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Introduction

What do Traps and their Consequences Look Like?

Anyone who has spent time in an organization knows that

dysfunctional behavior abounds. Conflict is frequently

avoided or pushed underground rather than dealt with

openly. On the other hand, the same arguments often

burst out again and again, almost verbatim. Turf battles

continue for extended periods without resolution. People

nod their heads in agreement in meetings, and then rush

out of the room to voice complaints to sympathetic ears in

private. Worst of all, when people are asked if things will

ever change, they throw up their hands in despair. They

feel like victims trapped in an asylum.

No one likes these aspects of organizational life, yet we

feel powerless to change them. We want to change, but

can’t. We are stuck, trapped in the status quo. We’ve all

heard comments like these:

You just can’t talk to them honestly—they immediately get

defensive.

They just don’t understand.
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Bob never listens—if you want to get anything done, you’ve got

to go around him.

She ran the meeting as if it would be a group decision, but really

she had already made up her mind.

Of course I couldn’t say that to his face.

Nothing will ever change.

People express thoughts like these when they feel trapped.

And people often are trapped. But they are not trapped

by some oppressive regime or organizational structure that

has been imposed on them. They are not victims. In fact,

people themselves are responsible formaking the status quo

so resistant to change.We are trapped by our own behavior.

Although we say we value openness, honesty, integrity,

respect, and caring, we act in ways that undercut these

values. For example, rather than being open and honest,

we say one thing in public and another in private—and

pretend that this is the rational thing to do. We then deny

we are doing this and cover up our denial. And in doing all

this we trap ourselves.

Such accusations may seem astounding, but as I will

show in the first few chapters of this book, this kind of

behavior is commonplace and easily documented. We are

trapped by behavior patterns that exist at all levels of

organizations. We create Traps when the problems to be

solved are likely to be upsetting and threatening to all

concerned. These Traps inhibit effective problem solving

and inhibit the detection and correction of errors. Traps

are anti-learning and anti-corrective of the very errors

they create. Traps facilitate blaming others for creating

and maintaining Traps.
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In short, Traps inhibit learning when learning is espe-

cially needed. These counterproductive consequences are

found in all organizations, private or public, large or

small, successful or in failure. They exist regardless of the

gender, race, education, and wealth of its participants. I

believe reducing Traps represents the next big challenge to

raising the level of performance by individuals, groups,

organizations, and societies.

Traps impair even successful organizations. As we will

see in Chapter 2, even a very successful and innovative

organization such as Intel can get caught up in behavior

that traps it, strangling decision-making and causing con-

flicts that can grind things to a halt.

Traps Can Lead to Disaster

Not only are Traps anti-learning, they can yield unfortu-

nate, even tragic, consequences. Consider these examples:

• Teachers help students to cheat on tests in order to get better

funding. Teachers cover up their help.

• The ‘best and the brightest’ fail to see the problems they

are creating. Indeed, it took Secretary of Defense Robert

McNamara decades to admit that he and others were blind to

the problems they created in their pursuit of the VietnamWar.

• TheChallenger report, written by individuals at the top of their

professions, promised that such disasters would not occur

again. Several years later we had the Columbia disaster that

occurred even though everyone knew and followed the

recommendations and the report.
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And as I write this part of the Introduction the financial

world has built a series of multi-layered Traps that ser-

iously threatens the economies of many nations.

In all these cases, policies, rules, and structures were

in place to prevent such tragedies. These did help but

they were not enough. Why? Individuals learn to pro-

tect themselves if caught creating or going along with

Traps. For example, they blame others or the system.

They deny any possible personal responsibility. Next

they deny that they are denying by making the subject

undiscussable. In order for that strategy to work they

must make the undiscussability undiscussable. As a

result of the above strategies, the individuals build a

mind-set that they are victims of the system. They are

helpless.

But in reality we are not helpless. The good news is that

these powerful Traps can begin to be changed and reduced

during relatively straightforward interventions that

emphasize social and cognitive skills. Those who are

committed to learning can develop the skills in the same

amount of time that it takes them to learn to play a

middling game of tennis or golf.

The Organization of This Book

The primary objective of this book is to examine the

advice of thought leaders writing about organizations

and their management. I have selected three topics,

namely, leadership, culture, and organization design,

4
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because they are crucial in creating Traps and because they

are crucial in changing them.

In order to achieve this objective it is necessary to pre-

sent the theory and methods that I use to explain and to

reduce Traps. Thus I begin the book with the presentation

of new cases taken from real life in governmental and

private organizations. The first case describes how Dean

Rusk, the then Secretary of State, attempted to reduce the

Traps thatmade the State Department so ineffective that it

was called affectionately ‘Foggy Bottom’. Rusk was genu-

inely committed to making the management of the

department more open, transparent, and trusting. As we

shall see, he managed the change processes in ways that

strengthened the Traps that he sought to reduce. I chose

this case even though it is old because my present inform-

ants tell me that, fifty years later, the analysis of the Traps

still holds.

The second case is an updated version that Donald

Schön and I presented about thirty years ago (Argyris

and Schön 1996). Andrew Grove, the then CEO of Intel,

advocated a more direct and candid aggressive form of

hard power. Although Rusk was an advocate of soft

power and the leaders used different leadership styles,

the results did not differ. Soft power and hard power

strengthened the Traps in their respective organizations.

As we shall see, leadership style is not the crucial factor for

reducing Traps. The crucial factors are what I describe as

the theory of action that each leader uses (the theory-in-

use) and the reasoning processes they use tomake sense of

the world in which they are leading.
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In Chapter 3, I present examples from other organiza-

tions as well as educational programs to illustrate this

claim. The theories-in-use and reasoning processes are

the same in all cases. All the participants used what I

describe asModel I theory-in-use and defensive reasoning.

I expand the perspective by showing that if Model II and

productive reasoning were used, it could begin to reduce

the Traps and overcome the negative consequences.

In Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I present the advice of some of

the best and brightest scholars and practitioners on lead-

ership, culture, and organizational design. The advice

they present, for the most part, is flawed. The analysis

shows that, with one or perhaps two exceptions, the

advice is not adequate to reduce Traps. Indeed, in most

cases, the authors do not present advice on how to do this.

In a few cases where the advisers imply that their advice

can be used to reduce Traps, I present evidence that they

actually strengthen Traps and appear skillfully unaware of

the gaps and inconsistencies.

There is a tacit strategy embedded in the reviews of

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 that I should like to make more

explicit. The review of the literature is structured by the

Theory of Action of myself and Donald Schön. The gaps

and inconsistencies that I describe are derivable from our

theory.

There are two implications. First, the review can be used

to ‘test’ the features of our theory. For example, we should

find that the gaps and inconsistencies occur under the

conditions that our theory predicts. If Model I and defen-

sive reasoning are primary causal factors of Traps, we
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should not find that the latter are caused by other factors,

especially those that are contradictory to those that we

specify. Second, if such hypotheses are not disconfirmed

then it is possible to predict that the advice will continue

to be flawed even though those who produce the advice

agree that Traps are counterproductive to effective action.

In effect the review can be used to predict that the flawed

features of the advice will persist.

I should like to thank Dianne Argyris, Michael Beer,

Philip McArthur, Robert Putnam, and Diana Smith for

their helpful advice on early versions of the book. Lorraine

Hines was a committed assistant and editor who saved me

from difficulties that I created. Librarian Mark Blumberg

provided me with a continuous flow of new books that

our library had acquired.
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Part I

Why We Act Against Our Own

Stated Interests
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1

How We Deal with Difficult

Situations

As I noted in the Introduction, we say we value openness,

honesty, integrity, respect, and caring. But we act in ways

that undercut these values—not just once in a while, on

very rare occasions, but regularly and routinely—whenever

we face threatening or otherwise difficult situations. We

then deny we are doing this and cover up our denial, thus

trapping ourselves. In this chapter I will document how

this works by presenting two examples.

I should like to introduce the reader to how typical

behavior traps people by providing an extended example

of how people at the State Department behaved in the

course of a new initiative put forth by Dean Rusk, Secre-

tary of State, who believed in and espoused genuine par-

ticipation, the sharing of power with his immediate

reports, and the creation of a culture that would encour-

age transparency and trust. As it turned out, this initiative
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was threatening to the people involved—and so led to the

type of behavior I just described.

The Department of State and Secretary Rusk

President Johnson had asked Dean Rusk tomake whatever

changes he thoughtwere appropriate in order to transform

the State Department’s reputation of ‘Foggy Bottom’. Rusk

and his immediate reports conducted inquiries to identify

the sources for the negative reputation. They included the

lack of openness, transparency, and trust. He decided to

begin the changes at the top. He scheduled a meeting

composed of mostly senior State Department officials

and a few equally high-ranking officials from the Defense

Department. To help with this meeting, Secretary Rusk

asked me to be prepared to present the view of the senior

ambassadors with whom I had been working to examine

ways to create more openness, transparency, and trust at

the highest level of the State Department (see below).

Rusk began the meeting with a genuine plea for change

in individual behavior and the culture of the department.

He then introduced an assistant secretary of defense who

was the architect of the ‘programming, planning, and

budgeting’ system of management. Secretary McNamara

had used this concept to make the Defense Department

more efficient and effective. Rusk assured those in attend-

ance that if they thought these ideas were relevant to the

State Department, he would champion their plan with a

great deal of energy and enthusiasm.

12
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After the presentation was finished, the Secretary asked

for comments. There was silence. Secretary Rusk then

asked me to respond. I predicted that the State Depart-

ment officials would resist implementing such a program

because they would see it as threatening to their careers

(I describe these concerns in more detail below). Secretary

Rusk again asked others to give their reviews. Silence. Rusk

then asked one of our country’s most senior ambassadors

to respond, especially about the concerns that I had men-

tioned. The ambassador thought for a moment and then

he said, in effect, Mr Secretary, if you and the President ask

us to implement this new program, wewill do so. After the

session ended the ambassador came to me and said, in

effect, that he actually agreed with me and he would say

that to the Secretary at a meeting later. I asked why he did

not say so during the meeting. He replied doing so would

be inappropriate.

The next day the Secretary told me that he was sur-

prised that the ambassador did not speak up during the

meeting. After all, he had selected him to attend because

he thought the ambassador would be candid and honest.

I asked the Secretary if he had said that to the ambas-

sador. The Secretary responded, no, it would have been

inappropriate.

Rusk did not act consistently with the values that he

was espousing such as openness, transparency, and trust.

He selected the ambassador for candor and honesty, but

did not tell him so—nor did he express his disappoint-

ment with the ambassador. The ambassadors, who agreed

that these changes were of value and important, also did
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not act consistently with the ‘new values’ during the

session. At the time of Rusk’s initiative, I was working, as

I noted, with a dozen of the most senior foreign services

officers (assistant secretaries of state, and top ambassadors

including several career ministers). I found much evi-

dence that these men believed that a culture existed that

required them to cover up when dealing with issues that

could be upsetting and embarrassing to them or to the

State Department. For example, tape recordings of their

own private sessions (Argyris 1968) indicate that they

thought being open and transparent would be a recipe for

organizational suicide:

A. If I were to be very honest, I think that one reason I have

succeeded is that I have learned not to be open; not to be candid.

Suggesting that we should strive to be more open? That’s like

asking us to commit organizational suicide.

B. I agree with A. I have experienced situations where I sensed

the superior was not leveling. I figured that he was trying to set

up either a situation which would predispose me to his point of

view, or he was trying to set up a situation where only one

conclusion was possible.

C. And what did you say?

B. Not a darn thing—I let him continue.

F. Over the years, I developed a lot of evidence that my superior

wasn’t really leveling. It got so bad that one day I seriously

thought of resigning. But, I didn’t have the courage. I didn’t

ever tell him this.

B. Why not?

F. It would upset him.

14
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The ambassadors during their own seminars said that

they believed the objective was laudatory, but that it was

naı̈ve and would generate conflict and reinforce mistrust.

In their view, talking openly and making the norms trans-

parent would be ‘career threatening’. Thus, the partici-

pants believed that the openness, transparency, and trust

that the Secretary was requesting, would be seen as coun-

terproductive by the community. They also believed that

expressing their views would be inappropriate. By keeping

silent, they covered over this conflict.

The ambassadors and assistant secretaries of state

acknowledged that their distancing from the problem

would reinforce the difficulties. They also acknowledged

that this made effective change less likely. They reported

that they were in a double bind. If they acted to imple-

ment the new program, they would be participating in

career ‘suicide’ as well as opening up the State Department

to massive internal problems. If the President realized the

cover-up and undiscussability, it would prove to him and

to others outside the State Department that Foggy Bottom

was unchangeable. They also reported that they learned to

live with the double bind by denying they were experien-

cing it and denying that they were denying.

Under these conditions much important dialogue

goes underground. As a result a powerful circular loop is

created—a Trap. It takes the form of a process within the

Foreign Service culture that tends to coerce the partici-

pants to minimize interpersonal threat by minimizing

risk-taking, being open, and being forthright, as well as

minimizing their feelings of responsibility and their

15
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willingness to confront conflict openly. This, in turn,

tends to reinforce those who have decided to withdraw,

play it safe, not make waves, and to do both in their

behavior and their writing. Under these conditions people

soon learn that survival requires that they ‘check with

everyone’ and make sure to develop policies that upset

no one. And these actions and strategies are seen as

rational responses to a difficult situation. Those involved

are certainly not responsible for the situation, but its vic-

tims. And they are helpless to change things.

Traps are Universal

The State Department meeting was begun with a genuine

plea by the Secretary for an increasing degree of openness,

transparency, and trust to champion the entire effort. On

the surface the discussion was rational, thoughtful, and

diplomatic. Traps were activated by what was occurring

below the surface. For example, Rusk was concerned

about resistance. He developed tactics to strengthen his

position (e.g. by the invitation of the senior ambassadors

and myself stating my doubts). He did not mention his

feelings and fears or these tactics. He acted as if he was not

making his concerns undiscussable and their undiscussa-

bility undiscussable although he was doing that.

The ambassadors and senior officials also had concerns

and doubts. For example, a genuine implementation of

the policy being espoused would violate organizational

cultural norms as well as placing their careers in jeopardy.

16
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They made these issues undiscussable and their undiscus-

sability undiscussable and acted as if they were not doing

so. So much for openness, transparency, and trust.

But surely, the reader may protest, the State Department

is a unique organization; this sort of behavior must be

very unusual. But my research indicates otherwise: in

fact it is nearly universal. My colleagues and I have studied

the behavior of well over 10,000 individuals, of both

sexes. They include individuals with varying degrees of

education and wealth, people who work in private and

public organizations or as independent practitioners.

