not natural. They ask us if we are in the normal state of slow death. 
We do not get into the transformational state by “learning” the con-
cepts. We get there by committing to higher purpose. We examine our 
hypocrisy and loss of meaning. We commit to live with purpose and 
increased authenticity. When we make this commitment, we naturally 
become more oriented to the needs of others. We naturally become 
more externally open. We exhibit the characteristics that define the 
fundamental state of leadership. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Begin by assessing where you are today, as 
honestly as you can. 



Quinn.c15  2/23/04  1:25 PM  Page 192

192 BUILDING THE BRIDGE AS YOU WALK ON IT 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Check each item that describes you as you are today. 

__ I hold high standards focused on the collective good. 

__ I regularly clarify what is best for the relationship, the 
group, or the company. 

__ People see me as having no personal agenda. 

__ The people around me tend to sacrifice for the collec-
tive good. 

__ The people around me tend to trust me. 

__ I trust people enough to display my vulnerability. 

__ I surface the uncomfortable issues no one wants to 
talk about. 

__ I help groups transcend the uncomfortable issues and 
become more cohesive. 

__ I do not waver from the standards I set. 

__ I model the standards for others. 

__ I hold those below me to my standards. 

__ I hold those above me to my standards. 

__ I challenge people to perform beyond their abilities. 

__ People tend to respond when I issue such challenges. 

__ When I issue a challenge, I extend myself to support 
the people involved. 

__ I allow people to fail. 

__ I do not let people slip into self-doubt and depression. 

__ I live in a network of trusting and productive 
relationships. 

__ The people around me tend to love what they are 
doing. 

2. Now assess yourself on the following scale by circling the 
numbers under the characteristics that currently describe 
you. Note that the “negative” areas of the scale represent 
the overemphasis of a positive characteristic so that it be-
comes a negative. The “integrative” part of the scale repre-
sents the integration of opposing positives. If you feel you 
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model the integration of compassionate concern and bold 
assertiveness, circle one of the numbers under “Integra-
tive.” Otherwise circle two numbers, one on each side of 
the scale. 

Negative Positive Integrative Positive Negative 

Indulgent; Compassionate Compassionate Assertive; Oppressive; 
permissive concerned and assertive bold overbearing 

−3 −2 −1 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 2 1 −1 −2 −3 

Self-Improvement 

1. Based on the assessments you have completed, write a one-
paragraph self-description on the theme of tough love. In 
your own words, describe where you are today with respect 
to this aspect of the fundamental state of leadership. 

2. Write a strategy for self-improvement in the area of tough 
love. Try to be as concrete as possible in describing steps 
you are willing to take beginning today. 

Helpful Hints for Practicing Tough Love 

Tough means strong, firm, having a high, unwavering

standard.


Know what collective result you want to create.


Know what difficult standards are necessary to create that

result.


Model complete integrity around the standard.


Hold everyone to the same standard that you are modeling.


Make no exceptions.


Let people go if they cannot live the standard.


No one is more important than the collective good.


See the potential in others that they cannot see in

themselves.


Challenge others to exceed their current capacities.


Love means being attracted to, feeling affection for, being

genuinely concerned.
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Be completely supportive of people even as you challenge

them to live up to the standard.


Spend time with the people you seek to lead.


Understand the risks they are facing from their point of

view.


Analyze their struggles.


Experience their most difficult tasks.


Know their deepest needs.


Show genuine concern for their needs.


Make personal sacrifices in their behalf.


Express your vulnerability and need for them.


Recognize the necessity of failure in learning to create a

new result.


Spend increased time with the people who are trying to

change.


Increase your intimacy with the people who are trying to

change.


Make all topics discussable, including your own behavior.


Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Developing Leaders


“Otherness, taken seriously, always invites transfor-

mation, calling us not only to new facts and theories 

and values, but also to new ways of living our lives— 

and that is the most daunting threat of all.” 

—PARKER PALMER (1998) 

The chapters in Part Two explored eight practices, each of them a 
pathway that can help you enter the fundamental state of lead-
ership. By now it should be clear that these practices are not sep-

arate and distinct. Rather, like the colors in a prism that all flow from 
a single source of light, they are a manifold expression of what it 
means to be in a certain state of being. 

Becoming a leader is not a matter of becoming adept at a certain 
set of “behaviors” or learning a particular set of leadership “princi-
ples” or “tools.” Behaviors, principles, and tools all have their place, 
but they will not make transformational leaders of us without a 
process of deep inner change. When we develop a better self, we cre-
ate a better world. 

By the same token, to develop leaders is not to impart a set of con-
cepts or to teach a toolkit of strategies and behaviors. It is to engage 
the process of deep change in oneself and thereby invite others to do 
the same. When this happens, we truly engage in otherness, and we 
soon begin to transform one another. The challenges these pose are 
the subject of Part Three. 
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C H A P T E R  S I X T E E N  

The Stages of

Self-Change


All change is self-change. Even if we are seeing a 

professional therapist, change still requires personal 

choice. In the end, we must make a choice to change. 

Q
In this final part of the book, we turn to the issue of de-
veloping leadership. The fundamental argument is that we develop 
leaders by enticing them to enter the fundamental state of leadership. 
In order to this, we must engage in a two-step process. First, we must 
change ourselves by choosing to enter the fundamental state of lead-
ership. Second, we help others to change themselves by helping them 
to enter the fundamental state of leadership. Although the first step 
naturally gives rise to the second, our experience in Step One alters 
how we understand and go about the process in Step Two. In this 
chapter, we meet a woman who understands the two steps, and we re-
view some research that gives great insight into how people make self-
change. From these two sources, we will derive a very different way to 
think about the development of leaders. 

A WOMAN WHO KNOWS 
In Part One, we met many people who exercised the courage to enter the 
fundamental state of leadership. One of the surprises in those cases is 
that people do not have to hold a position at the top of an organization 

197 
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to lead change. We met unlikely people like Roman Walley, who began to 
lead in ways no one would have expected. We learned how he stepped 
outside the prison of his own fears and empowered himself. In the 
process, he became empowering to others. 

We also learned that not all people at the top of an organization 
are in the fundamental state of leadership. In fact, most of the time, 
most are not. We call such people “leaders” because of the formal po-
sition they hold, but holding a position is not the same as leading. 
Most of the time, most top executives are simply administering. They 
are living in the normal state, doing what is normally expected. 

A woman we’ll call Joan describes herself in exactly this way. Joan 
has spent a decade as vice president of human resources in a Fortune 
200 company. The company is well regarded. It is a global company 
of diverse businesses and boasts a record of continuous financial suc-
cess. Joan herself has been well regarded, regularly receiving out-
standing personal evaluations. Her situation is one that many people 
dream about being in. Yet Joan writes of some concerns: 

For more years than I care to admit, I have strongly desired to take ac-
tion to change my behavior and that of my organization, but until re-
cently haven’t garnered the personal courage to do so. 

Despite our financial success, there have been many things wrong, 
in my view, with management-team interactions. Team and personal 
dysfunctions are alive and well in corporate America. The problems 
include everything from petty jealousy, to ego and personality clashes, 
to dishonesty, to withholding or distorting mission-critical informa-
tion, and beyond. Such behaviors are natural to most top management 
teams. Such behavior tends to be normal, expected, hardly noticed. 

For a long time, I sought to influence change but gained only minor 
successes. I was very busy and delivering a significant quantity of valu-
able administrative work that certainly needed to be accomplished. 
But the real challenges of being an influential leader on the manage-
ment team, and leveraging human resources for maximum benefit, 
were not being fully addressed. 

My performance was perceived as outstanding by my boss and by 
my colleagues. Yet in my view, I was falling short because I was not 
doing much to enhance work interactions and processes. Trust was 
often low. Divisions fought among themselves and with the corporate 
office. And our values statement looked fine on the wall, but it was not 
being acted out in reality. 
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Here Joan provides a marvelous description of what happens to 
many senior executives. Like Tom Jones at CIGNA, she is living in a 
company with a successful financial record. She has plenty of normal 
work to do. She does this work very well, and she is recognized for ex-
cellence in doing it. Joan’s comfort zone is very comfortable indeed. 

Yet Joan is plagued by the realization that the system is not a pro-
ductive community. Like most other corporations, this one has a po-
litically fragmented management system that could be much more 
than it is. At times, she has tried to do something about this issue, but 
she has been less than successful. As she notes, her courage has been 
insufficient. Instead of entering the fundamental state of leadership, 
she learned to protect herself and simply live in the normal state. 

Most senior people do exactly this. Like the lower-level people 
whom they often condemn for lack of commitment, those at the top 
often choose to live for “peace and pay.” They do this while calling oth-
ers to live in deep commitment. As Leo Tolstoy once wrote, “Everyone 
thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing himself.” 
Is it any wonder that others fail to respond to the double message? 

While senior executives, like the rest of us, cannot see the hypocrisy 
in themselves, they see it clearly in the people around them. They con-
demn it in private and ignore it in the endless meetings where it is 
manifest. As a result, organizations tend to stay in the same normal 
state as the people who run them. 

Joan goes on with her story. She describes working for a new boss, 
a man who is “more demanding” and has “a different and more ener-
gizing set of expectations.” The presence of this man was revitalizing 
but highly challenging. In facing the challenge, Joan was exposed to 
the fundamental notions in Deep Change. After some continued wres-
tling, she writes: 

I internalized the message that I couldn’t change the business or or-
ganization until I myself changed. I became more strongly committed 
to being a leader and making a difference in the corporation. I knew I 
needed to make different decisions and behave in new ways. So I have 
turned inside. I have an inner voice that helps me stay on course and 
that keeps me focused and balanced. Mostly, the voice speaks in a 
whisper, but it has occasionally been a yell and a forceful call to action. 

My personal changes have been dramatic, and I feel much better 
about my professional life and workplace impact. I work hard, but I 
experience less stress. I have a stronger focus and think more clearly. I 
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have been more prone to aim for vital goals and less prone to simply 
do task after task, with no clear vision in mind. 

“I have an inner voice that helps me stay on course 

and that keeps me focused and balanced. Mostly, the 

voice speaks in a whisper, but it has occasionally been 

a yell and a forceful call to action.” 

Once Joan confronted her hypocrisy, she began to make deep 
change. Instead of continuing on an externally driven path, she be-
came truly purpose-centered, internally directed, other-focused, and 
externally open. In her new state, she reported doing hard things. She 
began both “delivering and receiving difficult messages that previously 
would have been off-limits for honest discourse.” She revitalized an 
important management team. She started operating in a more open 
and strategic fashion, “drafting a human resource strategy with mean-
ingful insight from every corporate officer and every business divi-
sion.” She developed a new process for division-led decision making 
and cooperation. The overall result was more open and candid com-
munication. Most important, the company has progressed in “mov-
ing the values statement off the wall and into the everyday work lives 
of our managers and employees.” Joan concludes: 

Based on my firsthand experience, I understand the importance of 
personal change as it relates to influencing organization change. I am 
building new bridges at the same time I walk on them, and our cor-
poration is adopting new ways of behavior and interaction, pathways 
that will support our continued success in the future. 

Joan has learned what most managers do not want to hear: organi-
zations do not change significantly unless someone inside the orga-
nization changes significantly. Self-change is the key to organizational 
change. The real issues in any organization are not the problems in 
the systems and processes. The real problem is human commitment 
and courage. When we enter the fundamental state of leadership and 
thereby invite others to join us, the systems and processes begin to 
change in a natural way. 

In order to be able to help other people make such self-change, we 
need to have a deeper understanding of how self-change actually oc-
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curs. To gain such understanding, we will briefly turn our attention 
to an instructive program of research. 

THE PROCESSES THAT

PRECEDE SELF-CHANGE


In Chapter Eight I referred to the book Changing for Good: A Revolu-
tionary Six-Stage Program for Overcoming Bad Habits and Moving Your 
Life Positively Forward, in which Prochaska, Norcross, and DiClemente 
(1994) report on a research program at the University of Rhode Is-
land. The researchers spent years studying what people do to pull out 
of negative routines and addictions. They found that all change is self-
change. Even if we are seeing a professional therapist, change still re-
quires personal choice. In the end, we must make a choice to change. 

The insights that come from this research are very useful. Here are 
some of the high points. 

When interviewed, most people who have made successful self-
changes describe the process in simplistic terms. They may say, for ex-
ample, that they woke up one morning and just decided to stop smoking. 
They believe what they are saying, but much more is actually involved. 

The researchers found that these people tend to go through six 
stages: precontemplation, contemplation, preparation, action, main-
tenance, and termination. In making self-change, everyone has to go 
through these stages. Someone who is depressed must go through 
them. Someone who wants to quit smoking or wants to lose weight 
must go through them. Part of the reason we tend not to see the six 
stages is that most of us equate change with action. But it’s important 
to keep in mind that even while we are moving toward change, we are 
in the nonaction stages 80 percent of the time. 

A further insight is that each stage requires different change strate-
gies. If we try to use strategies that do not belong with the stage we are 
in, we are setting ourselves up to fail. 

The six stages and their associated strategies are shown in Table 
16.1. Here is an outline of how the stages work. 

Stage One: Precontemplation 

In this stage, we may have a problem but do not yet see it as a problem. 
Every one of us is perpetually in this stage in regard to at least some of 
our negative routines or self-defeating behaviors. Other people may see 
the problem clearly, but the person with the problem does not. In this 
stage, people have no intention of changing behavior. For example, a 
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Table 16.1. Stages and Strategies in Self-Change. 

[Text not available in this electronic edition.] 

*These are primarily professional techniques used by psychotherapists.


Source: Changing for Good by James O. Prochaska, John C. Norcross, and Carlo C. Di-

Clemente. Copyright © 1994 by James O. Prochaska, John C. Norcross, and Carlo C.

DiClemente. Reprinted with permission of HarperCollins Publishers Inc., p. 33.


man comes home from work every night, eats, watches television, and 
falls asleep. He has no interest in anything else, including family mem-
bers and visitors. In the precontemplation stage, he does not see that 
his behavior is causing problems for others. He denies any suggestion 
that he might have a problem. If he perceives any need for change, it 
is only that he would like people to stop criticizing him. 
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Resistance and denial are normal in this stage. If individuals end 
up in therapy at this point, it is only because they have been pressured 
by the boss, a spouse, or a peer—in short, somebody who has lever-
aged them into going. In therapy, they are uncooperative and usually 
stop going as soon as they can reasonably do so. 

Joan, for example, spent ten years doing what was expected. In the 
early stages of her experience, it is likely that she was not aware of any 
need for self-change, and no one was anyone asking her to change her-
self. Like most other executives, she was not even thinking about it. 
She was in the normal state. Some people believe that reaching peo-
ple in the precontemplation stage is impossible. They believe that the 
best thing to do is to wait until the problem gets worse. The trouble is 
that some problems can snowball, making it increasingly difficult for 
the person to change. For people in this stage, there are only two 
strategies that seem to be useful: (1) consciousness-raising (getting 
more information about the problem) and (2) social liberation (find-
ing positive, uplifting social situations). 

When it comes to making the self-change that is required to enter 
the fundamental state of leadership, many people are going to be in 
the precontemplation stage. Trying to get them to embrace self-change 
is very difficult. We can keep exposing them to various kinds of in-
formation about why they might want to. We can also put them in so-
cial settings that are conducive to such a change. Yet many will not be 
ready. In transforming organizations, we do not reach everyone. We 
reach a few. If we create a critical mass, that is enough to begin to 
move the organization. As it moves, still others change. Yet seldom do 
we reach everyone. 

Stage Two: Contemplation 

The contemplation stage occurs when we start to think about taking 
action. We begin to want to change how we feel about ourselves and 
begin to open up to new information. We may know the end result we 
want to create, and we may even know the path we plan to take, but 
we are not ready to leave on the trip. 

It is interesting that on average, smokers spend about two years in 
the contemplation stage. The fear of failure is a big factor, accounting 
for endless excuses and procrastination. It is also interesting that the 
clearest sign of moving out of this stage is the movement away from 
problem solving. The focus changes. In the language of this book, the 
person is beginning to become purpose-centered. 
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Joan spent considerable time in the contemplation state. She wres-
tled often with the notion that she should change. She wanted to feel 
better about herself. She kept gathering information and thinking 
about what she might do differently. She was not ready to act, but she 
was thinking about it. 