When facing difficult or potentially embarrassing situ-

ations, most of them acted in ways that created Traps

and most were skillfully unaware that this was the case.

We have visited many organizations whose leaders told

us that they practiced openness and honesty and that

organizational defensive routines were notable by their

absence. So far, we have found neither claim to be true.

We diagnose individuals’ theories in use by asking them

towrite cases (as explained inChapter 2), by observing their

responses to our cases, by observing and tape-recording the

participants in action, and by listening to tape recordings

they made when we were not present. The fact that we get

similar results when we use different diagnostic methods,

and in a variety of different contexts, strengthens our belief

that people get trapped in the same patterns of behavior

whenever they experience threatening or embarrassing

situations.

As we will see, people get trapped by using patterns of

behavior to protect themselves against threats to their

17
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self-esteem and confidence and to protect groups, inter-

groups, and organizations to which they belong against

fundamental, disruptive change. As human beings

become skillful in using this pattern of reasoning, they

develop a defensive reasoning mind-set that they use to

explain their actions and to design and implement future

actions. This happens in all sorts of organizations. Let’s

look at a fast-paced high technology company—far differ-

ent from the venerable State Department.

Intel Corporation

The second example is Andrew Grove’s leadership

actions during his tenure as Intel’s CEO. Grove believed

that it was important to hire bright individuals who

knew the technology and science that are relevant to

their tasks. They should have a lot of energy to work

hard and be dedicated to the governing values of Intel.

The individuals should have the courage of their convic-

tions. They should do what is right, not what they are

ordered to do.

Grove describes his leadership as managing individuals’

performance by focusing on the important details. He

rewards individuals’ performance by using strict, quanti-

tative procedures that are credible and transparent. The

focus should be on content and not style (Argyris 2004;

Grove 1996). His strategy for effective leadership includes

the following:

18
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1. Advocate your position clearly in the service of winning the

argument. Sell and persuade. Be detail-driven and expect

clear-cut choices. Nothing mushy like, ‘it seems that’ and

‘perhaps’.

2. If individuals get into an argument, listen in order to surface

any inconsistencies and gaps. Point them out and expect the

participants to resolve them or ‘I will’. Strive to synthesize the

views into a coherent whole.

3. Advocate your views in ways that minimize exposing your

own inconsistencies. If inconsistencies are surfaced by

others, explain them by saying, in effect, I am forced to this

because of others’ actions.

4. ‘Vectorize’ which means establish a direction, a point of

application, that is filled with energy and commitment.

5. Strive to educate others who appear to disagree. If education

does not work, then romance those who are not cooperative

and who delay progress.

6. Be demanding but fair. Subject all claims to test. Exclude

discussions of leadership styles because such discussions are

highly subjective and difficult to test.

Grove’s subordinates interpret his use of ‘hard power’ as

containing the following reasoning.

1. I know what I want them to do.

2. I will tell them directly and openly.

3. I will expect them to understand.

4. If they do not understand, I expect them to say so.

5. If they say that they do not understand I will repeat, explain,

and clarify my position.
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6. If they disagree, I will expect them to try to argue me out and

I will do the same. The basis for winning is rigorous reasoning

and not personal style.

7. If they do not comply, I will (a) give themmore time to think

‘constructively’, (b) argue with them, and (c) find ways to stop

the discussion until I generate new ideas to sell my position.

The dilemma that the subordinates face is that this

reasoning is part of Grove’s leadership style. Yet, he main-

tains that leadership style is not relevant and should not

be discussable. The subordinates have developed their

own strategies to deal with their dilemma. For example:

1. Sense Grove’s mood.

2. If he is confused he gets tough. He bulldozes everything in

his way. He tells anyone who is in his way to get lost––to get

out of the way.

3. Once he has made up his mind, it is difficult to change it. If

he does change his mind, he often does it without acknow-

ledging it.

4. Remember, Grove is unaware of his actions. Or, if he becomes

aware, he is likely to blame others.

5. Keep these rules in mind when you craft conversations with

him. Do so by acting as if you are not using these rules.

Effects of Unilateral Leadership

Grove’s acts in his unilateral leadership pattern are intri-

cately involved with the way he discusses the substantive

issues. As he behaves consistently with his belief that

20
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discussing style should be out of bounds, he also increases

the frustration of his subordinates. They, in turn, deal

with their frustration by developing strategies as to how

to deal with Grove. The subordinates’ reasoning for doing

so is that Grove has outlawed discussion of such matters.

The subordinates, in turn, cover up their strategies and

cover up this cover-up. All the players espouse openness

and transparency yet they act in ways that inhibit both

features and they cover up doing so.

Grove (1996: 90) describes the dynamics during discus-

sions when the ideas about the right direction of the

company split people. When the stakes are high, there

will be a growing ferocity, determination, and seriousness.

‘People will dig in. These divergent views will be held

equally strongly, almost like religious tenets. In a work-

place that used to function collegially and constructively,

holy wars will erupt, putting coworkers against cowork-

ers.’ Teamwork, motivating employees, became harder,

almost impossible Grove reflected on the interactions,

‘I was talking to people who didn’t want to hear me. As I

got more and more frustrated that people didn’t want to

hear what I couldn’t get myself to say, I grew more blunt

and more specific in my language.’ ‘So we debated end-

lessly’ (p. 90) and played weird games of trying to trap

each other. They were trying to make a decision between

two different and strongly held beliefs. ‘Rational discus-

sion was practically impossible’ (p. 91).

In the case of Intel, Grove openly espoused transpar-

ency and trust. He espoused that these features could be

created by individuals who were rigorous thinkers and
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had the courage of their convictions. He activated the

creation of Traps by espousing that effective personal

leadership styles were irrelevant. If some believed that

leadership styles were relevant, he openly insisted that

their views were wrong. Indeed, he excluded discussions

about interpersonal impact.

The subordinates believed that Grove’s leadership style

was inhibiting openness, transparency, and trust even in

technical and business issues. They activated Traps by

defining rules that would minimize their frustrations as

well as endanger their career.

ThusGrove champions openness, transparency, and trust

in technical and business issues. He outlaws the discussion

of interpersonal styles. Grove is consistently open on his

position. He crafts rules that make it dangerous for the

subordinates to express their feelings and views. The subor-

dinates adapt by creating their own ‘survival rules’. They too

make their rules undiscussable in public. They also drive the

undiscussability underground and act as if they do not.

The Perniciousness of Traps

These examples and the others spread throughout this

book show that, almost uniformly, we deal with difficult

situations by not dealing with them. We find ways to

pretend to engage and in fact manage to avoid engaging

and keep what we are doing hidden from ourselves. At the

State Department, the top personnel gave lip service to

the new program, but did nothing. Secretary Rusk didn’t
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follow up or challenge people to live up to their words

promising action. At Intel, when the stakes were high and

decisions urgent, teamwork ground to a halt. People dug

in and decisions didn’t get made.

The participants in both cases acted in ways that acti-

vated Traps. They said that they did so not to embarrass or

make others defensive. The intention was to show respect

and concern for others.

In both cases the Trap behavior became self-reinforcing

and self-sealing. Behavior is self-fueling or self-reinforcing

in that the actions taken reinforce the defenses that

caused the problems in the first place. For example,

behavior that leads to covering up problems leads to

more cover-ups—and sometimes ever more elaborate

cover-ups to guard against the cover-ups being exposed.

In other words, when we cover up, that fact itself must be

covered up. The cover-up process is self-fueling. (Lying is

also self-fueling: ‘Oh what tangled webs we weave when

first we practice to deceive.’)

Behavior is self-sealing when it only permits behavior

that accords with pre-existing assumptions. At the State

Department, high officials kept silent, explicitly refusing

to test whether openness and honesty could improve

things. Thus, the view that honesty would be career sui-

cide was sealed off from rational exploration. At Intel,

Grove wouldn’t permit discussions of leadership style,

thus sealing off his belief that style was irrelevant from

any sort of challenge or criticism.

In both cases the participants denied personal respon-

sibility for their actions. They acted as they did because of
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the behavioral system that was out of their control.

They were victims, they were helpless. Traps can last for

many years even if attempts are made to reduce them.

They will appear unchangeable until the participants

decide enough is enough.

The processes to begin to reduce Traps will become acti-

vated if the participants focus on their personal responsi-

bility in creating the Traps and examine the validity of their

claim that they are helpless victims. Genuine change will

begin only if the participants come to see the validity of the

insight asserted by a sage: we saw the enemy and it is us.

Should the reader still feel the cases discussed here are

exceptional, in the next chapter I will present more

detailed examples of the sort of behavior that creates

Traps, showing how ubiquitous it truly is.
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2

Actions that Trap us

Let us now look in close detail at how people behave in

ways that entrap them, by presenting cases in which

people, using their own words, describe their actions in

confronting a problem and what they were thinking

and feeling at the time. No doubt, readers will recog-

nize situations that resemble ones they themselves

have experienced. In fact, the patterns of behavior

shown in this chapter are so ubiquitous every reader

should recognize himself or herself in one or more of

the cases.

Comparing a person’s public actions with his or her

private thoughts can be quite revealing. The method

that we have used to do this is quite straightforward, and

is called the left-hand–right-hand case method.
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The Left-Hand–Right-Hand Case Method

We have developed a relatively simple case method that is

easy to implement and not time-consuming. The case

method makes it easy to describe the behaviors used by

someone during an encounter with another person. The

case method does not require that the description be a

perfect recollection.

This case method has been used effectively (by a con-

servative guess) with over 10,000 individuals representing

varying degrees of categories such as gender, race, age (12

years above), education, wealth, roles in organizations (of

all types), from the lowest to the highest levels (where ‘all

types’ includes governmental, voluntary, families, com-

munities, religious groups) during the past three decades.

The case is relatively easy to complete: it usually requires

about a half hour.

The case method asks the individuals to describe an

incident that he or she believes is important to improve

his or her effectiveness and the organizations’ effective-

ness. The individuals are asked to reflect on any

thoughts and feelings they had while producing what

they said and did not express openly. This helps to iden-

tify self-censoring processes that are being used. They

help to complete pictures of what is going on when the

individuals are planning their actions and then carrying

them out.

Below I present the actual instructions used to

explain to people how to write a left-hand–right-hand

case.
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Directions for Completing the Left-Hand–

Right-Hand Case

First, in a sentenceor two identify aproblemthat youbelieve

is crucial and that youwould like to solve inmoreproductive

ways than you have hitherto been able to produce.

Second, assume that you are free to interact with the

individuals involved in the problem in ways that you

believe are necessary if progress is to be made. What

would you say or do with the individuals involved in

ways that you believe would begin to lead to progress.

Write a paragraph or two.

Third, assume that such an opportunity did arise. How

did you act? Or, if the situation has not yet arisen, describe

how you would act.

Fourth, divide your paper into two columns. In the

right hand column write what you said (or would say if

the session is in the future). Write the conversation in the

form of a play. For example, you might begin by saying,

‘Thanks for taking the time. This is an important meeting

for me (and I believe) the organization.’

Next, write how the other person (or persons)

responded. It too should be in the form of what they

actually said. For example, ‘It is always a pleasure to get

together with you to solve important problems.’ Again, if

the meeting has yet to occur write what you think they

might say. Do not worry about whether your recollections

or predictions are perfectly correct. The key criteria are that

you believe thatwhat youhavewritten is close towhat you

recollect happened or what you predict is likely to happen.
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In the left-hand column write whatever feelings and

thoughts you had while you were speaking that you did

not express. You do not have to explain why you did not

make the feelings and thoughts public.

Continue writing the case for about two double-spaced

pages (or more if you wish). When you finish, read the

case to make sure that you wish to base your learning on

what you have written. Next, if you are doing the exercise

alone, place it in a drawer and return to it in a few days.

The same directions apply if you are conducting this

experiment with several others.

There are two purposes for using the case method to be

described. The first is to understand, explain, and connect

your actions with the effective implementation of your

intended consequences. The second purpose is to show

how the case method can be used to test empirically the

predictions that you make.

After you have finished the discussion of your case with

the others, we will examine what was said and done in

order to assess the validity and generalizability of what

you wrote before the session, and how you acted during

and after the session(s).

A Preliminary View of the Cases

Case 1 shows how a dialogue between a superior and a

subordinate is dominated by defensive reasoning that

results in focusing on an issue that is highly technical.

On the surface, the two parties argue about technical
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details, but the superior’s left-hand column shows that the

superior’s concerns really have little to do with the tech-

nical aspects of the case.

In Case 2 I describe how it is possible to use the case

method to help individuals realize, in a relatively large

group and with limited time, that they actually inhibited

the learning that they were trying to create. Moreover

they realized how unaware they were that they were cre-

ating the negative consequences.

Case 3 was used in class where there was time to discuss

the cases in more detail because the members were

assigned to smaller groups. Philip wrote a case that depicts

how he advocated a position against Steve, evaluating

Steve’s actions negatively, and making attributions about

Steve’s intention. The case ends badly for Philip, but he

does not reflect on how he himself contributed to the

negative outcome or what hemight have done differently.

The presentation ends with suggestions as to how Philip

could have made his dialogue more effective.

Case 4 illustrates one of the most common strategies we

have found that people use when they have to talk about

negative issues such as evaluating poor performance.

They ease in. When delivering negative evaluations,

people ease in and justify doing so in the name of concern

and caring, cover up their true feelings, and act as if they

are not doing so.

Case 5 illustrates how a diagnosis can be made of the

interactions between a CEO, a CIO, and the latter’s sub-

ordinates. The conversation was hot and the IT profes-

sionals failed to convince the CEO of their position.
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The case ends with examples of the sort of actions and

productive reasoning that might have helped.

Case 6 shows how a class of advanced MBA students

advocated for their position without offering evidence.

Rather than offering evidence, they simply emphasized

their personal conviction that their position was correct

and refused to budge.

Case 1: Submerging the Primary Issue

A superior (S) wrote a case about his relationship with a

subordinate (O) regarding the latter’s inadequate perform-

ance around certain information management systems.

The case illustrates that S’s doubt about O’s performance

is driven by S’s belief that O avoids taking responsibility

to solve the technical problems. First, let us describe the

case that S submitted before he arrived at the seminar

(see Table 2.1).

In reading the right-hand column, the dialogue appears

to be about the delays around the compiler and debugger.

The performance of both machines and their interaction

is specifiable in technical terms, namely, in terms related

to the domain of computer and information technology.

Indeed, the disagreement between S and O, as it appears

in the right-hand column, is crafted primarily in terms of

technical issues.