Four coping strategies are effective in this stage: (1) consciousness-
raising, (2) social liberation, (3) emotional arousal, and (4) self-
reevaluation. Emotional arousal means moving from thinking to 
feeling, experiencing, and expressing feelings about the problem. Self-
reevaluation means analyzing feelings and thoughts about oneself in 
relation to the problem. 

In making self-change or in helping others to do so, it is important 
to understand the contemplation stage. Here it is appropriate to re-
duce the emphasis on analysis and rational persuasion. We have to 
move to the level of feeling. We have to recognize our feelings and 
those of the people whose self-change we want to encourage. In the 
helping role, our message has to be authentic and congruent. It is usu-
ally when we model living at the feeling level that other people find 
the courage to more fully contemplate change, to engage in self-
reevaluation. Recall that Joan described working for a new boss, a 
man who was “more demanding” and who had “a different and more 
energizing set of expectations.” This man did not communicate at only 
the rational level. He radiated energy. He communicated feelings. He 
modeled being fully alive and drew Joan into a closer examination of 
herself. 

Stage Three: Preparation 

In this stage, we are planning to take action within a month. We have 
commitment and readiness but also great ambivalence. At this stage, 
we tend to find ourselves going through the final preparations to begin 
the journey. We have already made some changes. We have stopped 
denying the need to change, we have gathered some information, and 
usually we have made some adjustments in our behavior. Yet we are 
not quite ready. This stage is an important step in the process of get-
ting ready. 

Consciousness-raising has by now fallen away as a coping mecha-
nism. Social liberation, emotional arousal, and self-reevaluation are 
still effective. The additional effective strategy is commitment. Com-
mitment means believing in one’s ability to change and making the 
choice to act. 
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In coming to make self-change or in helping others make self-
change, there must be movement to commitment. Joan went through 
this process. As she continued to churn, she was exposed to the con-
cepts of deep change. She came to a new recognition: “I couldn’t 
change the business or organization until I myself changed. I became 
more strongly committed to being a leader, and making a difference 
in the corporation. I knew I needed to make different decisions and 
behave in new ways.” 

Stage Four: Action 

We are in the action stage when we start engaging in new patterns of 
behavior. Obvious examples are when a smoker throws all her ciga-
rettes away or an alcoholic pours all his alcohol down the drain. Since 
these patterns are visible, other people finally see some change taking 
place and start giving encouragement and support. For those who are 
standing outside the action as objective observers, it is difficult to un-
derstand that the change started before this stage or that more will 
continue after it. Understanding this, we can see how important it is 
to get or give support. 

When Joan entered the action stage, she began to engage in new 
patterns of behavior. For example, she began “delivering and receiv-
ing difficult messages that previously would have been off-limits” and 
operating in a more open and strategic fashion, ultimately develop-
ing a new process for decision making and cooperation. In the action 
stage, information and self-evaluation become less important than so-
cial liberation and commitment. Four additional processes also be-
come relevant at this point: reward, countering, environmental control, 
and helping relationships: 

• Reward simply means setting up ways to acknowledge our ac-
complishments as we make self-change. These could come from 
ourselves or others; ideally they come from both. We might, for 
example, identify some touchstones of progress and promise 
ourselves a positive reward as we reach each objective. For in-
stance, people on diets sometimes promise themselves new 
wardrobes when they attain a certain weight. 

• Countering means replacing a negative behavior with a positive 
one. For instance, a person who is giving up smoking may sub-
stitute chewing gum for cigarettes. 
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• Environmental control means that we make sure we are spending 
our time in situations where our problem behaviors are not en-
couraged and our positive behaviors are valued. An alcoholic, 
for example, would avoid places where people are drinking. 

• Helping relationships. This is asking for support from people 
who care, talking openly about feeling depressed, and discussing 
any negative routines we might have. It is asking people to help. 
Others tend to be very responsive to such requests. 

An understanding of this stage also has implications in terms of 
helping others to enter the fundamental state of leadership. We might 
think about encouraging people to reward themselves for making the 
key decision. We might help them recognize that they are likely to miss 
some of the things they are giving up and may want to consciously 
substitute something to replace that which is lost. We may also en-
courage them to spend more time with people who will support and 
sustain them in their new efforts. Finally, we may want to create sup-
port groups to help people to share feelings and support as they move 
into the fundamental state of leadership. 

Stage Five: Maintenance 

Change does not stop just because we have taken action. Afterward 
comes the maintenance stage. This is when we consolidate the progress 
we have made in all the earlier stages. We put energy into guarding 
against relapses. As Joan moved forward, she began to consolidate and 
use her self-discoveries. Thus she remarks, “Based on my firsthand ex-
perience, I understand the importance of personal change as it relates 
to influencing organizational change. I am building new bridges at the 
same time I walk on them, and our corporation is adopting new ways 
of behavior and interaction, pathways that will support our contin-
ued success in the future.” 

Stage Six: Termination 

In this stage, the old behavior is no longer a temptation, for we have 
lost all desire for the negative pattern. We have confidence that we will 
not relapse. We have achieved victory over self. 

There seems to be great variation in the way different people han-
dle this stage. One person may be able to completely conquer smok-
ing and lose all desire for it. Others are still yearning for the old satis-
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factions even twenty years later. For such people, it is necessary to stay 
in the maintenance stage. The same appears to be true for alcoholics 
and even dieters. 

In leadership, relapse is an even bigger problem. Joan did not men-
tion this issue, but many of the people we met in Part One did. There 
is a constant pull back to the normal state. The power of entropy and 
the attraction of slow death are always working on us. This is why 
Jeremy Fish tells us that he sought out an executive coach. He needed 
help to continually examine his tendencies to get stuck in the comfort 
zone. He needed support in maintaining the vision and determina-
tion to keep growing and making a difference. We all do. 

FURTHER INSIGHTS 
There are some further insights of importance that come from the re-
search on self-change. First, people do not tend to move through the 
self-change process in a straight line, from Stage One to Stage Two and 
so on to Stage Six. Prochaska, Norcross, and DiClemente (1994) and 
his associates found this happens in only about 20 percent of the cases. 
We might do well in some stages, poorly in others, and thus follow 
what might seem like a chaotic pattern through the different stages. 
Change often requires a great deal of energy, time, and money, and 
the truth is that most of us underestimate what is involved. We might 
have many starts and stops, with the average person going through the 
entire process as many as six times! 

For this reason, the researchers came to call their model the spiral 
model of change. They see progress as a spiral on two axes, showing 
that people move forward and then backward on the horizontal axis 
(see Figure 16.1). The process seems discouraging, but there is a pos-
itive fact that we often do not realize. Progress is also moving on a ver-
tical axis; that is, we are continuously moving upward toward success. 
Both the forward and backward movements are actually part of a 
larger learning process. 

This point has implications for entering the fundamental state of 
leadership. Change is a messy process that includes failures. When faced 
with our failures, we feel frustration, shame, and other negative emo-
tions. I have spoken to countless people who have attempted to take ini-
tiative in their organization, only to withdraw when they are sanctioned. 
Whenever challenged, they accurately point out, “This organization 
does not want change.” Based on their experience, they choose to stay 
in the normal state. What they fail to understand is that punishment is 
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[Image not available in this electronic edition.] 

Figure 16.1. Spiral Model of Change 
Source: Changing for Good by James O. Prochaska, John C. Norcross, and Carlo C. Di-
Clemente. Copyright © 1994 by James O. Prochaska, John C. Norcross, and Carlo C. 
DiClemente. Reprinted with permission of HarperCollins Publishers Inc. 

part of the process. To lead is to experience and transcend discour-
agement and despair. If we realize that punishment and failure are part 
of progress, we can engage them more positively. By continuously re-
cycling ourselves, we are learning. We are developing an increased ca-
pacity for growth. Action followed by failure is far better than no 
action at all, because those who act and fail and keep on going are 
much more likely to succeed the next time. With each effort, we have 
increased probability of success. In helping others to change, this is a 
very valuable point to understand and communicate. 

A second insight is that negative patterns tend to be related to each 
other. A person might quit smoking but replace that behavior with 
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eating and then put on weight. Smokers who also drink are twice as 
likely to return to smoking, and so on. In other words, we might give 
up one negative pattern but then adopt another to replace it. If we 
want change to be permanent, we have to understand the underlying 
causes of our behavioral patterns. For example, the most frequent cause 
of relapse for smoking, drinking, and overeating is emotional distress. 
We need to get past our defenses, look deeply into ourselves, and mon-
itor our hypocrisy. 

In terms of leadership, this insight suggests a great need for choos-
ing and pursuing purpose while examining our self-deceptions. To 
enter the fundamental state of leadership, we need to be committed 
to continuously monitoring and acting on our own hypocrisy. Our 
hypocrisy is a potential source of power if we monitor it and confront 
it, for in that process we change. 

A third insight involves a misconception. Many people believe that 
the only reason we do not change is that we lack willpower or com-
mitment. Commitment is one of the processes of change, but to rely 
only on commitment or willpower is to set ourselves up for failure. 
We need to draw on many other sources of preparation and support. We 
need to help others do the same. 

We also make assumptions about the role of willpower in the ex-
ercise of good leadership. Here we might rethink leadership and lead-
ership development in terms of the stages and strategies discussed 
here. I think they greatly alter what it means to develop leadership in 
an organization. 

A fourth insight concerns the possible future. One of the change 
processes is called self-reevaluation. It actually takes two forms, one 
focusing on the present and the other on the future. The present form 
takes a negative view and primarily emphasizes our existing bad char-
acteristics and emotions. The future form envisions a changed, hap-
pier, and healthier self. The most effective evaluations contain both. 
The negative pushes us out of the present, while the positive pulls us 
into the future. 

In trying to develop leaders, we tend to give them 360-degree feed-
back with the intent that they identify and work on their weaknesses. 
Few people think about the possible future or invite feedback on their 
best self, their strengths. In developing leaders, we need to move away 
from problem solving toward purpose finding. We need to help peo-
ple identify their strengths, and we need to help them hold a com-
pelling picture of a better future. In Part Two of this book, I described 
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several processes that can be helpful in creating a picture of our best 
present and future selves. 

In developing leaders, we need to move away from 

problem solving toward purpose finding. We need to 

help people identify their strengths, and we need to 

help them hold a compelling picture of a better future. 

A fifth insight is that we can take specific steps to facilitate the self-
change process. Since change always involves uncertainty, it is natural 
to practice avoidance. We put off starting as a way to protect ourselves 
from failure. Committing to change is never easy, but the research into 
self-change shows there are five things that can help: 

1. Plan to take small steps. 

2. Set a specific starting date so that you neither act prematurely

nor procrastinate.


3. Go public with your commitment so that you will be motivated 
by knowing that others are expecting you to succeed and are 
more likely to help you get back on track if you have a relapse. 

4. Prepare as if you were going in for major surgery. Since change 
is often the psychological equivalent of major physical surgery, 
you and your support group should give this process a high 
priority. 

5. Create your own action plans. In this way, you increase the like-
lihood that you will act. 

All of these points can be useful to a person who seeks to help oth-
ers enter the fundamental state of leadership. The fourth one is par-
ticularly noteworthy. When we want other people to change, we 
greatly underappreciate the magnitude of what we are asking. Think-
ing about it as the psychological equivalent of major surgery is a very 
useful concept. 

A sixth insight is that we need to draw on the power of social net-
works. We live in groups that have norms, values, and roles. In any 
group we participate in, we are expected to be a certain way. Often 
when we are contemplating change, we worry about the resistance we 
will get from family members, peers, or others who are important to 
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us. Fear of their reactions can keep us from taking action. If we do take 
action, we may relapse because of others’ reactions and our desire to 
please them. It is important to consider this issue. It may even be nec-
essary to choose to move into a new network of supporters that will 
support our success in whatever we choose to do with our lives. Sim-
ilarly, in helping others, we would do well to pay great attention to 
their social networks as we help them think about the move from 
being reactors to becoming creators who redefine and transform the 
groups within which they live. 

ENTERING THE FUNDAMENTAL 
STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

We normally think of leadership as action in which a person is taking 
initiative and directing others. If this person is not doing this, he or 
she is not leading. Recall, however, that self-change involves stages that 
precede action and that 80 percent of the time people are not in the 
action stage. Entering the fundamental state of leadership also involves 
stages that precede action. Paying attention to this fact may greatly as-
sist as we strive to enter the fundamental state of leadership and help 
others do the same. 

PREPARATION FOR ENTERING THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 
Choose a quiet time when you can reflect on the meaning this 
chapter has for you. Begin by assessing where you are today, as 
honestly as you can. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. What implications do you see in Leo Tolstoy’s remark, 
“Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks 
of changing himself ”? 

2. Give an example to illustrate or dispute the following: 
“Holding a position is not the same as leading. Most of the 
time, most top executives are simply administering. They 
are living in the normal state, doing what is normally 
expected.” 
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3. Joan remarked, “The problems include everything from 
petty jealousy, to ego and personality clashes, to dishon-
esty, to withholding or distorting mission-critical informa-
tion, and beyond. Such behaviors are natural to most top 
management teams. Such behavior tends to be normal, ex-
pected, hardly noticed.” Is such behavior normal in your 
experience? If so, what implications does this have? 

4. To what extent do you identify with the following state-
ment from Joan? “For a long period of time, I sought to 
influence change, but gained only minor successes. I was 
very busy and delivering a significant quantity of valuable 
administrative work that certainly needed to be accom-
plished. But the real challenges of being an influential 
leader on the management team . . . were  not being fully 
addressed.” 

5. Joan makes the following claim: “Based on my firsthand 
experience, I understand the importance of personal 
change as it relates to influencing organizational change. I 
am building new bridges at the same time I walk on them, 
and our corporation is adopting new ways of behavior and 
interaction, pathways that will support our continued suc-
cess in the future.” What does this statement mean to you? 
Have you experienced what Joan is describing? What 
would it take for you to have a similar experience? 

6. Joan’s story is a story of self-change. What does her 
story imply about the general development of leaders 
in a company? 

7. Have you made a significant self-change—perhaps chang-
ing a habit like smoking or overeating or fundamentally 
changing the way you interact with others? If so, can you 
identify the six stages of self-change in your own experi-
ence? Which stage was hardest for you? To what extent did 
others support you? 

8. If you have tried to make a significant self-change and not 
succeeded, what might you do differently the next time in 
the light of what you have read in this chapter? 
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Self-Improvement 

1. Based on the discussion of self-change in this chapter,

write a paragraph describing your own readiness to

change. As you consider entering the fundamental state

of leadership, where in the process do you think you are

today?


2. Write a strategy for self-change in a specific area of your 
life. Try to be as concrete as possible in describing steps 
you are willing to take beginning today. 

Helpful Hints for Self-Change 

These hints are for getting yourself into the fundamental state 
of leadership: 

Become more purpose-centered. Ask yourself, What result 
do I want to create? This will move you out of a reactive 
stance and into the creative state. 

Become more internally directed. Ask yourself, What are 
my patterns of denial, and how can I decrease my 
hypocrisy? This will increase your self-trust. 

Become more other-focused. Ask yourself, With whom am 
I joined, and how might I enrich our connectivity? This 
will help you increase your resources. 

Become more externally open. Ask yourself, How can I 
move forward into uncertainty, trusting that I will adapt 
as I move and learn? Doing this will lead to exponential 
development. 

In considering the above four issues, make specific 
commitments. 

Develop your own specific change plans. 

Prepare to take small steps forward. 

Make your commitment public. 

Treat the change process with the same priority as having 
surgery. 

Align yourself with a supportive social network. 
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These hints are for attracting others to the fundamental 
state of leadership: 

Clarify the shared purpose. Ask yourself, What is the col-
lective future that we all want to create? This will increase 
the probability of moving the relationship or organization 
out of the reactive state. 

Increase the sense of trust. Ask yourself, How can I model 
an orientation of genuine service, empathy, and concern? 
Modeling such an orientation will increase others’ open-
ness to possibility. 