Let us now expand our view. S wrote that he was frus-

trated with O’s performance. S doubted O’s explanation

for delay, namely, that the debugger could not be tested
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Table 2.1. S’s case

Thoughts and feelings Actual conversation

I am concerned (angry) about
what is a continual problem.

S: We need to find ways to have
your group deliver part of the
product on time.

O: It is simple. We cannot test our
de-bugger until the compiler
has finished all its testing.

I sense that he is avoiding
responsibility for the
problem.

S: Are there any tests that can be run
before the compiler is ready?

My feeling is that the group
should accept responsibility.

O: There are limited tests that can be
run but the cause of the most
difficulties is in the compiler/
debugger interaction.

S: But is it possible to capture
correct compiler output and
run your tests against that?

I again see the avoidance. I
want to lead him toward a
solution where he can take
responsibility.

O: Sure, we could do that, but it would
not catch where the compiler has
changed. Besides it would also take
more disk space. It is simple: we are
dependent on the compiler.

I feel that he cannot concede
the point and will move to
other issues as an escape.

S: First of all, disks are cheap. If you
need more space, we can get it.
Second there are other compon-
ents that interact with the compiler
that do not have the same prob-
lems with delivering.

I begin to feel frustration. I’m
canceling out the additional
excuses.

O: The other components do not
interact as closely. Look at the last
release. The compiler added new
features, and we did not find out
until the end.

I am led in another direction.
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until the compiler finished testing. This claim could have

been tested because the technical theories involved

specify the performance features of each machine and

their interrelationships. But this technical test was not

requested or required by S.

One reason that S did not force such a test was that

he believed that the important issue was that O and his

group were avoiding their responsibility. S was faced

with a leadership and group-performance issue. This

claim is illustrated by the left-hand column comments.

Yet the case suggests that S acted in ways that suppressed

the primacy of the interpersonal–organizational defensive

issues. He appeared to hope that by making the technical

issues primary he could, through appropriate questioning,

eventually surface the leadership and group-performance

issues. S’s strategy was, therefore, to make secondary what

he believed was primary and to cover up that he was using

such a strategy.

O, on the other hand, crafted his conversation to deal

with the technical issues. He was able to distance himself

from the interpersonal–organizational dimension that

upset S. This resulted in a counterproductive dialogue.

S began by noting that disks were cheap (technical). If

S provided more space (technical), and since other com-

ponents interact with the compiler (technical), then the

technical problems could be resolved. O found reasons

why S’s technically based solution was inadequate. S saw

O’s emphasis on technical issues as further evidence that

O was acting irresponsibly. O could argue that he was
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doing so because he had not been told of S’s view of O’s

irresponsibility.

The case illustrates that S acted in ways that drove the

human problems underground (left-hand column) in

order to minimize making O defensive. S covered up his

real concerns by focusing only on the technical issues,

and never engaged O about his unhappiness over O’s

avoiding responsibility. O, in his responses, remained at

the technical level and appeared to be designedly sidestep-

ping and acting as if this were not the case.

Each individual in crafting his arguments focuses exclu-

sively on technical issues (compiler/debugger interaction)

and states them forthrightly. Each has little choice but to

be forthright in this respect, because it is hard to distort

technical features based on publicly documented infor-

mation without giving the other party the opportunity

to falsify the claim.

Thus, S also crafted his conversation in ways that cover

up his feelings and acts as if he is not doing so. The

difficulty with this strategy is that it makes it easy for O

to remain at the technical level and sidestep issues of

personal responsibility.

We have a conversation, therefore, that is unlikely to

resolve the problem that S believes is crucial (O’s avoiding

responsibility). If O is sidestepping because he believes

that S’s requests are unfair then that problem will also

not be solved. S and O can end the conversation by pri-

vately attributing negative evaluations to the other party,

each feeling that he is dealing with a difficult individual.
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What result from such a conversation are the self-fulfilling

prophecies that are characteristic of Traps. Indeed, as we

will see, this sort of behavior is endemic to Traps.

Case 2: Closed to Learning

This case is based on a seminar I held with a group of

financial executives. The focus of the seminar was on new

concepts of procedures used in strategic cost management

and on the human problems likely to arise when such

concepts and procedures are implemented in organiza-

tional settings.

We were not able to discuss all the cases the financial

executives wrote because there was not enough time dur-

ing the week-long seminar. At the outset, the faculty

member used the full set of cases as a vehicle to provide

the entire group with an overall picture of the underlying

action strategies they used. Three lists were developed.

List 1 contained examples of comments quoted verbatim

from the ‘left-hand columns’.

List 1

1. Don’t let these guys upset you.

2. Say something positive.

3. This is not going well. Wrap it up and wait for another

chance.

4. Remain calm. Stick to the facts.

5. He is clearly defensive.

6. He’s playing hardball because he is afraid of losing power.
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7. She is over blowing the systems issue to avoid having to

change.

8. He is baiting me now.

9. Will he ever be able to change.

10. This guy is unbelievable. He will never change.

11. You are nowhere as good as you think you are.

12. The trouble with you is that you do not really understand

accounting as a managerial function.

The classroom session began with the executives (all of

whom had written cases) reading List 1. After a few min-

utes, the faculty member asked them to describe their

reactions to the list. He asked, ‘What does this list tell

you about the individuals who wrote the comments?

What inferences do you make as to what is going on?’

The executives responded easily and quickly. Eight

examples of their comments, taken from the transcript,

were as follows (List 2).

List 2

1. They were opinionated.

2. They talk as if they are right.

3. They are frustrated and angry.

4. They are entrenched.

5. They are avoiding conflict.

6. They are not listening.

7. They are fearful.

8. They exhibit lack of empathy.

The faculty member wrote these responses on the board.

He then asked the participants to reflect on the nature of
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these comments. The executives responded that their

responses indicated an overall negative reaction. The

comments were primarily negative evaluations (‘They were

opinionated/entrenched’) and attributions of defenses

in others (‘They are avoiding conflict/not listening’).

Moreover, the class comments indicated that the execu-

tives thought the writers of List 1 (whom they knew to be

themselves) appeared closed to learning.

The faculty member helped the executives to identify

the following general patterns.

• Evaluations and attributions are made in ways that do not

encourage testing. The writers appear to act as if their diagno-

sis is valid and does not require testing.

• The writers appear closed to learning or, at least, they see learn-

ing as unnecessary. Yet all of them attended the seminar and

wrote the casewith the expressed purpose of learninghow to be

more effective in dealing with the human side of enterprise.

The class comments on List 1 led to reflection on a differ-

ent issue. One executive said that what surprised her

was the negativeness of the first list. She recognized her

comment in List 1 and it, too, was negative. Yet, she

added, she was certain that her intent was to be positive.

She was unaware of the discrepancy and unable to say

how she created it (skilled unawareness and skilled

incompetence).

The faculty member then asked the executives to ana-

lyze List 2, their comments about List 1, as he had written

them on the board. The executives responded that these

comments too were negative. They were evaluations and
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attributions crafted in ways that did not encourage

inquiry. This also surprised them.

Here we find another predictable pattern:

• There appears to be systematic discrepancy between the

writers’ expressed aspirations to learn and help others to learn

and their actual behavior, which is largely counterproductive

for learning.

• Individuals are systematically unaware of the ways in which

they produce their unawareness.

The faculty member then said that the dialogue so far

illustrated some of the main findings that had been

obtained worldwide from nearly (at that time) 6,000 indi-

viduals of both sexes, ranging widely in majority or

minority status, education, wealth, and organizational

rank. What the class participants were experiencing was

not unique. It seems that individuals throughout the

world deal with difficult, embarrassing, and threatening

issues in a similar manner. For example, they make evalu-

ations and attributions that are crafted in ways that do not

encourage learning. They are predisposed to be unaware

of the discrepancies they produce, such as aspiring to be

positive yet being negative.

Case 3: Competing Models

In presenting this case, I quote heavily from Martin’s

book, The Opposable Mind (2007). The author of the case

is an MBA student identified as Philip. He writes:
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Immediately after graduating with my undergraduate degree I

started up a small internet company with two friends who were

in similar situations. The time of the following encounter was a

little over one year after we started the company. We had done

well, in the sense that the company made enough money for us

all to live on. However, we all felt as though the company had

stagnated over the past few months, that our initial momentum

to ‘be wildly successful’ had given way to running the company

merely to meet our lifestyle needs, which were very modest.

We attributed this stagnation to the fact thatwehadn’t formally

divided up ownership of the company. It was registered as sole

proprietorship in the name of Steve, one of the three of us. With

the company being his sole personal liability, he was unwilling to

take the kinds of risky/big moves that Keith and I were interested

in taking to grow the company. Conversely, while Keith and I had

worked very hard initially to build a foundation for the company,

wewerenowunwilling to ‘give our all’ to the company, bringing it

to the next level, before we knew that we were going to have an

equal stake in any success we might help create.

The purpose of the encounter was to establish the ownership

percentages of the company so that we could go forward with it.

What I Wanted to Accomplish and How I Hoped to Do So

I recognized that Steve was a phenomenally talented guy who

took the initial step to found the company, and as a result he

could be ‘first among equals’ once ownership shares were for-

mally established. However, I saw the company essentially as a

venture of equals and I wanted the ownership shares to reflect

this––say, 40/30/30 for Steve, Keith and I (or at least something

very close to this).
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I hoped to achieve this outcome by explaining my reasoning

and viewpoint along these lines. I thought that skills and time

commitment to date of all three of us was prima facie evidence

that we all essentially were equals, and that unless we codified

this the company couldn’t move forward.

Table 2.2 outlines the way the meeting went.

Within a month after this meeting [Philip continued], I had

accepted a job in a large IT company. Steve and Keith continued

the internet consulting business. Keith left about a year after I

did. Steve shut down the business three years later when he

went to business school for anMBA. In all that time the business

didn’t ‘grow’ in the sense that we originally discussed, though

ultimately Steve made a good living from it, alone, before going

back to school.

My concern is this: while I don’t generally expect anything

from people other than self-interest, is there any way that I

could have approached this situation to have ‘helped’ the

other people involved to appreciate that my position was prob-

ably the course of ‘enlightened self-interest?’ After all, while

Steve ‘won’ (or at least kept) 100% control, 100% of not much

is still not much. What could I do in the face of this way of

thinking? Or am I thinking about this all wrong even now?

It is easy to see how Philip could come away from the

original interaction reinforced in his antipathy toward

clash; reinforced in the belief that there is little hope for

constructive resolution in the face of clashing models.

According to Philip, Steve ‘won’ and he asked plaintively

and largely rhetorically: ‘what could I do in the face of this

way of thinking?’
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Table 2.2. Philip’s case

What I thought and felt but
did not say

What we actually said and did

Me: I guess the fundamental questions
we have to address is which model
of equity division are we going to
approach: one where there is a
distinct difference between one of
us versus the other two, or one
where we’re all generally equal, but
with variations that reflect different
skills or other contributions.

Steve, yes you’re talented, but
get a hold of yourself---you’re
not that much more talented.
Besides, I’m the one who held
this company together while
you finished your last year of
school.

Steve: I feel as thoughmy contributions
to date warrant a fundamentally
different level of control from the
two of you. Also, as it stands right
now, I have 100% control over the
company. Why on earth would I
move myself from the current
situation, where I have control, to
one where I don’t? What if the two
of you decide to gang up on me?

Me: As far as your observation
regarding relative contribution to
date goes, I disagree. I think we’ve
all given a hell of a lot to the com-
pany, with no one of us head and
shoulders above the others.
Regarding your observation about
giving up control, put yourself in our
shoes---that is the situation that
Keith and I are in right now, only
worse! It only takes one of you to
‘gang up’ on the two of us.

You always have felt as though
you’re some kind of ‘special
case’ haven’t you? I knew you
were a control freak, but now
I’m beginning to see how
much of one you are.

Steve: I am unmoved by your
arguments. Since I’m the boss
currently, my own opinion
regarding worthiness wins. And
whatever reasons you and Keith had
for accepting the current situation
are your own, and I don’t feel as
though they apply to me.
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Table 2.2. (Continued)

What I thought and felt but
did not say

What we actually said and did

Me: While I can’t speak for Keith, I can
say that the reason why I’ve been
willing for you to be 100% to date
has been that up until now, it
really hasn’t been an issue of much
practical importance. We’re on
the cusp of growing the company,
taking on much more risk and hope-
fully getting much more reward than
has been the case in the past. If
there’s big reward to be had, I want
my share. But I think the fundamen-
tal issue is what is going to happen
next for this company. I feel my tal-
ents are needed for this company to
move to the next level, and I don’t
plan on giving them away without
getting a level of equity acceptable
to me as a result.

Steve, you moron! Do you
really think that? Is this just a
negotiation ploy, or has your
ego detached you that much
from reality?

Steve: I disagree---I think this company
can grow without the kind of equity
division that you describe, one
where I lose control.

Keith, you moron! Don’t you
realize that I am fighting for
you too?

Keith: I think it is clear now that
Steve isn’t going to move from his
position. That’s OK with me. If that’s
the way he wants to play it, then
that’s the way it will be.

Oh I get it. You’re just being
a weasel because you’re
worried about paying your
rent next month. You got no
balls!

Me: With this outcome, I don’t believe
that this company has a long-term
future, and so I have to look for my
own best interest to see if something
else out there is going to work out
better for me.
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Martin answers: try something other than pure advocacy

in the face of an opposing model. We help the participants

notice that, other than a pair of rhetorical questions by

Steve (Why on earth would Imovemyself from the current

situation, where I have control, to onewhere I don’t?What

if the two of you decide to gang up onme?), neither Philip

nor Steve inquires into the perspective of the other. Each

repeatedly advocates the merits of his own model and

shows little or no interest in the logic of the opposing

model. Even Keith advocates (implicitly) that Steve is

wrong: but that since Steve isn’t going to change his pos-

ition, Keith is OK with it.

Both Philip and Steve focus on advocating their own

points of view. Each goes to lengths to advocate his model

vigorously and thoroughly. Both see their primary task as

explaining enough of their model so that the other can

understand it and thereby accept it. When the accepting

part doesn’t seem to happen, each advocates more force-

fully or refutes what they understand to be the other’s

model. They signal to one another that each is completely

uninterested in the other’s model.

The participants also become progressively angrier. From

Philip’s comments inhis ‘left-side’ commentary,we see him

going fromseeing Steve as a ‘talent’ to being a ‘control freak’

to being a ‘moron’ in the space of several minutes. The

anger seeps over to the ‘right side’ in more inflammatory

language (‘I don’t plan on giving them away’) and more

extreme positions (‘so I have to look to my own best inter-

ests’). Advocacy fuels the responses that fuel the anger

which fuels more advocacy and more anger and so on.
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Neither learns much about the other model and par-

ticularly the thinking behind the model through the

advocacy of each. Without significant learning about the

other model, it is very difficult for either party to come up

with a creative resolution. A creative resolution requires

more features to become salient and/or more/different

causal relationships to become apparent. A creative reso-

lution requires assertive inquiry. The conversation could

have gone much differently if, after Philip’s first advocacy,

Steve had responded with ‘I understand that you feel that

your share of economic return of the business is too low. I

was curious whether you had given any thought to the

issue of managerial control? Do you also feel that you

have too little managerial control or is your issue primar-

ily in economic stake?’ Or if after Steve’s existing first

advocacy, Philip had responded: ‘I understand that man-

agerial control is important to you. I have two questions.

First, are you agreeing that my stake in the economic

return is too low or am Imisinterpreting you? And second,

could you tell memore about your concerns about sharing

control with Keith and me?’ Both responses combine

an advocacy––one that is based on a restatement of the

other’s point––with an inquiry––an assertive inquiry into

the details and thinking behind the opposing model.

This alternative inquiry produces several valuable side-

effects. First, it opens up a cornucopia of new salient data

and causality regarding the opposing model that can be

mined for creative resolutions. Second, it convinces the

other person that you genuinely care about the views that

produced their model, even though it opposes yours. And
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third, this tends to cause the other person to inquire into

yourmodel, which gives them ideas on creative resolution

as well.

And frankly, in this case, the creative resolution isn’t far

from the surface. Philip focuses on increasing his eco-

nomic payoff and Steve focuses on not losing managerial

control. These concepts actually aren’t particularly in fun-

damental opposition. A dual-class share structure with

Steve maintaining 51 percent voting control and Philip

gaining a substantial economic interest (with dispropor-

tionately less voting control) would seem a relatively

straightforward resolution if both weren’t so focused on

the logic of their own model.

Case 4: Easing In

One of the most frequent strategies individuals use when

they are trying to tell the other of her or his inadequate

performance is to ease in. I should like to illustrate an

easing in case by borrowing heavily from one written by

Manzoni and Barsoux (2002). The boss in this case used

an easing in strategy to avoid making the other individual

defensive.

In an attempt to avoid the threat associated with such

head-on, possibly escalating, confrontations, many bosses

choose ease in to approach the interaction less forcefully.

Rather than stating upfront their unilateral evaluation of

the other’s problem, they try to finesse the issue by lead-

ing the subordinates to reach the ‘right’ conclusion alone.
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This tactic, called ‘easing in’, was chosen by an executive

who had a difficult piece of news to communicate to one

of his subordinates.

The strategy of easing in allows the principal actor to

demonstrate concern and caring. He and all others who

ease in create a situation where caring and concern means

covering up one’s true views and acting as if he or she is

not doing so. Not surprisingly, the other also covers up his

true feelings and acts as if he is not doing so. The result is

ineffective learning and the taking of responsibility away

from the employee.

Framing by the boss

Here is how the boss presented the situation:

As chairman of the company’s committee for product develop-

ment, I had to ask one of the members to leave the committee,

as she did not contribute satisfactorily to the committee’s work.

In her daily job this manager reports to me, so we talk often. She

performs very well in her daily job as manager of a small group,

so the reason for poor performance on the committee could

easily be too much work. I do not think she will like this con-

versation as the conclusion will be that she must leave the

committee and lose status, which is of greater importance to

her than many other people.

Easing in is a risky strategy. The first risk of easing in is

that it relies on the subordinate to be willing to provide

the ‘right answers’. If he fails to do so, it may be difficult

to rescue the conversation before the relationship gets
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Table 2.3. The boss’s case

Thoughts and feelings Dialogue

I will make her feel that her daily
job is important and that she
is too busy to participate in
the committee.

Boss: Are all deadlines met? And how
are you and your group?

Sub: We have met all deadlines except
one, which was caused by a break-
down in our equipment. It is not easy
but I think that we are all working very
hard, and I must admit that I am very
tired in the evening when I go home.

I will make her see her role in
the product development
committee.

Boss:Doyou feel that you are sometimes
wasting time when we have product
development committee meetings?

Sub: Yes. Sometimes I cannot see the
connection between the points
being discussed and my part in it.

I must make her understand that
she is doing OK in respect to
her daily job, but that she does
not contribute to the group
process in the product
development committee.

Boss: I also feel that you sometimes are
a bit absent-minded and do not get
involved in the process. Maybe
because your thoughts are with your
daily job.

Sub: Yes, that is true.

Now is time to launch the bad
news, when she has just
acknowledged the small size
of her own contribution.

I do notwant her to push back on
this, so I will not ask for alter-
native solutions. I will present
the one solution that I want.

Boss: Could it be of benefit to you and
the group if you were no longer a
permanent member of the
committee, but were invited
when your expertise was required?

Sub: Yes, that could be a solution if at the
same time I get a copy of the agenda
and the minutes from the meeting.

Shemust not lose toomuch status
or enthusiasm in her daily job,
so I will let her have the copies.

Boss: of course, you will get the copies.
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damaged. In this case (see Table 2.3) assume for example

that the subordinate answers the boss’s second question

(‘do you feel that you are sometimes wasting time when

we have meetings of the product development commit-

tee?’) by saying, ‘No, I think these are great meetings and I

love to watch you chair them; I learn a lot.’ The second

risk is that a boss who eases in and pretends not to do so is

essentially covering up. The boss is representing herself as

open-minded but in fact has already made up her mind.

The problem is that we have all sat in front of bosses who

tried to ease us into a decision they had already made, and

we generally found out somewhere along the way that we

are not in a real ‘discussion’. And if we didn’t find out on

the spot, we found out later. In most cases, we understood

that the boss was being disingenuous with us.

If subordinates catch their boss being insincere, they are

likely to spend more time asking themselves what else the

boss is keeping up her sleeve. At the very least, they will not

get a sense of self-determination and relatedness from the

interaction. Their boss is treating them like a pawn, leaving

them the alternative of playing along or resisting and pro-

voking a confrontation. Our view is that, other things being

equal, easing in is abad idea for aboss, especially if youknow

ahead of time that you are almost certain to get caught!

Overall, the boss framed the issue narrowly: ‘Let’s get

her off the committee with minimum breakage.’ This

framing almost dictated the choice of tactic: ‘This is

going to be pretty tricky, so I’d better control the discus-

sion pretty tightly.’ The boss could instead have framed

the interaction loosely: ‘I have this great subordinate who
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doesn’t say much on the committee, her career plans, and

how committee membership fits in them.’ This framing

would have been much less threatening for the boss and

would not have required a unilateral approach designed

to maintain control over the interaction and ‘win’.

Case 5: The CIO and the IT Group

The chief information officer (CIO) of a large electronics

firm was told by the CEO, his superior, that an important

organizational problem existed and had to be corrected.

The problem was that the Information Technology (IT)

group was too large and too expensive. Moreover, its ser-

vice to the line organization was inadequate.

The CEO reminded the CIO that this was not the first

time he had spoken of this problem. He was becoming

impatient. He warned that if costs did not go down and if

the quality and efficiency of service did not become better,

he would be forced to take drastic action that could

include finding a new CIO. The CIO called a meeting of

his immediate reports to take corrective action.

CIO and his immediate reports

The CIO opened by telling his subordinates that he had

received a ‘read-our-lips’ order from line management:

cooperation was non-existent, and the information pro-

fessionals were providing minimal value added, despite

higher budgets. He then said, ‘I want to discuss with you
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our ability to react to users’ needs and the facts that we are

always having difficulties with line management. They

are, after all, our customers. We must be concerned

aboutmeeting their needs.’ The information professionals

responded as follows:

• We are concerned about their needs. The big trouble is that

they do not know what they want.

• When they do (knowwhat they want), they have no idea how

long it will take to provide them with high-quality services.

They want everything yesterday.

• We have ‘had it up to here’ with line management’s com-

plaints. The problem would be easily solved if the line gave

us the people and resources we truly need.

The CIO expressed empathy with their frustration and

anger and he suggested that they might begin to turn

things around by developing ‘a credible plan to respond

to (customer) needs’. The professionals responded in the

following way:

• There is no sense in planning; our users don’t plan. Anyway,

we are convinced that just about the time we think we are on

top of things, they will make more demands and complain

about what we are failing to do.

The CIO replied:

But since we do not have a solid plan, we cannot review the way

we are managing our resources . . . As I see it, we have two

choices. The first is to do what we are doing––and I believe

that will be disastrous. The second is to break out of this mold

and change the way we do business.
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Members of the group countered by arguing that there

was no way to change line management. As one said, ‘If

you want to try, good luck.’ The CIO replied, ‘If planning

isn’t the way to go, how do you propose to solve the

problem?’

The direct reports responded with increasing emotion.

They said in effect,

1. The problem is not solvable because line management makes

impossible requests.

2. The information professionals are already killing themselves.

‘That’s why the good people are leaving’, said one indi-

vidual. ‘I agree’, said another, adding, ‘It is not fixable.’

Virtually at the end of his patience, the CIO explained:

‘We have to fix it because we have no choice! Otherwise

we are not responsible.’

What is going on here? Clearly the information tech-

nology professionals are expressing frustration with and

mistrust of the line executives, as well as their own super-

ior. Their conversation is crafted in a way that makes a

dialogue difficult. For example, they advocate their posi-

tions and make evaluations and attributions about line

management in ways that do not encourage inquiry or

testing. These are examples of their unillustrated, untest-

able evaluations and attributions about linemanagement:

• Line does not know what they want.

• Line makes demands with unrealistic deadlines.

• If we meet their demands, they will follow up with more

unrealistic demands.
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• The problems are unfixable because of line management’s

recalcitrance.

The CIO’s reaction

The CIOwanted to get the subordinates to be cooperative,

and he also wanted to minimize the likelihood that they

would see him as unfair and judgmental. Unlike his sub-

ordinates, he censored his evaluations and attributions

and acted as if this were not the case. Asked to write

out his private thoughts and feelings, he offered the

following:

• These guys act like a bunch of babies.

• They do not realize how insensitive and opinionated they are.

• Sometimes I feel that I should read the riot act to them.

They’ve got to wise up or all of us will lose.

When asked what led him not to make these thoughts

and feelings public, he looked astonished, ‘If I said

these feelings and thoughts, all I would have done

was add fuel to the fire.’ He was correct. His private

thoughts and feelings were crafted in the same counter-

productive manner as were his and his subordinates’

public conversation.

The use of self-induced censorship in order to create

conditions for dialogue is rarely successful. For example,

when some of the professionals were asked if they had

any idea of their bosses’ private thoughts, they responded

with words that were almost identical to the ones the
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CIO used.When they were asked what led them not to say

so, they responded with the same look of astonishment.

‘Are you kidding’, said one of them, ‘that would make

things worse.’

Reflecting on the action of the CIO and his

immediate reports

The CIO decided to begin the meeting with a ‘take charge’

attitude. He told his group about negative evaluations by

the top, and warned them that the time had come for

corrective action. He then requested a constructive dia-

logue about what could be done to correct the situation.

The subordinates also had their own ‘take charge’ attitude.

They bypassed the CIO’s request, arguing that the prob-

lems were caused by top management.

The CIO responded in two ways. First, he avoided pub-

licly expressing his negative feelings, fearing that doing so

could make the situation worse. I would agree. If he were

to make public his negative evaluations and attributions,

he would be likely to activate the same kind of defensive-

ness that his subordinates’ negative evaluations and attri-

butions had activated in him. The very way he framed his

private thoughts and feelings was counterproductive to

learning. The irony was that his private thoughts were

consistent with the views of the CEO. For example, both

saw the IT professionals as uncooperative and acting

childishly.

Thus the first action strategy the CIO used in the name

of producing a positive dialogue increased the amount of
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information that was withheld, suppressed his personal

feelings, bypassed the feelings of his subordinates, and

acted as if he was not doing so.

The second way the CIO responded was to take a

rational approach to the problem. He asked the group to

develop a credible plan to respond to the need of line

management. The subordinates rejected this suggestion

on grounds that it was irrational: the line managers did

not know how to plan, were not likely to be satisfied with

a sound plan, and would only escalate their demands and

criticisms.

So far, all three levels of participants seem to have

the same strategy. All believe that they should take

charge and warn others that their actions are not

acceptable. This activates a barrage of evaluations and

attributions on all sides, crafted in ways that do not

encourage learning. For example, the subordinates

evaluate the line as unable to plan and attribute to

them the intention of making life difficult for the IT

group. The CIO privately felt the same about the IT

group but decided that in order to have a constructive

discussion he should remain rational and focus on

developing new plans. Again, he appears to be strug-

gling to remain at the rational level of planning, sup-

pressing his private thoughts and feelings, in order

to avoid provoking emotional responses that he sees

as unconstructive.

The result of all this was direct and straightforward:

it protected the status quo, at least for the short run.

No one in the IT group would have to try new behavior.
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Case 6: Advanced MBAs

A group of second year MBAs tackled a case about

work compensation. The instructor asked Mary to

begin the discussion. Mary began by stating that she

was against group bonus plans and in favor of individual

incentive plans. Examples of statements that Mary made

include:

I recommend that we abolish group bonus plans. I don’t like

them. We cannot produce enough (using group plans).

Group incentives are unfair. They encourage malingering. I

want to get rid of them.

The employees do not understand the cost accounting behind

incentive plans. (They do not really understand what is in their

best interest!)

The instructor asked Mary how she would implement her

views with the union leaders. Mary replied:

I am confident that (my plan) will give the workers incentives to

work harder.

I’ll call in the union leaders to see what they think. I would get

their support for my views.

They’ll like what I have to say because they will realize that they

will make more money. I fully believe that (my plan will give

them what they want).

The instructor asked Mary to reflect on how the union

leaders would react to what she just said. Mary responded

that she would be ‘careful’ in how she talked with the

leaders. She realized that they may not agree with her
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position. But, she added, now is the time to take action

that would solve the cost problem in manufacturing.

Mary’s causal theory of effective action when she was

talking to her classmates or to the union leaders included

the following reasoning.

If I advocate my views with genuine enthusiasm,

If I do not encourage confrontation of my views,

If I censor potentially upsetting views, and feelings,

If I act as if I am not censoring these thoughts and feelings,

Then I will win over the others, classmates and union leaders.