Stimulate mindfulness. Ask yourself, How can I disturb 
their current mind-set or paradigm by introducing varia-
tion into their experience? This will pull them out of their 
routine and cause them to engage in sense making. 

Move them to feeling. Ask yourself, How do I move them 
from analysis to the exploration of their feelings? This will 
change the focus from what they know to what they are 
encountering. 

Increase the challenge. Ask yourself, How can I put them 
in a situation that is more real and more challenging? This 
will increase their sense of risk and offer the reward of ex-
ponential growth. 

Increase the support. Ask yourself, How can I maintain the 
unwavering challenge while helping them decrease self-
doubt and increase confidence? This will assist them in 
exercising the courage to move forward. 

Encourage commitment. Ask yourself, How can I help 
them understand that people do not get empowered; 
rather, they empower themselves? This will underline the 
necessity for freedom and independent choice. 

Encourage helping relationships. Ask yourself, How can I 
help them to create support systems and learn how to ask 
for help that is needed? This will enrich their capacity to 
move forward. 

Manage the endings. Ask yourself, How can I help them 
recognize the realities of what is being lost, accept them, 
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and find positive substitutes? This will help others manage 
depression and move forward. 

Clarify the gains. Ask yourself, How can I help them see 
the gains, celebrate progress, and reward milestones? This 
will provide learning, increase courage, and support 
progress. 

Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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Inviting Others into 
the Fundamental State 
of Leadership 

“My teaching became much more personal. In each 

session, as I challenged participants to confront their 

integrity gaps, I challenged myself. And as I acted on 

those commitments, a new self emerged, a learner 

who now was a much better guide to others on 

journeys of discovery and transformation.” 

—DOUG ANDERSON 

Q Throughout this book, we have seen that the concept 
of the fundamental state of leadership has some unusual and impor-
tant implications. First, it redefines what leadership means. Leader-
ship is not authority, and it is not merely a set of learnable skills. It is, 
at the most basic level, a state—a way of being. That is what the di-
rector of nursing told us in Chapter One. The ability to create pro-
ductive community is not about behavior; it is about who we are. 
Productive community is a creative, collective state that is a reflection 
of someone having entered the creative individual state. 

Second, an understanding of the fundamental state of leadership 
redefines what it means to develop leaders. We began to see what this 
means in the preceding chapter, where we learned that there is much 
that precedes and follows the decision to change ourselves. Accord-

216 
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ingly, if we want to develop leaders, we need to understand the stages 
of self-change and support others as they go through them. 

In this chapter, we consider how to invite others to embark on this 
process of deep change. By now, it should be clear that the first re-
quirement for attracting others into the fundamental state of leader-
ship is that we have entered that state ourselves. There is no way to 
“teach” what it means to be a leader except by being what we wish to 
invoke in others. 

Here we encounter a difficulty. The fundamental state of leader-
ship is somewhat fragile. Not only is it difficult to get ourselves into 
that state, but it is difficult to stay in it once we enter it. Let us con-
sider this point before meeting three transformational teachers who 
exemplify leadership development at its best. 

THE FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF 
LEADERSHIP IS EPISODIC 

Many of the people we have met in this book have commented on the 
episodic nature of the fundamental state of leadership. Once we leave 
that state of being purpose-centered and internally directed, other-
focused and externally open, it is difficult to reenter it. Yet having 
entered it previously becomes an asset because we understand that 
commitment and emergence are the keys to personal and collective 
revitalization. We know the path. 

Jeremy Fish is particularly clear. He says: 

I have little doubt that I will face many more perspective changes in 
the time left to me in this life. Although I can’t honestly say that I look 
forward to the paralysis and fear of walking naked into uncertainty 
that precedes my own shifts in paradigm, I have come to realize the 
great value of moving through the paralysis and fear of uncertainty in 
order to embrace my own emerging deep change reality. I recently 
found an executive coach skilled in appreciative inquiry to help me 
face my own moments of illusion, panic, exhaustion, and stagnation— 
moments of slow death and failure to stay in the transformative cycle. 

Jeremy understands that we move into and out of the fundamen-
tal state of leadership. Yet he has come to value being in the funda-
mental state of leadership so much that he seeks help in facing his own 
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fears. He finds an executive coach to work with him on a regular basis. 
This is most impressive. 

Most people are not like Jeremy. When I ask others to tell me of the 
great moments in their life, they often respond in a recognizable pat-
tern. First, they tell me they faced a very difficult challenge. Then they 
tell me a story of courage, persistence, and triumph. They describe 
how much they learned even if the experience was unwanted. They 
speak of the event as a peak experience. Then they say, “But I would 
never want to do that again.” This is a telling statement. It illustrates 
the high cost of growth, and it illustrates why so few people remain in 
the fundamental state of leadership. 

Other people turn such experiences into a great asset. Knowing that 
they have been in an extraordinary state before helps them move for-
ward in the present. Such a man is Tom Glocer. 

Tom was a young lawyer at Reuters, at the time a highly profitable 
operation making large profits in every country except in Brazil, where 
it had been losing money for a long time. Tom was offered the line 
management job of heading up the Brazilian operation. 

In an attempt to reduce Tom’s anxiety, the CEO told Tom that 
Brazil had been a problem for a long time and that it was unlikely that 
he would actually turn it around. Tom saw this as a challenge and pre-
pared for his new assignment with the systematic orientation of the 
legal mind. He gathered information, analyzed trends, and made plans 
for improving the Brazilian operation. When he arrived in Brazil, it 
took only a half-day to discover how totally corrupt the operation was. 
Some managers were ripping off the company; some of the worst ac-
tually carried guns. Incompetence and cronyism were everywhere. 
Managers assigned from other countries were counting the days until 
they could leave. The operation was hopeless. 

By noon of his first day, Tom made a fundamental decision. He 
threw out all of his analysis and plans. He instead decided to fire all 
but three people and rebuild the entire organization. Tom had no ex-
perience as an executive leading such a total change. He says, “I was 
not a surgeon, but the patient was going to die.” Like a doctor in a cri-
sis, he began to move forward, making profound decisions with in-
sufficient information. He was truly building the bridge as he walked 
on it. He left behind the mind of the lawyer and walked naked into the 
land of uncertainty. 

After an agonizing effort, the Brazilian operation eventually be-
came profitable. Here is how Tom looks back on that experience: 
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There was so much urgency. I had no choice. I had to act. If something 
blew up, it did not matter. Things were so bad there was only one way 
to go. So I did what I had to do. It was terrifying, but we learned how 
to do what needed to be done. It was the best work I have ever done. 

Once I was in London. My driver asked me why I was there. I told 
him I was in town to assist Reuters with an organizational change ef-
fort. He snorted and said, “Good luck.” 

His cynicism was widely held. Reuters had shared the fate of many 
information companies in the post–dot-com era, losing 90 percent of 
its share price. When that happens to a corporation, it becomes a place 
of extraordinary pain. The new CEO, the man responsible for the life 
or death of the company, was Tom Glocer. 

As I write this chapter, Tom is building the most important bridge 
of his life. He is now trying to do to the entire corporation what he 
did in Brazil. He is in the midst of walking naked in the land of un-
certainty. In doing this, he has had some interesting insights. He be-
gins by reflecting on the cases of deep change he has read in the past: 

I am struck by stories of managers who, whatever their level, move 
themselves beyond fear or self-preservation to act with true and deci-
sive freedom. Once so liberated, their power knows no limits, and with 
it, their value to their companies soars. 

Despite the heroism of so many of the personal and corporate sto-
ries of growth related in cases of deep change, the striking feature for 
me is that they are told in retrospect. I do not say this to demean the 
power or pathos of the personal journeys recounted, but rather to 
highlight my own discomfort at telling my story before I know the 
ending. 

Reuters is my company. It is a 152-year-old institution I deeply love 
and one that the world would be poorer without. I have launched it 
into a transformation that employees, investors, and customers find 
threatening. I am calmly confident; however, there is no other path. 

We at Reuters have been through a wretched time in the eyes of mar-
ket analysts and the U.K. media. Out of their pessimism, however, has 
ironically grown a great freedom for me that I have known only once be-
fore in my career. I can do no wrong—and hence I can do great good— 
because I am free of the incrementalism born of mediocre success. 