Some students who disagreed with Mary

When Mary’s position was thrown open for discussion,

the strongest disagreement was that her position would

harm workers with seniority who have been team players

for years. For example:

Student 1: Yes I’m for seniority.When you are new or young you

are willing to work your butt off. I realize that my plan would

not work for everyone. But (I feel sure) that (this is the way

to go).

Student 2: I’m surprised with the support for seniority. I’m

surprised because we are advising that we make it easier. I

think it is important to go for (meritocracy). We have to be

able to say that the easier strategy is not necessarily the correct

one.

Student 3: I disagree with (Student 2) in every respect [class

laughter]. The firms that are making money are using seniority

for competitive advantage. The reason for seniority is that if you

get rid of intrinsic rewards like loyalty you will kill the firm.
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Student 4: I disagree with you. The real reason that we want to

emphasize meritocracy is . . . Turning to seniority is a mistake.

You will attract mediocre people (and then you will be in

trouble).

Student 5: Yes I think you’re wrong. [Class laughter and student

gets up as if to leave.] Sorry about that. I agree with (Student 4)

very strongly.

A summary of the major action strategies and reasoning

processes used by the participants

Be strong, persuade, and sell. Deflect or ignore contrary

views. Expect others to trust your views and the reasoning

behind them. Polarize the positions, then take one and

defend it by being articulate and strong. Express views

with strong emotions. As one student said, ‘We revved it

up a bit.’ Provide reasons, to support one’s own position,

that are subjective views, untested attributions, and

undocumented conclusions. Do not encourage inquiry

into any of the above.

The students’ actions to lead and influence others may

be said to have two components. The first is to convince

others by acting with conviction of the validity of their

claims. As they produce their sense of conviction, they

also become intransigent.

There is a fundamental problem with the conviction–

intransigence pattern. If this strategy is implemented it

requires others to become submissive. The others cannot

act with conviction and intransigence without escalating

the counterproductive consequences of creating a Trap.
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Conclusion

The cases presented in this chapter show that the behavior

exhibited at the State Department and Intel is in fact ubi-

quitous. We entrap ourselves all the time—all the while

thinking we are doing the best we can to solve problems

effectively. Anyone with any experience at all with human

conflict should recognize the problems presented here.

This behavior creates Traps that cause massive errors.

Errors are mismatches between what is intended and what

actually happens:

1. Actions intended to increase openness, transparency, and

trust often create the opposite.

2. We want to bring up a problem but submerge it in focusing

on something else.

3. Whenever differences and complications arise, people blame

others and the system. They rarely are aware of their actions

that create Traps.

4. Upward and downward communications about difficult

issues are often lacking.

5. We try to change but behave in ways that support the status

quo.

Why do we behave this way? Is it because human beings

are just incompetent in many different ways? On the

contrary, as I will show in the next chapter, human beings

are very competent at producing this behavior, are skilled

at it, and in fact, are skilled in being unaware of what they

are doing.
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3

Causes of Traps

In Chapter 1, I presented two broad-brush cases involving

Dean Rusk at the State Department and Andrew Grove at

Intel, which showed how these very talented and accom-

plished men became ensnared in traps of their own mak-

ing. To show that these cases were far from exceptional, in

Chapter 2 I presented cases from a range of ordinary

people who describe in their own words how they failed

to achieve the results they intended—and in fact often

reinforced the status quo. For example, the supervisor in

the first case was concerned that the subordinate wasn’t

taking responsibility—but never brought that issue up,

and instead focused on technical issues. In another case,

a CIO could not get his direct reports to consider any

changes whatsoever, even though the CIO knew his job

was on the line. In all the cases people kept thoughts and

feelings hidden, thinking that such self-censorship was

necessary to have productive conversations.

Why do human beings produce the sorts of results I

have documented—results that are counterproductive to
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their own stated interests and intentions? Why do they seem

unaware that they are producing the counterproductive

consequences while doing so? Why if pressed to become

aware do they deny their personal causal responsibility

followed by denying that they are denying? Why, if press-

ing continues, do they claim that they are victims of the

actions of others? Why do they express a sense of help-

lessness? Why do they express a sincere doubt that these

patterns are correctable––that is, a sense of being in a Trap.

This chapter presents a theory that is intended to explain

these puzzling and seemingly inexplicable patterns. Our

theory begins with the premise that all action is designed

and implemented by human beings with the intention to

produce a desired result. In many cases, when our actions

do not produce the desired result, we learn to change our

actions. For example,when learning to drive a car, if we step

on the brake and almost go through the windshield, we

learn to apply pressure to the brake more gradually. This

sort of learning is routine and ubiquitous—except in

certain situations, situations such as those encountered by

the people in the examples I have presented.

The people in the examples are not facing inanimate

objects such as a car, but other human beings in situations

that are to some extent uncertain and ambiguous. Dean

Rusk, for example, is not sure how his senior ambassadors

will respond to his request for openness and transparency.

He moves cautiously, because the uncertainty makes the

situation threatening. For their part, the ambassadors

definitely see the request as threatening, potentially

leading to ‘career suicide’, as we saw. In the case of the
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boss who wanted to ease his subordinate off the product

development committee, the boss was uncertain about

the employee’s reaction. He wanted to take away the com-

mittee membership while maintaining the subordinate’s

commitment and motivation to her current job. He felt

this was a delicate situation that had to be approached

carefully.

Whatmakes situations that are potentially threatening or

embarrassing different is that human beings react to them

in ways that inhibit learning. They react to them in ways

that will reduce or remove the threat and potential embar-

rassment. Ostensibly, the people in the caseswehave exam-

ined are trying to produce openness and transparency (in

the case of Rusk and Grove), find ways to increase learning

(in the case of the financial officers) and increase cooper-

ation (in the case of theCIOand the IT department), yet not

one of these objectives is achieved.

What are we to say about all these people, the CIO, the

financial officers, Andrew Grove, Dean Rusk, and all the

rest who are unable to achieve the results they say they

want? Were their failings few and far between, we could

chalk them up to bad luck or perhaps carelessness. But

they are consistent and persistent. As noted, we have now

documented more than 10,000 cases that display similar

patterns—patterns inwhich people end up trapped. Are we

to say that human beings are thoroughly incompetent?

It is not that people are incompetent in achieving the

results they desire—in fact they are quite competent: but

what they are competent at is avoiding threatening and embar-

rassing situations.
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If this is true then we must have rules in our heads that

lead us to:

1. Produce consequences that we do not intend when dealing

with difficult problems.

2. Hold other people or the system responsible for errors and

not examine our own responsibility.

3. Repeat errors skillfully so that they can continue to be

repeated.

4. Create organizational black holes in which information is

driven underground.

Whenever I state these rules, executives express disbelief

that they actually hold them. We need a theory that

explains where the rules come from, the disbelief of the

actors that they use such rules, and their unawareness that

they are doing so.

To make sense of these puzzles, we need to explain two

things. First, people use theories of action to produce

intended results and the theories they use and the theories

they say they use may be different. In other words

theories-in-use are not the same as espoused theories. Sec-

ond, there are twomodels of reasoning, defensive reasoning

(we call it Model I) and productive reasoning (Model II).

A Theory of Action

The theory of action that I propose is based on the premise

that human beings create designs for action that specify

the actions we need to undertake to get what we want.
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They specify strategies for resolving conflicts, making a

living, closing a deal—for every sort of purpose we try

to achieve. We store these designs and activate them

whenever needed.

The human mind organizes these designs into a master

program for how to act effectively. There are two kinds of

master programs. One describes the theory of action that

human beings espouse. That is, people believe they act

on the principles of this theory and when asked about it,

say they use it. The second is the theory that they actually

use: their theory-in-use. It is possible that a person’s

espoused theory and theory-in-use match in every detail.

However, this is not a given: consider the almost universal

parental injunction, ‘Do as I say, not as I do.’ (Thus, people

may say they believe in telling the truth, being fair, and

following the golden rule even when in practice they

often hide the truth, act with bias, and seek unilateral

advantage.) And in the cases we have been looking at, it

is apparent that the individuals’ espoused theories and

theories-in-use diverge in significant ways.

Early in our research my colleagues and I did not

expect that individuals would implement a theory-in-

use that was significantly different from their espoused

theory, nor did we expect them to be unaware of the

inconsistency when the theory they implemented

was different from their espoused theory. Therefore it

was a major surprise to find that there are often fun-

damental, systematic mismatches between individuals’

espoused theories of action and their actual theories

in use.
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It is the theory-in-use combined with a reasoning

mind-set that explains the puzzles described above and

that we will use to diagnose and reduce Traps. What is this

theory-in-use and the mind-set that accompanies it?

Model I theory-in-use: defensive reasoning
1

After examining thousands of left-hand–right-hand cases

and observing people in action in all sorts of situations, I

have concluded that four values govern the actions of

human beings:

1. Be in unilateral control.

2. Win and do not lose.

3. Suppress negative feelings.

4. Behave rationally.

The purpose of Model I is to protect and defend the

self against fundamental, disruptive change. As human

beings become skillful in using Model I, they develop a

defensive reasoning mind-set that they use to explain

their actions and to design and implement future actions.

Model I reasoning represents our theory-in-use when we

face threatening or potentially embarrassing situations.

1 Recent thoughtful books describing research and intervention that
are consistent with a theory of design and a theory of action are Boonstra
and Caluwe (2007), Clark and Myers (2007), Lipchitz et al. (2007),
Manzoni and Barsoux (2002), Mazen (1997), Noonan (2007), Romme and
Georges (2003), Schmidt (2005, 2006), Smith (2008), Van Aken et al.
(2007).
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However, there is another theory that people espouse,

which is Model II productive reasoning.

Model II theory-in-use: productive reasoning

Model II is a theory-in-use that can be used to begin to

prevent the counterproductive consequence of Model I.

Model II theories are, at the outset, espoused theories. The

challenge is to help individuals transform the espoused

theories into theories-in-use by learning a new set of skills

and a new set of governing values. Because many individ-

uals espouse Model II values and skills, these traits are not

totally new to them. However, the empirical fact to date

is that very few individuals can routinely act on their

espoused values, and they are often unaware of this

limitation.

The governing values of Model II are:

1. Seek valid (testable) information.

2. Create informed choice.

3. Monitor vigilantly to detect and correct error.

As individuals become skillful at using Model II, they

will also become skillful at using productive reasoning.

Productive reasoning can be used to make personal reason-

ing transparent in order for the claims to be tested robustly.

In order to develop a productive reasoning mind-set, it is

necessary to become skillful at producing Model II govern-

ing values. Model II governing values can lead to openness,

transparency, and trust. However, empirical evidence

shows that few people have a Model II theory-in-use.
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How We Create Traps

The problem—and the reason we create Traps for

ourselves—is that we espouse Model II reasoning when

our actions are in fact based onModel I. Thus, we think we

are acting in a way that creates trust, informed choice, and

valid information, but in fact, we are acting in ways that

undermine those values in order to defend the self. Let’s

look more closely at some of the cases we have previously

discussed.

The State Department

Recall that Rusk’s espoused intentions were to get

more openness, transparency, and trust in the inter-

actions among those at the highest level of the State

Department—in other words, hewas hoping to get people

to use Model II and productive reasoning. However, his

actions during the meeting were consistent with Model I

theory-in-use. For example, he strove to be in control

by advocating his position rationally and promising to

champion the new modes of communication.

As soon as he sensed the lukewarm response to what he

was advocating he decided that if he was not careful he

could lose control over the meeting and thus lose rather

thanwin. So instead of pressing the issue and risking overt

resistance, he allowed the session to end inconclusively,

with tepid support from only one participant. He

increased the likelihood of suppressing negative feelings

by suppressing his own negative feelings and acting as if
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he was not. He also suppressed his strategy to use the

senior ambassador to support him and by using me to

express openly what was undiscussable, namely that the

senior officials were likely to resist the programs and to act

as if they were not.

In addition to advocating his position, Rusk was

actively evaluating the responses of the ambassadors. He

judged that the responses were negative. He did not make

these evaluations transparent and risk losing rather than

winning and therefore he could not test their valid-

ity. Rusk also made attributions that the ambassadors

would not support the program. Yet, he did not strive to

test his attribution publicly. There was little transparency

on his part or on the part of the ambassadors. All were

using Model I governing values and action strategies that

led to such consequences as creating undiscussables.

The participants also used Model I defensive reasoning.

They acted skillfully to drive the counterproductive

actions underground and they acted as if they were not

doing so. Several of the participants told me at the end of

the meeting that they felt relieved that the Secretary did

not strive to make discussable what they all ‘knew’ was

really going on. The senior ambassador ‘knew’ that is how

the participants felt. He reasoned that it would be

inappropriate to state these feelings publicly during the

meeting. But he promised to be candid with the Secretary

during a private dinner. I wondered if the ambassador

‘knew’ that the Secretary would feel shocked by the am-

bassador’s action and that he would consider being open

with the ambassador was inappropriate.
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Intel

Grove espoused that effective leadership was composed of

a combination of hard work, rigorous reasoning, technical

competence, and courage. As we have seen, the subordin-

ates believed in the value of these features. They espoused

features that supported the concept of enthusiastic adher-

ence to rationality. The belief was that under these condi-

tions all would be in control and would win.

Unfortunately, these conditions were not enough to

deal with disagreements between the subordinates and

Grove. He acted so as to be in control and to win by

behaving in ways that suppressed the subordinates from

pushing back. The rules for dealing with Grove’s leader-

ship style were undiscussable and their undiscussability

undiscussable.

The cover-up features of these action strategies were

partially legitimized, in the eyes of the subordinates,

because Grove ruled out discussions of leadership style.

Grove acted openly and with transparency to rule

out openness and transparency by making the rules

undiscussable.

Grove on the other hand believed that he was open

about what he believed was effective leadership. (He

believed he was acting on his Model II espoused theory,

when in fact his theory-in-use was Model I.) He was trans-

parent about what would happen if his rules were not

followed. Where Rusk sought to encourage dialogue

about style and interpersonal communication, Grove did

not. He simply ruled it out. They acted differently yet they
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followed the governing values of their respective theories-

in-use, namely Model I.

S and O submerging the primary issue

Recall that in this case S’s doubt about O’s performance is

driven by S’s belief that O avoids taking responsibility to

solve the technical problems, but that S talks only about

technical issues and does not bring up his concerns about

O’s personal responsibility. Now let’s look at what sort of

conversation S and O might have had if S had not tried to

hide his real concern about O’s personal responsibility for

the late delivery of his team’s projects (see Table 3.1).

O could respond to S’s initiative by cooperating in two

ways.First,hecouldanswerS’sattributionsthatOwasavoid-

ing responsibility. Second, he might also admit he covered

up these feelings by focusing on the technical issues and by

covering up the cover-up. S could then askO to describe his

fears. Such inquiryoftenenlarges the issue froman interper-

sonal one to one that includes relevant organizational fac-

tors, andshowhowtwokindsof factors reinforceeachother.

The participants are now on their way to more productive

learning about technical interpersonal and organizational

binds inwhich they have been caught up.

But the key question here is, why does S not proceed

in this way? S’s left-hand column shows feelings and

thoughts that are not disclosed to O in any way. Why is S

uncomfortable with expressing his thoughts and doubts as

he does in my imagined second case? One reason might be

that it feels threatening to reveal his own doubts about
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how to proceed. Another could be that proceeding along

the imagined conversation gives O a good deal of control

over the conversation. In the actual case, S doesn’t express

his real concerns, but does manage to maintain control of

the conversation and keep it from going into areas that

Table 3.1. Conversation and reasoning

What S could say The reasoning behind the design

O: I would like to discuss with you a
problem that continues between
us. (Describes problem.) I am
bewildered how to resolve it
effectively.

Seek to test view of the problem.
Seek to discover possible
personal responsibility.

Every time I raise the issue about
on-time delivery, you claim the
cause is due to the computer/
debugger interaction.

Reflect on some segments of
dialogue that S uses to infer
the problem.

I react in two ways. One way is to
attribute to you that you are
avoiding the problem. I do not
test this attribution.

Make private attributions public.
Own up that S does not test.

The other way is that I craft most of
my responses at the technical
level. This appears, to me, to
make it easier for you to respond
at the technical level. It alsomakes
it more difficult for me to deal
with the issue that troubles me.

Make his private attributions
public in order to test them.
Own up to the realization that
the process S uses is
counterproductive.

In the name of being positive, I hide
all of this, but, as far as I can tell,
the results are not positive.

Make public his covered-up actions.
Own up to the dysfunctionality
of these actions.

Does this diagnosis make sense to
you? If not, where do you differ?

Ask for test.

If it does make sense, would
you be willing to join me in
redesigning the way we deal
with each other?

Invites the joint design and
implementation of more
constructive actions.
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may make S uncomfortable. Notice too how unreal the

above conversation seems. In real life we seldom hear

people reveal this level of self-disclosure or this level of

doubt. This shows how prevalent defensive reasoning is.

Indeed, this sort of behavior is endemic to Traps.

The CIO and the IT department

In this case, recall that in the face of demands from the

CEO for improved productivity, the CIO met with his

top reports to find a response. Although the group

expressed an interest in solving the business problem,

their ways of crafting their conversation, combined with

their self-censorship, led to a dialogue that was defensive

and self-reinforcing. As we have argued, conditions for

productive inquiry are highly unlikely when people use

Model I theories-in-use. How might the CIO have led the

conversation, using a productive reasoning mind-set?

To make Model II and productive reasoning more than

an espoused theory, the challenge is to create a dialogue,

assumptions canbe reformulated, incongruities reconciled,

incompatibilities resolved, vagueness specified, untestable

notions made testable, scattered information brought

together into meaningful patterns, and previously with-

held information surfaced.

The basic thrust of CIO’s conversation would have to be

toward making issues more explicit and testing the valid-

ity of assumptions and attributions related to them, in

order to enhance productive learning. When the CIO

hears his subordinates say that the line managers ‘do not
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know what they want’ he might carry on the following

conversation with himself:

These individuals are making evaluations of and attributions

about the line’s intentions without providing any data that

I (or anyone else) could use to make up my own mind about

the validity of their claims.

I should ask them to provide data to illustrate their claims.

I have learned not to ask them ‘why’ they believe what they do,

because that will activate espoused-theory explanations that are

likely to be self serving. Rather than ask for their theories,

I should ask them to focus on hard evidence.

When the subordinates say that line managers don’t know

what they want, I should say, ‘What is it that they say or do

that leads you to conclude that they do not know what they

want?’

If this question is answered concretely, the CIO can make

a judgment as to whether line managers are acting inap-

propriately. If they are, in his judgment, he can commu-

nicate these evaluations upward in order to begin to

change line managers’ actions.

Let us consider another example for the CIO’s dialogue

with his subordinates. When the subordinates say that

line does not trust them or really care for them, the CIO

could say, ‘Have you tested out your assumptions about

their views of us? If so, what did you say to the line? If not,

what led you not to do so?’

If the CIO asks these questions, the subordinates might

say ‘Are you kidding? That would be disastrous. They

would either laugh or get furious.’ Their response is another

attribution about the line management. As such, it should be
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tested by the use of a logic that is different from the

one used by the information technology professionals

themselves. If all the CIO hears are further untested asser-

tions, he could say something like, ‘I ask if you have

tested the validity of your assertions. I cannot be an

effective representative of our views with line manage-

ment if I come to the meetings armed with untestable

assertions.’

If the CIO hears what he believes are incorrect or self-

sealing conclusions, he could ask:

If it is true that the users are the problem, because theydonot plan

and theymake last minute demands and if it is also true that they

have been doing this for years, and if we got increased resources,

would that not reinforce the very behavior we find frustrating?

Or

You tellme that our clients are inflexible and insensitive. Thatmay

be true. But how do you know? The only answer I get when I

ask you this question is that you say they are . . . [illustrates

with examples of what the subordinates have said]. I would like these

attributions andevaluations tobe tested inways that are independ-

ent of your reasoning.Otherwise, I couldputmyself in theposition

of being seen as an uncritical carrier of IT self-justifications.

I cannot go along with causal reasoning, yours or mine, when

validity is not tested independently of our views, experiences,

and logic.

The CIO could also cite actions that illustrate how his

subordinates may be creating the very consequences

they condemn. He might say:
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You state that our customers are inflexible and insensitive [cites

illustrations of such claims]. You do not like this behavior, and

you use it as evidence that the problems are not correctable.

You may be right, but I do not hear anyone presenting a

compelling argument that is also testable. Whenever I have

tried to make some suggestions, the responses that I hear

from you include ‘good luck to you’ and ‘trust us’ our users are

uninfluenceable.

It is difficult forme to trust your diagnosis. If you act toward the

line managers the way you are acting toward me, I can see how

they would become, in your eyes, uninfluenceable. But I can also

see how they may come to a similar conclusion about you.

The upshot of such a conversation might be very

uncomfortable—which is why it is usually avoided in favor

of Model I and defensive reasoning—but facing uncom-

fortable truths is often the prerequisite for real change.

The MBA students

The MBA students also followed the same governing val-

ues. Their action strategies were to advocate their views, to

make evaluations of others’ views and attributions. They

crafted these in ways that led to a pattern of conviction

and intransigence. They did not invite discussion of the

counterproductive features of their pattern. Indeed, they

supported its use by saying that it was a sign of strong

leadership. They did not discuss this claim publicly

because it was considered inappropriate by the instructor

and by the rules he promulgated about effective classroom

behavior.
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How Model I Theory-in-Use and Defensive

Reasoning Lead to Traps

We can now see how the Model I theory-in-use and

defensive reasoning lead to Traps. Model I, defensive

reasoning, and Traps that create counterproductive

and ineffective action are activated where the problems

being dealt with are wicked and dangerous. This means

that Traps are not as likely to be activated where the

problems are not threatening the status quo. However,

once the Traps are established, they reinforce each

other in a manner that is self-fueling. The self-fueling

and self-sealing features lead individuals to doubt

that Traps can be changed. The actors claim that they

cannot correct these conditions because they are not to

blame. They are victims; they are helpless (defensive

reasoning).

So far, the theories-in-use that inform behavior are the

same in all cultures, organizations, or communities as well

as gender, race, wealth, and education (Argyris 1982,

1985, 1990, 1993; Argyris et al. 1985; Argyris and Schön

1996). Does thismean aModel III or IV does not exist? No,

it only means that neither we nor anyone else has discov-

ered it. But we do take the position that Model I and II are

adequate to explain, diagnose, and begin to change Traps.

But this claim is subject to test.

There is another issue about variance. We claim that

there is variance in the actual behavior of espoused

theory and theory-in-use. We also claim that any actions

observed to be informed by Model I may vary but not
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beyondModel I. Thus the actions by Rusk, Grove, and the

students varied widely but never beyond Model I.

How can we explain the fact that human beings are

unaware of gaps and inconsistencies that they are produ-

cing when they use Model I and defensive reasoning? If

they create these designs how come they are unaware

when they are using them?

The answer is itself paradoxical. They are unaware

because they have become skillful at producing them.

In order for Model I and defensive reasoning to be

produced, human beings have to practice both to the

point where they are highly skilled. Then, the actions,

and the reasoning associated with them, become spon-

taneous and taken for granted. They become tacit.

Once they become tacit people no longer pay attention

to them, hence the unawareness while taking action.

They may become quite aware when they are ques-

tioned by others or if they question themselves. But

the questioning cannot be crafted consistently with

Model I because it will be counterproductive to the

learning that is necessary. The point is that unaware-

ness is caused by becoming skillful.

This process is similar to learning how to ride a bike. At

the start, one thinks about how to keep one’s balance,

which way to lean in turns, and the like. But when one

succeeds at learning how to ride, one ceases to think about

the process; it becomes habitual. Indeed, thinking about it

can impair one’s ability to actually do it. Similarly, using a

Model I theory-in-use effectively requires the actor not to

think about doing so.
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Some confusion about Traps

Some executives and consultants who note that Traps are

self-fueling and self-sealing conclude that this indicates

the existence of psychological defensive routines that

may require therapy to correct. It is true that Traps are

anti-learning and persistently so. These are the same fea-

tures of neurotic behavior described in the clinical litera-

ture. The similarity ends there.

Our concept of Traps contains features that differ

importantly from the clinical versions. The clinical trap

results in clients who express suffering, pain, and hurt.

The causes of these negative consequences are typically

thought to begin early in the lives of clients especially

during their interactions with parents. There is a long

and robust literature on theories of how neurotic behavior

is produced. The causes are often manifested in a pattern

that is unique to the individual involved.

The actors (think Rusk, Grove, and MBA students) do

not report personal psychological suffering and pain.

They may express a sense of sadness that is often followed

up with the view ‘that’s life in organizations’. They do not

see themselves as weak. The leadership strategies that they

use are seen as necessary in order to get the job done. The

causes are to be found in the ‘here and now’ not in their

personal historical past.

A second possible source of misunderstanding is

equating the social psychological concept of ‘cognitive

dissonance’ with Traps. Again, there are the similarities

described above. There are however, some important
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differences. Human beings, this theory asserts, spend

much effort in justifying their actions, especially

when their predictions are falsified. A premise of this

theory is that self-justification is at the heart of cog-

nitive dissonance (Tavris and Aronson 2007). The

engine that drives self-justification is the mental dis-

comfort that they experience when their predictions

are falsified and when their reasoning is questioned.

Individuals do not rest easy until the mental discom-

fort is reduced.

Self-justification is not the same thing as lying or mak-

ing excuses. Self-justification is lying to one’s self. This is

why the authors contend that ‘self justification is more

powerful and more dangerous than the explicit lie. It

allows people to convince themselves that what they did

was the best thing they could have done’ (Tavris and

Aronson 2007: 14). Their reasoning is that their actions

represented a brilliant solution or that they represented

the best interest of all concerned.

In the case of Traps, individuals also rationalize their

actions as acting in the best interests of all concerned.

However, the source of their actions is not some type of

mental disorder that must be reduced. The actions are

justified by human beings following the behavioral

demands of Traps. They do not report a personal sense of

mental discomfort. Indeed, by adhering to these behav-

ioral demands they are able to deny personal causal

responsibility, deny that they are denying, and be skill-

fully unaware. In the short run, Traps create more comfort

than discomfort.
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Finally, if self-justification is behavior, it must be

produced by designs-in-use stored in our mind/brain.

The designs-in-use are created as human beings become

skillful at self-justification. How do human beings learn to

become skillful at self-justification? Our suggestion is that

they learn to be skillful by the same processes they learn

to act skillfully in producing Traps. They learn a Model

I theory-in-use and a defensive resoning mind-set. The

learning is approved through organizational defenses

and social virtues. Self-justification is not lying to one’s

self. It is activating Traps.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Traps emerge and persist when individuals

use Model I theory-in-use and defensive reasoning. They

cause skilled incompetence, skilled unawareness, and self-

protective actions such as denial of denying, and making

issues undiscussable, including the undiscussability of the

undiscussable.

Traps entangle not only individuals, but also groups,

relations between groups, and entire organizations. For

example, many organizations have developed norms

that encourage distancing and helplessness to take cor-

rective actions.

In order to reduce Traps, we must begin by addressing

Model I theories-in-use and defensive reasoning. Traps

cannot be reduced by focusing on environmental factors

such as new structures and reward policies. Individuals

78

Why We Act Against Our Own Interests



operating in such structures or under such policies will use

the theory-in-use that they already hold and the defensive

reasoning they use to protect themselves.

For example, Burns and Stalker (1961) described mech-

anistic and organic organizations. The former were consist-

ent with Model I theory-in-use and defensive reasoning.

The latter were consistent with Model II theory-in-use and

productive reasoning. The individuals who were in organic

structures were never educated in Model II theory-in-use

and productive reasoning.Wewould predict that whenever

these individuals discussed technical or human problems

they would use the only theory-in-use they had, namely,

Model I. The authors provided a few pages of actual conver-

sation of some difficult issues. An analysis of three tran-

scripts indicates that they were Model I (Argyris 1980),

thus the actual behavior was consistent with mechanistic

organization even though the structure was organic.

This inconsistency continues to flourish. In the chapters

in Part II on effective leadership, cultural change, and new

organizational designs I show how leading researchers

focus upon many factors but not on the theories-in-use

and reasoning mind-sets. The advice offered is not imple-

mentable when it bypasses the existence of Traps.
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Introduction

In the previous chapters we have seen that Traps exist

throughout organizations and affect people at all levels,

all backgrounds, and both sexes. Traps are patterns of

actions and reasoning that, when implemented, make it

difficult to produce the learning that is required to gener-

ate fundamental change. Such patterns include, for

example, censoring one’s thoughts, denying that one is

doing so, making problematic behavior or norms undis-

cussable and that undiscussability itself taboo, and blam-

ing others. All these combine to produce a victim

mentality and a genuine belief that reducing Traps is

hopeless, romantic, and unrealistic. We feel stuck, trapped

in the status quo. This defensive reasoning ‘protects’

Model I theory-in-use which in turn feeds back to

reinforce the Trap pattern. Traps become self-reinforcing,

83



self-fueling. As noted in the Introduction (pp. 1–2), we

end up saying such things as:

They just don’t want to hear the truth.