I do not know how this story will end, but I could not care more, 
work harder, or fear less. To me these are the seeds of success. 
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“Out of their pessimism, however, has ironically 

grown a great freedom for me that I have known only 

once before in my career. I can do no wrong—and 

hence I can do great good—because I am free of the 

incrementalism born of mediocre success.” 

Note that in the middle of the chaos, Tom reports being calmly 
confident. He is calm because he knows that there is no other choice. 
He is doing what he must do in order to meet his greatest responsi-
bility: to live with his conscience. Although Tom does not like the con-
flict and uncertainty of transformation, he is willing to live with it 
because he puts the corporate good ahead of his own good, something 
that is a little easier because of what he did in Brazil. Tom has been in 
the fundamental state of leadership before. Nevertheless, trying to 
transform the company is still terrifying. He has to exercise anew the 
courage to move forward. 

There are important lessons here for those who would invite others 
into the fundamental state of leadership. First, we are not continu-
ously in that extraordinary state, any more than a great artist is con-
tinuously in a state of peak inspiration and creativity. Second, each 
new episode is a new challenge. We must meet and conquer our fears 
again. Third, each time we enter the fundamental state of leadership, 
we acquire learning and confidence that make that state more acces-
sible to us in the future. There never comes a time when we cease 
building the bridge as we walk on it. What is different is that we move 
forward into the unknown with greater confidence and faith because 
we have done it before. We have adaptive confidence as we practice re-
sponsible freedom. 

People who have entered the fundamental state of leadership on 
multiple occasions become people of great wisdom. They may expe-
rience excruciating pain. Yet they all discover that the real source of 
power in life is not in external trappings but in the unfolding of human 
virtue. Collective transformation requires someone who exercises the 
courage to put the collective interest ahead of personal survival. When 
individuals exercise such virtue, it can spread to the collective level. Or-
ganizational transformation is all about increased collective virtue, 
about the ever-increasing integrity of both the individual and the 
organization. 
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TRANSFORMATIONAL TEACHING 
The preceding reflections have important implications for how we go 
about educating and developing leaders. Many institutions are de-
signed to facilitate leadership development. Most are less effective than 
they might be. Business schools and corporate universities, for exam-
ple, claim to teach leadership. Such institutions are particularly prone 
to staying in their zone of comfort. They do not understand the fun-
damental state of leadership. They seek to develop leaders by altering 
how students think and behave. They tend to do this through peda-
gogies of analysis and imitation. They present academic analyses and 
case studies of the techniques and best practices of successful leaders 
and organizations, and they suggest that students imitate them. 

The key to getting into the fundamental state of leadership is not the 
analysis of techniques and practices. Developing leaders is not about 
getting them to imitate the thinking and behavior of other people who 
have been successful. It is about attracting people to the decision to 
enter the unique state from which their own great thinking and great 
behaviors emanate. This is done only when an individual chooses to 
become more purpose-centered, internally directed, other-focused, 
and externally open. It is an act of courage toward which people must 
be attracted. 

We attract others into the fundamental state of leadership not by 
imitation but by becoming unique. We increase our uniqueness by 
pursuing ever-increasing integrity. As we increase our integrity, we see 
and fit ourselves with the uniqueness of the emerging reality in which 
we live. Our courage invites others to do the same. 

In Chapter Six, we learned that there are four general strategies of 
change: telling, forcing, participating, and transcending. Most people 
apply the first two, which are the easiest but also the least effective. 
Few ever apply the fourth strategy, which begins with self-change. In 
Part Two, we explored eight practices that we can use to stay on the 
path that leads to ever-increasing integrity. As we employ these prac-
tices, we can increase the frequency and duration of our experiences 
inside the fundamental state of leadership. 

The objective of leadership development efforts should be the 
same: to attract people to increase the frequency and duration of the 
time they spend in the fundamental state of leadership. To achieve this, 
administrators would have to be willing to live with programs of 
greater authenticity and risk. Similarly, instructors would themselves 
have to be in the fundamental state of leadership. 
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Here we will meet three people who exemplify this truth. One 
teaches leadership in the M.B.A. classroom. Another teaches executive 
courses. The third serves as an executive coach and teaches in one-on-
one relationships. Each has something uniquely valuable to convey. 

Creating Sacred Space 

Larry Peters is a professor at Texas Christian University with much ex-
perience in working with both executives and students. In the process, 
he has learned to help people enter the fundamental state of leader-
ship. Here is what Larry has to say: 

I have spent considerable time consulting with senior executives and 
managers who seemed to view change as a detached, third-party man-
agement task, almost like delegation but with bigger aspirations. Their 
message seems to say that change was necessary for everyone but 
themselves—“Change you . . . but leave me unchanged!” I would con-
front them about the lack of commitment I saw and heard . . . in what  
they said, who they said it to, how they would spend their time, 
what they measured and rewarded . . . and, in particular, their personal 
stories of why their behavior did not reflect the action, passion, or 
commitment of a real leader. 

What I heard, in a number of different instances, was that it was too 
dangerous to really lead in the highly political world they lived in. In 
fact, every instance of failed leadership seemed to reflect a . . . concern  
for personal (that is, job and career) safety. 

How can one lead others to more effective solutions if one is not 
willing to challenge the foundations of the dysfunctional world that 
produced less than effective results? 

We can’t unless we change . . . unless we experience profound 
change, transformational change . . . deep change. By any name, we 
need to care more about what is right, what is effective, what is moral, 
and what can’t be denied any longer than we do about our personal 
well-being. We need to step out of the transactional reality we seemed 
trapped in to find something worth “dying for”—and worth living for! 

That is the essence of leadership. It’s not simply processes as re-
flected in so many books; it’s passion and commitment for a cause. It’s 
caring more about one’s mission or vision or people or justice more 
than about one’s self. Process models of leadership can only produce 
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results if enacted by leaders. Detached, third-person leadership, no 
matter how well it follows the sage advice of those who teach “how to 
lead,” do not produce the results we want and need. It’s not the me-
chanics, it’s the person! 

Larry’s insights suggested a way of teaching that would allow the 
people he was working with to connect with the message in a deep 
way. His method has much in common with the strategies for appre-
ciative inquiry discussed in Chapter Ten: 

I recently shared this message in an Executive M.B.A. course on lead-
ership. It resonated throughout the room. My students shared many 
examples of failed leadership . . . from  those who settled for “peace and 
pay” to those who tried to “manage” people to a new future. I had my 
students think about deep change that they experienced in their lives 
(or that others close to them experienced) and had them share stories 
with class. 

We heard stories of a man who lost a child in a car accident (and 
who changed the seat belt law in Texas), another who had to sign pa-
pers authorizing surgery for newborn twins that were not yet named 
(wondering if he was signing a death or life certificate for them), a 
woman who was promoted to the toughest assignment in her com-
pany for which she had no prior skills and a visibly sexist employee 
group, and a man who was given the assignment of opening a market 
in China and found everything he knew about management didn’t 
work. We heard stories of passion and focus and courage and com-
mitment and perseverance and energy. We heard stories that produced 
results beyond anyone’s expectations, and we saw the emotion and 
shared the feelings of pride these people had. We saw what was possi-
ble when people—our classmates—experienced deep change. It was a 
profound class for my students, those who spoke and those who just 
listened. Nobody in that room will ever mistake true leadership for 
management again; everybody in that room understood what was ex-
pected of them to really lead. They raised the bar on themselves that 
afternoon—and on everyone else who presumes to lead. 

People need help to see the truth about themselves and the choices 
they need to make to lead. I believe that we can help empower real 
leaders who face the integrity gap that’s caused by slow death and 
choose a path that can change the world. Change me first! The mes-
sage is so simple, so powerful. 



Quinn.c17  2/23/04  1:26 PM  Page 224

224 BUILDING THE BRIDGE AS YOU WALK ON IT 

“We heard stories of passion and focus and courage 

and commitment and perseverance and energy. We 

heard stories that produced results beyond anyone’s 

expectations, and we saw the emotion and shared the 

feelings of pride these people had.” 