You just can’t talk to them honestly—they immediately get

defensive.

We all agreed in the meeting, but of course, nothing will come

of it.

She ran the meeting as if it would be a group decision, but really

she had already made up her mind.

Of course I couldn’t say that to his face.

Nothing will ever change.

Finally, we have seen that people themselves are respon-

sible for making the status quo so resistant to change. We

are not victims.We are trapped by our own behavior. Inter-

ventions are available that interrupt these self-fueling, self-

reinforcing, self-sealing processes to begin to reduce the

Traps. The interventions begin with diagnosing the par-

ticipants’ Model I theory-in-use and defensive reasoning

(left-hand–right-hand case). They continue until the

denials (and the denials of the denials) are acknowledged

as counterproductive.Model II theory-in use andproductive

reasoning are then introduced and applied to reducing the

Traps described above.

The intervention is relatively straightforward. The most

critical features are genuine commitment to learning

Model II and productive reasoning, coupled with time to

practice. It takes as much practice to begin to become

skillful as it does to become skillful at playing a moder-

ately good game of tennis.
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The good news is that the practice is most likely to be

effective if it occurs in the context of real problems faced

by the participants. This practice is integrated with actual

problems faced by individuals, groups, inter-groups, and

organizations. If the interventions are effective, the par-

ticipants will not say, ‘we have no time for this stuff, we

have real problems to solve’, because they are striving to

solve ‘real’ problems.

However, much of the literature on improving organ-

izational performance and effectiveness, on leading

change, and on personal transformation bypasses the

problems of Traps—and in doing so, ignores the very

thing that makes change so difficult. In the next three

chapters I focus onwhat some of the best known literature

tells us about how to increase leadership effectiveness

(Chapter 4), how to produce cultures that reinforce new

concepts of performance (Chapter 5), and how to imple-

ment new concepts of organizational design (Chapter 6).

Although the advice in these chapters is created by a

diverse group of researchers and thoughtful practitioners,

they have one feature in common: namely that, for most

of them, the distinction between espoused theory and the-

ory-in-use is not a central component of their theory of

explanation and intervention. They do not deny that this

distinction is relevant. They choose not to focus their work

upon it.

This stance influences how we provide an evaluation

that is valid and yet opens itself to being critiqued by the

readers. Our strategy was as follows. Our critique should

be based upon what the writers claim are fundamental
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features of their advice. For example, we begin the critique

of leadership by quoting examples of their advice as to

how to produce more effective leadership. We then exam-

ine the examples to identify gaps and inconsistencies that

appear not to be recognized by the writers.

One gap that is found in most of the literature is that

the advice is given as abstract ideas based upon espoused

theory data. We then ask the respective advisers how they

would translate advice that excludes theory-in-use pre-

scriptions. For example, we identify advice that leaders

should be more effective at being inspirational. In order

to do so the leaders should display enthusiasm and opti-

mism. This advice does not inform us how leaders can

make it attainable. Nor does it tell us how leaders who are

not enthusiastic and optimistic can become more so, if

they wish to act in these ways.

Another type of inquiry that we conduct is to identify

issues that are relevant in making the advice more valid.

For example, we could ask, if Rusk and Grove believe they

are appropriately committed and enthusiastic about chan-

ging leadership effectiveness, how would they explain

that their two leadership styles are contradictory? Also

how come these contradictory leadership styles produce

the same counterproductive consequences, namely,

reinforcing Traps?

The intent of the reviews is to illuminate gaps and

inconsistencies that the respective authors do not make

explicit. Hopefully this may stimulate interest in examin-

ing any flaws in the advice. It also may activate the readers

of the advice to identify gaps and inconsistencies that
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have been made explicit. New awareness could help the

users of the advice to prepare themselves to deal with

problems that may arise that the advisers have not made

explicit.
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4

Leadership and Traps

Most of us, even our best and brightest leaders such as

Dean Rusk and Andrew Grove, live in a Model I world

even while we espouse Model II values. In other words,

we say we value open inquiry, testable knowledge, and

informed choice, but we act to maintain unilateral con-

trol, to ensure that we win, to rule topics undiscussable,

and then deny that we are doing all this. To put it more

bluntly, we may espouse Model II action strategies, but we

do not have the skills to produce them—as the cases

previously discussed demonstrate. Moreover, as I have

argued, we are unaware that this is the case—skillfully

so. (Analogously, a person with deep racial prejudices

may espouse racial tolerance, but be unable to demon-

strate it through personal actions and remain unaware of

this limitation.)

Given this universal human predicament, how can we

learn to change, to improve our leadership, when both we

and those we interact with are trapped in a Model I world,

when we censor our true thoughts, blame others for
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problems, make topics undiscussable, and that undiscus-

sability off limits? If, as I have suggested, we useModel I as

our Theory in Action to shield us from threatening truths

and protect us from uncomfortable change, it would seem

that leadership experts who offer advice on improving

leadership face a daunting task. For their advice to be

appreciated and implemented by leaders it must not be

threatening—and so cannot be more than superficial. On

the other hand, advice intended to produce truly new

levels of leadership will require significant personal

change—and so not be implementable by those with a

Model I theory-in-use and a defensive reasoningmind-set.

The first purpose of this chapter is to answer the ques-

tion, what advice would those seeking to reduce Traps get

by reading the research on leadership written by some

of our most celebrated and widely read researchers and

experts. Is it useful? Is it implementable? As we will see,

readers will find little advice on how to reduce Traps that

is implementable. Why is this so? Individuals seeking to

act more effectively, especially to diagnose and reduce

Traps, need to know their theory-in-use and the degree

to which they use a defensive reasoning mind-set. They

also need to know the degree to which they blame others,

deny their personal causal responsibilities. They also need

to know how Traps become self-fueling and self-sealing,

and that defensive reasoning is helpless to reduce Traps.

No advice for dealing with such issues is given. More-

over, as we read their advice we will see that it reads as if

the inconsistencies between their espoused theories and

Model I theory-in-use do not exist. Or, if they do, they are
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not important. For example, the advice reads as if the

meaning of caring and concern is the same for everyone.

Indeed, it is. The respondents use Model I and defensive

reasoning, yet they seek Model II actions.

Another problem that arises where there is no distinc-

tion made between espoused theories and theories-in-use

is that the researchers provide advice that they believe is

actionable when it is not. This leads to the second purpose

of the chapter. I seek to show that the works of the

researchers reviewed in this book bypass the problem of

reducing Traps because of the most fundamental assump-

tions they hold about effective research.

I organize my review around research that is quantita-

tive and research that is qualitative. I do so because the

supporters of each streammake claims that their emphasis

will produce more effective results. I will show that, as far

as Traps are concerned, the two streams produce know-

ledge that is incomplete and lacks implementable validity.

The same is true for changing culture (Chapter 5) and for

designing new modes of designing and managing organ-

izations (Chapter 6).

The Quantitative Approach

I begin with the research on transformational and trans-

actional leaders. The primary methodology is the use of

various types of questionnaires and surveys coupled with

a secondary emphasis upon interviews and documents

that describe leaders’ actions. The researchers (such as
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Bass and Riggio 2006; Avolio 2007; Avolio and Bass 2004)

seek to establish a high degree of validity by analyzing

their questions rigorously before they are used in actual

studies. They also focus on using appropriate sample sizes.

The samples used are critical because the researchers

assume that meaningful samples will reduce threats to

the validity of their findings. This assumption is based

on another, namely that there is a wide degree of variance

in how people behave. Without a degree of variance they

cannot establish the largely correlational analysis that

they make.

There are two problems with these assumptions when it

comes to producing actionable advice. The first problem is

that the data they use are espoused theory data. As we

have amply demonstrated, one’s espoused theory can be

very different from one’s actual theory-in-use. Recall that

Rush and Grove exposed different views of effective

action. However, they used the same theory-in-use. The

researchers do not focus on the theories-in-use of their

respondents. If they had, they would find no variance.

To improve effectiveness, these researchers advise lead-

ers to develop skills at using idealized influence, inspir-

ational motivation, individualized consideration, and

intellectual stimulation. Idealized influence is defined as

the leader emphasizing a collective sense of mission, and

reassuring others that the obstacles they face can be over-

come. Inspirational motivation means that the leaders

strive to motivate others to their position by displaying

enthusiasm and optimism. Intellectual stimulationmeans

that leaders educate others to what excellence means.
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These meanings are further operationalized in the com-

prehensive diagnostic notebooks that leaders are asked to

complete in order to understand their leadership.

The advice above begins at the most abstract level and

expands as they go along. For example, they advise that

leaders should be skillful at producing inspirational motiv-

ation. The user can produce this bymotivating others. They

motivate others by displaying enthusiasm and optimism.

Rusk believed that he exhibited enthusiasm and opti-

mism. So did Grove. Yet their actual behavior differed. The

MBA students believed that they acted with enthusiasm.

They also did so by combining the enthusiasm with

intransigence because they believed that pattern showed

strong leadership.

Avolio advises leaders to act integratively. Integrative

leaders ‘somehow gets their immediate followers to success-

fully assume a leadership role’ (2007: 29). They do so by

such actions as building the followers’ competence to exer-

cise greater responsibility. Effective leaders seek to identify

followers who are capable of identifying their core

strengths. As the followers become skillful at these actions,

they demonstrate their willingness to assume increased

responsibility,which the leader reinforces through feedback

and recognition, completing the cycle for development.

In order for users to implement the Avolio advice they

would have (1) to specify how to produce actions that

‘somehow’ get subordinates to successfully assume lead-

ership, (2) to believe that they are capable of doing so, and

(3) to believe that they can establish mutually developing

relationships. The CIO whose job was on the line in the
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case presented in Chapter 2 was desperate to achieve such

results with his team. Is there anything useful here for

him? By what actions does a leader ‘signal’ to subordinates

that they are capable of accelerating their performance?

What are the actions that followers use to demonstrate

their willingness to take personal responsibility? Such

advice is not included. The CIO is left in the dark.

Another feature of the advice is that no warning is

included that the advice could be produced correctly yet

have counterproductive results. For example, Grove’s sub-

ordinates would agree that he worked hard at setting a

collective mission, reassuring them that obstacles would

be overcome, and that he championed the importance of

intellectual stimulation. They would also agree that his

leadership energy was very high. However, they also said

that the actions that Grove used ‘to set a collective mis-

sion’, ‘to reassure’, and to champion ‘intellectual rigorous

stimulation’ were counterproductive and he seemed

unaware of that. They also reported that Grove cham-

pioned intellectual rigorous stimulation in ways that was

exhausting to them because Grove often behaved in ways

that inhibited it. Finally, Grove reassured them that he

was correct in defining themission and intellectual stimu-

lation. The problems occurred when they disagreed with

his views. Grove used defensive reasoning, when, for

example, he ruled out discussions of leadership styles.

The subordinates, in turn used Model I actions and defen-

sive reasoning by creating their own covert strategies for

dealing with him. They covered up these strategies and

covered up that they covered them up.
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Bass and Riggio (2006) advise the leaders to build others’

respect for them. They can accomplish this objective by

acknowledging others’ opinions. They are also advised not

to back off from their point of view, they should avoid

judging others, and should confront issues not the person

(Avolio and Bass 2004).

How do leaders avoid judging others? Would Grove not

assert that he seeks others’ opinions? Would he not assert

that he does not back off from his point of view? How can

he avoid judging others when he honestly believes that it

is a critical responsibility of the leader to judge others?

How can he confront issues and not persons if he and

others are internally committed to an issue that is part of

their sense of self-esteem and self-confidence?

How can Grove or Rusk change in order to be a more

effective leader with their subordinates when their subor-

dinates use the same cover-up strategies that they them-

selves use? How can any of them change if they deny their

personal responsibility for denying they are playing the

game and that they are denying?1

Leadership: A Historiometric Approach

Mumford (2006) and his colleagues conduct leadership

research using the historiometric approach. General con-

clusions are obtained by cumulating results from historic

1 The research by Wu et al. (2007) illustrates similar problems when they
use the approach to study groups.

94

How Conventional Approaches Bypass Traps



cases and biographies. Using a careful selection device they

identify ‘outstanding’ leaders and the crisis situation in

which their leadership qualities appeared. Mumford con-

trasts three types of outstanding leaders. They are charis-

matic, ideological, and pragmatic. Mumford states that this

conceptualization provides three pathways to outstanding

leadership rather than the traditional one pathway of cha-

rismatic leadership.

The author’s advice to produce effective leadership

exhibits the same limitations of the research just cited: it

is too abstract to be implemented. For example, outstand-

ing leaders should be skilled at building intrinsic motiv-

ation. They must be effective communicators and skillful

at exercising appropriate influence. They should be skill-

ful at presenting arguments in a positive manner. Out-

standing leaders do not force compliance, by seeking to

shape people’s personal decisions. Leaders should make

integration possible. They do so by motivating, man-

aging, and sharing directions with others. Mumford

advises that leaders should be skillful at integrating their

ideas with the internal environment. The advice does not

specify the behavior required to produce it successfully.

Moreover, it does not indicate how a leader may behave

effectively if her or his actions are resisted.

I find similar questions with Zaccaro (2007). The model

specifies that there are attributes (e.g. cognitive abilities,

personality, motives, and values) that in turn influence

such attributes as social appraisal skills, problem-solving

skills, and expertise/tacit knowledge. Leaders are advised to

develop their skills in dealing with cognitive complexity,
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cognitive flexibility, social intelligence, emotional intelli-

gence, adaptability, and tolerance for ambiguity.

If leaders attempted to use the Zaccaromodel they would

find at least two problems. The list of attributes that a leader

would have to develop is long. The causal connection

among attributes makes the list even more complex. Sec-

ond, how can a leader overcome this complexity in order

to act effectively in an actual situation? Research on

the human mind suggests that it is a limited information-

processing system (Brown 1966; Simon 1969). A leader

needs help from Zaccaro, if his model is to be actionable,

specifying how to overcome the limits of the mind when

acting in a real, live situation to reduce Traps.

Even if the lists are made more complete how does such

clarity lead to more effectiveness? Many years ago, AT&T

leadership specialists developed a blotter to be placed

under the glass of senior executives’ desks. This blotter

advised the executives how to use concepts from the work

by Neal Miller, Carl Rogers, and myself in different situ-

ations. The executives reported that trying to use the

concepts, with which they agreed, immobilized them.