Larry is no ordinary teacher. Notice his wisdom with the execu-
tives. He recognizes the hypocrisy in their normal language, time al-
locations, measures, and personal stories. Not only does he recognize 
the hypocrisy, he challenges it. He understands that the many books 
that focus on the analysis and imitation of success and on the me-
chanics of processes and systems miss the point. He understands that 
we enter the fundamental state of leadership when we decide to do it. 
The responsibility is with us. The problem is that no one wants to hear 
such a message. Since people are in denial, it is almost impossible to 
teach these ideas. People have numerous defense mechanisms that au-
tomatically kick in when these challenging notions are taught. So how 
does Larry teach? 

Larry does something brilliant. He gets out of the expert role. In-
stead of telling and forcing, Larry simply asks a question. He asks peo-
ple to identify their own deep change experiences. He then asks them 
to share. This process transforms the classroom from a profane space 
to a sacred space. In sacred space, people establish richer, more trust-
ing relationships. In such networks, learning and commitment are 
facilitated. 

In the kind of sacred space that Larry creates, many of the princi-
ples of self-change articulated in Chapter Sixteen naturally emerge. 
People stop focusing on their differences and start to marvel at their 
commonalities. They begin to discover a common objective: contin-
uous movement toward ever-increasing integrity. Trust skyrockets. 
They become more mindful, willingly exploring alternative paradigms. 
Instead of living in the realm of safe analysis, they start to become 
comfortable in sharing authentic feelings. The sense of living in truth 
expands. They feel both challenged and supported. Commitment to 
the collective and to their own future growth increases. They are more 
willing to ask for help and better able to see the need to manage end-
ings for others. The gains and possible additional gains of moving for-
ward in their own lives become clear to all. 
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All of these payoffs emerge in sacred space, created by helping peo-
ple tell their own core stories. The stories in Larry’s classroom are like 
the ones we have read in this book. They are stories of passionate focus 
and extraordinary results, of deep human connection and exponen-
tial learning. These are not the stories from some textbook. These are 
the stories of the person in the next seat. The stories are transforma-
tional. In the normal state, we are sure that what I have described as 
the fundamental state of leadership is a myth. Yet in our own personal 
histories and in the history of our peers, we find evidence to the con-
trary. Sharing such stories creates a new collective reality. 

How did Larry get to become such a teacher? Since he does not 
share that background, we do not know for sure. Yet we can get a clue. 
Meet a man who shares his own story of becoming a more transfor-
mational teacher. 

Braving the Hero’s Journey 

Doug Anderson is a founding partner of a major executive education 
firm. He was a Harvard professor who taught business strategy. In his 
years since leaving Harvard, he has helped to build a major business 
that has provided educational programs in many of the world’s largest 
companies. Here he shares a story not unlike the ones that were shared 
in Larry’s classroom: 

I have often heard it said that “you never really learn a thing until you 
teach it to someone else.” And it is true—there is a powerful connec-
tion between teaching and learning. That’s probably why I chose aca-
demic and business teaching as a profession. I have always been 
interested in learning, and teaching seemed like a great way to con-
tinue learning. But it is not the only way, and maybe not the most 
powerful way—there is also the learning that comes from applying or 
experiencing an idea. 

I was a member of a consulting team that was using the concepts 
of the book Deep Change to help a major utility transform itself from 
an engineering-driven company to one that was much more focused 
on market and competitive realities. I could readily see that the “deep 
change or slow death” concept was very powerful, and I was eager to 
learn how to use that and the related concepts to help business lead-
ers transform themselves and their corporations. 

From the outset, I expected this to be a fascinating intellectual jour-
ney. It turned out to be far more than that. It became personal. 



Quinn.c17  2/23/04  1:26 PM  Page 226

226 BUILDING THE BRIDGE AS YOU WALK ON IT 

During much of the decade of the 1990s, my first marriage was 
slowly dying. The causes were complex, as they always are, and unique 
to our circumstances. Tolstoy recognized this in his opening line to 
Anna Karenina: “Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is 
unhappy in its own way.” 

I knew my wife was not happy in our marriage, but I always be-
lieved we would get through it. Sometimes she’d try to talk to me 
about divorce, but I wouldn’t consider it. When you are rafting down 
the Colorado River and encounter whitewater, I’d say that’s not the 
time to jump out, or to push your partner out—that’s the time to hold 
on for dear life. I was sure there would be calm water ahead. 

She didn’t believe it. In May 1998 the perfect storm hit. My younger 
brother had died one year earlier. I had planned a three-day business 
trip to Houston to coincide with the anniversary of his death so that I 
could be with and comfort his family. At noon on the day I was to leave, 
there came a knock on the door. I answered to find a marshal, an offi-
cer of the court, with divorce papers in hand. “Please sign here,” he said. 
“I am sorry. Your court appearance is scheduled for day after tomorrow.” 

I was stunned. My wife hadn’t come home. We hadn’t quarreled; in 
fact we had spent what I thought was a pleasant weekend at her par-
ents’ house in a city 300 miles away. I had driven home with my son; 
she was to follow a day later by plane. 

I couldn’t see an option for canceling my client engagement. Sixty 
people were counting on me the next day for a course in strategic busi-
ness concepts. They had traveled from around the world. Obviously, I 
would not be able to represent myself in court. I called the airline and 
arranged to take a later flight. Then I called an attorney friend and spent 
the afternoon with him. I arrived at the client’s conference center well 
after midnight. The next morning at eight o’clock, I opened a three-day 
seminar. At the end of the three days, I visited my sister-in-law on the 
anniversary of my brother’s death. Instead of comforting her, I collapsed. 

The divorce took two years to become final. I was powerless to pre-
vent it. As I spun through the grief cycle, I found myself returning 
again and again to the concepts in Deep Change. I had never experi-
enced this kind of sorrow before. It made me desperate to find ideas 
that worked. Deep Change became a mirror for me. I was not always 
comfortable with what I saw there. I began to recognize integrity gaps 
that I had not previously acknowledged. 

Although I cut back dramatically on my schedule of travel and work 
during these months, I continued to teach in the utility program. My 
teaching became much more personal. In each session, as I challenged 
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participants to confront their integrity gaps, I challenged myself. And 
as I acted on those commitments, a new self emerged, a learner who 
now was a much better guide to others on journeys of discovery and 
transformation. 

In the hero’s journey, the hero sets out on a quest, and before re-
turning to his home community as an “empowered and empowering” 
leader, he must slay the beast. The beast he slays is his old self. That’s 
what deep change is all about: the renewal and the replenishment of 
self and the enlargement of others. 

Here there are some important lessons about how one becomes a 
transformational teacher. Doug observes that the most powerful ed-
ucation comes from the experience of applying ideas and experienc-
ing the consequences. This process is usually quite painful. I am very 
moved when Doug says, “I had never experienced this kind of sorrow.” 
When we have such feelings, we are forced to work in a way we would 
never work when we are in the normal state. 

As Doug moves into the fundamental state of leadership, he opens 
up and begins to redefine who he is. He begins to look at himself, and 
he sees what he would normally deny. He sees his hypocrisy. He ac-
knowledges integrity gaps that he had not previously acknowledged. 

As he seeks to move forward in his life, he spends much time 
teaching—not only business strategy but deep change. In the process, 
his teaching becomes more personal. He challenges his students to close 
their integrity gaps while he is striving to close his own. At that point, 
Doug is teaching with increased moral power. As he does such teach-
ing, he continues to grow. He becomes more purpose-centered and 
other-focused, more internally directed and externally open. As he does 
so, he begins to attract others into the fundamental state of leadership. 

From Larry, we learn that there is great potential to be tapped in 
the M.B.A. classroom, and from Doug, we learn that teaching in the 
executive classroom can also be transformational. Now let’s turn to 
another kind of transformational teacher. 

Continuous Learning 

Stan Goss describes a childhood filled with tragedy. When he was eight 
years old, his grandfather, uncle, and father all died in the same 
month. Stan was alone with each one when they died. His mother be-
came a severe alcoholic. When Stan was nineteen, his mother and sis-
ter were accidentally killed. He describes the impact: 
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I looked great on the outside, but needed tons of work on the inside. 
I always got things started well, but found ways to sabotage getting to 
the finish line. I started out in a fast-track corporate career and even-
tually transitioned to an entrepreneurial career, where I had a string 
of not-quite-successful experiences. 

This pattern continued through most of Stan’s adult life. Then at 
age fifty-two, he attended a weekend workshop on personal transfor-
mation. The focus was on embracing his shadow self, the self he was 
denying. He indicates that he made some fundamental decisions that 
resulted in deep change. He clarified his unique mission in life. He be-
came a senior executive coach. The pattern of sabotaging his success 
disappeared: 

That was thirteen years ago. My practice has grown and flourished 
during that time, and now, at the age of sixty-five, I am at the most 
productive and contributory time of my life. My clients include senior 
executives in a wide variety of industries, including health care, fi-
nancial services, power production, energy, and professional sports. In 
each organization I have worked with, I can point to significant results. 

Stan notes some of the issues that make his work challenging. The 
first is language. The second is having a process that facilitates trans-
formation. From his process comes the dance of co-creation and the 
emergence of productive community: 

The work of being a transformational change agent constantly requires 
finding language and concepts that enable one to “describe the inde-
scribable” and to “explain the unexplainable” to a transactional world that 
demands tangibility for every argument and discussion. One can be “at-
tractive” in the dialogue only if one is facile with language in that eternal 
dance in the space between the transactional and transformational. 

With my clients, I use the eight seed thoughts from Change the 
World (envision the productive community; first look within; embrace 
the hypocritical self; transcend fear; embody a vision of the common 
good; disturb the system; surrender to the emergent process; entice 
through moral power) in a similar way that Alcoholics Anonymous 
uses the twelve steps. 

Each one has an appropriate time and place. For example, “envision 
productive community” has become like an “entry-level test question.” 
I ask the leaders how they view the group of people they lead. Answers 
vary from “This is a company” to “This is a business unit.” But when 
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I ask the leader if he or she sees a “community” and this person’s eyes 
light up and he or she leans into that, I know we are on our way. We 
start talking about, teaching about, and implementing productive 
community ideas. Maybe compensation plans need to be aligned. 
Maybe we hold an off-site meeting to explore how productive com-
munity can be created. Maybe the leader needs to do some personal 
work to move from “me-me” to “me-we.” 

The dialogue always starts with . . . “I know what I want to create 
but don’t know exactly what to do.” Then we begin the actions of co-
creation with “unconditional confidence.” It is a process of continu-
ous learning, integration, and action with course correction as we go 
along. A little productive community here, a little disturbing the sys-
tem there, several “epiphanies” along the way, sprinkled with some ap-
preciative inquiry, and magic happens: positive energy is created, 
things get better, metrics improve. 

“It is a process of continuous learning, integration, 

and action with course correction as we go along. A 

little productive community here, a little disturbing 

the system there, several “epiphanies” along the way, 

sprinkled with some appreciative inquiry, and magic 

happens: positive energy is created, things get better, 

metrics improve.” 

Some people argue they are too old to change. This really means, 
“I am too lazy to practice responsible freedom.” At age fifty-two, Stan 
demonstrated that transformation is always an option. More accu-
rately, it is always a requirement. We transform, or we move toward 
entropy and slow death. Because Stan spent much of his time in the 
fundamental state of leadership, he learned a language and developed 
processes that allow him to attract his clients into the fundamental 
state of leadership. 

ATTRACTING OTHERS INTO THE 
FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

In this chapter, we have observed that leadership development, like 
organizational transformation, begins with personal change. We learn 
from Tom the episodic nature of the fundamental state of leadership. 
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Each entry into the fundamental state of leadership is both terrifying 
and exhilarating, and while we are on the journey of deep change, there 
are no insurance policies that guarantee success. We do not know how 
the story will end. We learn from Larry’s students that ordinary people— 
the people in the next seat—have a history of such experiences. We 
learn from Larry that it is possible to create sacred space and that in sa-
cred space, all of the characteristics that invite people into the funda-
mental state of leadership naturally emerge. We learn from Doug that 
managers and teacher are human beings who themselves must face the 
challenge of deep change. The willingness to face deep change alters 
how we think about developing others. We begin to let go of telling and 
forcing. We begin to turn to transcending self and participating with 
others in the creation of sacred space. As we do so, we grow, and they 
grow. Finally, we learn from Stan that it is never too late to change. 
When we do, we gradually learn the language and processes necessary 
to attract others into the fundamental state of leadership. 

In the end, Tom, Larry, Doug, and Stan teach us the very same 
things as the other magnificent people we have met in this book. We 
are all both ordinary and magnificent. We are all drawn to live in the 
normal state, and we all tend to move toward personal entropy and 
slow death. The challenge is to make deep change and enter the cre-
ative state. Our challenge is to live in ever-increasing integrity. When 
we choose deep change, we enter the fundamental state of leadership. 
In that state, we experience exponential growth, and we become liv-
ing attractors, pulling some of those around us into the same state. 
With those people, we create sacred space, and we engage in a social 
movement. As a critical mass develops, we become a productive com-
munity continuously striving to adapt to emerging reality. Together 
we build the bridge as we walk on it. 

PREPARATION FOR ATTRACTING OTHERS INTO 
THE FUNDAMENTAL STATE OF LEADERSHIP 

Questions for Reflection 

1. “It was terrifying, but we learned how to do what needed 
to be done. It was the best work I have ever done.” What 
are the implications of this statement in your life? 
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2. “I can do no wrong—and hence I can do great good— 
because I am free of the incrementalism born of mediocre 
success.” Who can achieve this kind of freedom? How? 

3. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? “I 
do not know how this story will end, but I could not care 
more, work harder, or fear less. To me these are the seeds 
of success.” Explain your answer. 

4. What meaning does the following statement have for you? 
“Organizational transformation is all about increased col-
lective virtue, about the ever-increasing integrity of both 
the individual and the organization.” 

5. Do you agree with the picture presented in this chapter of 
the traditional approach taken by corporate training pro-
grams and business schools? For educational programs to 
effectively attract people into the fundamental state of 
leadership, what must administrators and teachers do 
differently? 

6. What becomes possible in sacred space, like the space 
Larry created in his classroom, that is not possible in pro-
fane space? When have you experienced the creation of 
sacred space? 

7. Doug indicates, “I had never experienced this kind of sor-
row.” There are productive and unproductive ways to re-
spond to sorrow. Doug’s response tells us much about how 
to attract others into the fundamental state of leadership. 
What did he do, and what can we learn from him? 

8. Analyze the language and processes that Stan used to help 
executives change. How might you use what you learn 
from Stan? 

Self-Improvement 

1. Write a paragraph describing your own organization’s

approach to leadership development.


2. Write a memo capturing your insights about how you

would improve leadership development in your

organization.
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Helpful Hints for Inviting Others into 
the Fundamental State of Leadership 

Recognize that others seldom see anyone in the fundamen-
tal state of leadership. 

Recognize that it is normal for others to deny the possibil-
ity of entering the fundamental state of leadership. 

Recognize that most organizational cultures keep people in 
the normal state. 

Recognize that most administrators and designers of lead-
ership training are in the normal state, and they assume 
the telling and forcing strategies. 

Recognize that most teachers are advocating analysis and 
imitation. 

Recognize the need to model what it means to enter the 
fundamental state of leadership. 

Recognize that others who deny it is possible to enter the 
fundamental state of leadership have actually been there in 
the past. 

Recognize that the normal state is profane space. 

Recognize the power of sacred space. 

Recognize that sacred space can be created in any place 
and at any time. 

Recognize that you can create sacred space by having the 
courage to move from analysis and imitation to the expres-
sion of your own unique and authentic feelings. 

Recognize that in sacred space, we witness the emergence 
of productive community and the true creation of value. 

Recognize that we do not stay continuously in the funda-
mental state of leadership, but that we can enter that state 
more and more frequently if we commit ourselves to prac-
tices that encourage us to be purpose-centered and inter-
nally driven, other-centered and externally open. 
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Sharing Insights 

If in responding to the questions above, you have an impor-
tant insight or a meaningful story that you would like to share, 
visit www.deepchange.com and look for the links to submit 
stories for possible posting on the Deep Change Web site. You 
may thus help many people. If you would like to review such 
insights and stories, go to the same Web site. 
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