They were immobilized not only because they did not

have the skills to produce them; looking at the blotter

interrupted the flow of dialogue.

Leadership: Qualitative Approaches

Bennis and his colleagues use a primary research method-

ology that is more qualitative in order, they suggest, to

96

How Conventional Approaches Bypass Traps



provide more opportunities to get ‘closer’ to understanding

the respondents. The authors advise that leaders develop

leadership competencies such as adaptive capacity, engaging

others by creating shared meanings, voice, and integrity.

Each of these features is decomposed into sub-features

from which the authors derive further advice. For example,

leaders should be skillful at being self-expressive and listen-

ing to their inner voice. How do leaders recognize when

they are effectively listening to their inner voices? What

reason do we have to think that their inner voices whisper

anything other than advice based upon Model I and defen-

sive reasoning? Rusk, Grove, and the CEOs listened to their

inner voices yet acted in ways that created counterproduc-

tive consequences. Our inner voices tell us to censor our-

selves, to maintain unilateral control, to win, tomake topics

undiscussable, and more.

The authors advise that innovative learning is key to

effective leadership. How would the leaders in the cases

cited above come to realize that the specific actions they

use to produce innovative learning actually reinforce the

status quo and inhibit innovative learning?

The authors distinguish between managers and the

leaders. The managers represent a copy; the leaders are

original. I find this distinction unhelpful, even odious.

The problem may be that the originals act in ways to

require that their managers act as if they are copies.

Indeed, these originals are copies of Model I and defensive

reasoning. Several years ago, Donald Schön and I partici-

pated in a week-long conference for the top management

of one of our country’s most respected large firms.
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Professor John Kotter made a presentation on leadership.

The executives rated it very highly. They publicly com-

mitted that they were going to focus more on leadership

than on managership. Schön and I met with the group,

after the Kotter session, for three two-hour sessions. The

objective was to discuss issues that they had identified as

key to the organization’s performance and future. When

we inquired as to what prevented them from correcting

these problems, most of the participants blamed systems,

routines, and lack of control. The top group behaved

consistently with managership even though they said

that they were committed to thinking and acting as

leaders.

We raised this question at the end of the session. The

senior vice president for human resources closed the ses-

sion by saying that the question deserved more time. He

promised to schedule it at the next yearly conference. It

was not scheduled as promised. When we inquired why

this did not occur, the response was that the subject was

too hot and controversial to discuss with the total top

group. Secretary Rusk’s comment, it would be ‘inappropri-

ate’, is alive and well decades later in other settings.

Magical abilities

Recently, Bennis and Thomas (2007) claimed that most

leaders have at least one intense transformational experi-

ence that serves as a crucible for their transformation.

Effective leaders are still seen as exhibiting four compe-

tencies, namely, adaptive capacity, engaging others by
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creating shared meaning, voice, and integrity. Adaptive

capacity is the key competence. It is defined as almost a

‘magical ability’ to transcend adversity with all its attend-

ant stresses and to emerge stronger than ever. The diffi-

culty with the term magical as defined is that its

operational meaning is a mystery. This type of mystery is

maintained throughout their descriptions of the compe-

tences exhibited by those interviewed. For example:

1. They struggle in the crucibles they encounter, but they do

not become stuck or defined by them.

2. They are aware not to become prisoners of their own defen-

sive patterns to protect themselves.

3. They are not repelled by problems. They embrace them and

thrive on them.

4. They are not fakes or phonies.

5. They are good at freeing themselves from others’ defensive-

ness and then go on to unleash the potential of the other

people.

6. They know how to learn.

7. They can get individuals to buy into their own version.

8. They make every ‘defining moment’ a basis for new ideas

and new conceptions of their selves.

9. They know when and where to draw the line.

10. They can retain their youthful characteristics in adulthood.

The mysteries involved in the above include the follow-

ing. What actions do they produce in order not to become

stuck, not to become prisoners of their own defenses, to
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embrace and thrive on problems that communicates that

they are not fakes, to free up themselves and others, to

convince others to buy into their vision, to make ‘every

defining moment a basis for new ideas and new concep-

tions of themselves’?

Taffinder (2006) advises that effective leaders should

show conviction by acting in ways that show they stand

on their own, they have an opinion, display their convic-

tion, be fervent, build relationships and trust, tell it like it

is, get a regular reality check. The author does not specify

how to produce these skills. Should they use Model I or

Model II?

Leadership inconsistencies

Jack Welch advises that effective leaders reduce, if

not destroy bureaucracies. Welch also advises freeing up

employees in order to encourage sharing ideas and taking

risks. Leave the employees alone to implement the advice.

If they do, reward them. Treat every person with dignity.

Rothschild (2007), who worked with Welch, wrote a

thoughtful and positive examination of Welch’s leader-

ship behavior. His analysis supports the claims thatWelch

genuinely believed in implementing his ideas in amanner

that showed that he treasured and nourished the voice

and dignity of every person.

Rothschild then describes Welch’s leadership actions

as openly challenging, criticizing, and embarrassing

people if he believed that doing so would motivate

them. Rothschild quotes an observer ofWelch’s leadership
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that he once engaged a senior vice president in a pro-

longed shouting match, embarrassing the room full of

managers, but then congratulated the vice president for

standing up to him. Rothschild noted that he too had

several similar encounters with Welch that illustrated

Welch’s inconsistencies.

Bower (2007) states that one of the most important

leadership skills is to convince others that the leader’s

plan is the correct one. Convincing the others means

that the leaders must exude confidence in the plan.

Imparting confidence is especially challenging when

the others have doubts about the leader’s plan and

when the others believe that their plans are better than

the leader’s.

How does one produce ‘confidence’ under these condi-

tions? As Bower states, if the leader defers too much to the

team, he or she may lose the ability to lead. If the leader

demands too much deference the subordinates may leave

or disengage and act as if they are not doing so. They may

develop deferential habits, hold the leaders responsible,

and act as if none of this is going on.

Rusk deferred too much and Grove demanded too

strongly. How would Rusk test whether he is deferring

too much or Grove when he is demanding too much,

when the dialogue required to make such assessments is

not discussable and its undiscussability is undiscussable.

Moreover, Bower’s claim that one of themost important

leadership skills is the ability to convince others of the

leader’s plan is straight Model I reasoning: it is important

for the leader above all to win, not lose. Certainly, a leader
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with an inadequate plan should be open to learning that.

The really critical leadership skill is the ability to work with

the leadership team to produce the best possible plan and

this requires Model II actions and a productive reasoning

mind-set.

Becoming a Conflict Competent Leader

Runde and Flanagan (2007) advise that dealing effectively

with conflict is key to successful leadership. Conflict

involves uncomfortable emotions and threatening rela-

tionships. It is unlikely conflict will ever be eliminated

because people have differences in values, goals, prin-

ciples, and tactics. Conflict often leads to fight-or-flight

types of responses. Most people react in ways that are

counterproductive. They blame others. They do not seek

to discover their own personal causal contributions to

conflict. They deny these responses and they deny that

they deny.

Runde and Flanagan’s description about conflict’s coun-

terproductive consequences and my description of Traps

overlap significantly. We agree that this topic is key to

leadership effectiveness. The authors identify differences

as a key element in conflict. They cite the preferences indi-

viduals exhibit, differences in theway they focus attention,

acquire information, develop orientation, and make

decisions. They cite the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator as an

example of how leaders often judge these differences. The

leader’s ways are correct, the others are wrong.

102

How Conventional Approaches Bypass Traps



The authors advise leaders that there are no right

or wrong preferences. Effective leaders acknowledge and

respect other’s preferences. They seek ways to communi-

cate them effectively. They value differences. They make

sure that others in the organization do, too. Once the

differences are genuinely valued, it becomes easier to over-

come the frustrations of and find the strength inherent in

having a diversity of preferences. Constructive responses

to conflict, continue the authors, include genuinely lis-

tening to others, taking the time to understand where the

person is coming from, and clarifying misunderstandings.

Effective leaders seek solutions to revolving problems as

opposed to looking for someone to blame.

This advice is all well and good as far as it goes. Yet

unless leaders make Model II and productive reasoning

their theory-in-use, it is unlikely that they will be able to

go beyond paying lip service to it. Several years ago, my

colleagues and I were asked to implement a two-day con-

ference with the top executives of a very large bank. Each

executive completed a left-hand–right-hand case. The

executives had previously completed a two-day confer-

ence based on the Myers-Briggs. They rated the learning

experience very highly. The executives claimed that they

had learned to value differences in styles and to respect

these differences. They now felt more understanding of

the styles that differed from theirs. They publicly prom-

ised each other that they would strive to deal more con-

structively with the differences.

Our seminar was scheduled several months after the

Myers-Briggs seminar. Ours was also rated very highly.
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All the left-hand–right-hand cases that the executives

completed were about business and human problems

that they sought to resolve. The majority of the cases

included differences in the styles that they used to

understand and to make decisions. The left-hand and

right-hand column data provided much evidence that the

differences in views, frustrations, blaming others, were cen-

tral to the problems. Yet, the executives who evaluated the

Myers-Briggs conference very highly and who promised

each other to respect differences showed no such respect.

The MBTI seminar had done nothing to allow them to

break free of the Traps produced by their Model I theory-

in-action and defensive mind-set.

Narcissistic Leaders and Other Personality Types

In our analysis of Zaccaro’s advice, we concluded that it

was not actionable because it did not make the distinction

between espoused theory and theory-in-use. Also, it

would be difficult to implement his advice because it

required ignoring the information-processing limitations

of the human mind.

In this section, I analyze the advice of a scholar who

takes into account the limitations of the humanmind. His

advice specifies actual behaviors to be taken from which it

is possible to infer theory-in-use and reasoning mind-set.

It is also possible to show that the advice is consistent

with Model I and defensive reasoning which leads to

Traps.
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Macoby (2007) claims that there are four personality

types. They are erotic (not sexual), obsessive, narcissistic,

and marketing. The dominant focus of his book is upon

the narcissistic type. Macoby develops the history of the

concept. He shows that his meaning of narcissistic is not

limited to everyday meanings such as self-absorption, arro-

gant, haughty, lacks empathy, and ‘thinks he is superior’.

Macoby contends that these features are also adapted by

the psychiatric profession. Narcissism ‘has become a lin-

guistic garbage pail piled so high with entirely negative

characteristics that it has lost its descriptive power’ (2007:

39). Narcissism, as the author uses it, is not a stand-in for

bad manners or rude, self-centered behavior. Any one of

the personality types can be selfish, self-centered, lacking

in empathy, and power hungry.

The productive narcissists’ rules for effective actions

include to decide for themselves what is right and the

values that will underlie their actions. Narcissists do not

look for approval from others, do not try particularly hard

to be liked or to have many friends. Narcissists develop

control by recruiting people to join their world views.

Narcissists create their own guidelines of meaning, of

sense of purpose.

The productive narcissists use their powers to realize the

potentialities inherent in themselves. They are free and

not dependent on someone who controls their power,

they are guided by their own purposes and the reasoning

used to make this appear to them as rational. Finally

productive narcissists are dedicated to persevere in their

endeavors.
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Productive narcissists exhibit two categories of what

they consider to be strengths. The first strength is related

to the substantive positions and visions that they have

about their end goals or objectives. They seek confronta-

tion of their ideas as long as the confronter knows the

issues involved thoroughly. Also the confronter should be

good at using rigorous thinking, clear and tight analysis.

The second category of strength is related to their person-

ality type. They are free from psychological constraints. They

focus onwhat is best for them and not just what others do or

think they should do. This strength however contains

important inconsistencies. First, the productive narcissist

may be free to be himself or herself, the situation is far differ-

ent for his or her subordinates. Narcissists judge the loyalty of

their subordinates by the degree to which the subordinates

support their personality type. The subordinates are submis-

sive and dependent. Yet, these are the characteristics that

productive narcissists do not respect. They create what they

donot respect andseemskillfullyaware that theyaredoing so.

Macoby presents detailed advice to illustrate this con-

clusion. For example, he advises that subordinates of pro-

ductive narcissists should focus on making their boss look

good. ‘Realize that your usefulness to him depends on

discerning what he needs, then offering it to him in the

most expedient way possible’ (2007: 208). Apparently,

you should keep that strategy in the left-hand column.

The author warns others that a productive narcissist will

call them at all hours. Be ready for these calls and accept

them. ‘It’s that simple: Just take and try to roll with it.

Don’t try to lay down some kind of law and explain you
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have boundaries. This will not go over big with a product-

ive narcissist, who has no understanding of you and your

life—it is, in the end, all about him’ (Macoby 2007: 213).

Look for ways to let your boss shine. Let him take credit

for all your good ideas. Let him blame you for his bad

ideas. Be ready to swallow some humble pie.

The advice if used by the subordinates is likely to be

kept in their left-hand column. The narcissistic leader uses

a Model I theory-in-use as well as defensive reasoning to

protect himself. He believes this is effective leadership.

Ironically his model does not encourage the same behav-

ior by subordinates.

Appreciative Inquiry

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is based on the premise that a

fundamental weakness of the traditional approaches to

changing leadership and organizations is that they use a

deficit approach. They focus on complaints, negative out-

comes that produce diagnoses that focus upon and

reinforce the negative. The result is learned helplessness

and that they are victims of the system. As a result leader-

ship and organizations are stuck in the status quo.

Leadership and organizations are best changed by ask-

ing those involved to dream and envision what might be,

to dialogue about what can be, and to construct what will

be. The focus is on fresh perceptions and the acquisitions

of new schemes that invite experimentation to overcome

the rigidity created by organizational defensive routines.
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The proponents of AI recommend that leaders

develop generative metaphors that present a way of

seeing something new. Barrett and Cooperrider (2007)

present an example: The context was to change a hotel

with a poor record of customer service into one that

provided more desirable service. The authors chose a

‘good’ hotel located in Chicago that was comparable to

the ‘bad’ hotel except that it was an excellent producer of

high-quality service. The authors created an intervention

where some key employees from the ‘bad’ hotel visited the

‘good’ hotel. The participants from the ‘bad’ hotel were

trained to conduct AI interviews. They were instructed to

describe as accurately as they could the actions that they

observed in the ‘good’ hotel that led to its positive perform-

ance. In their interviews they bypassed the ‘natural’ nega-

tivity and defensive cycles by asking the employee to recall

events where things went smoothly and where employees

cooperated. They asked the respondents to focus on peak

moments, onwhat they valuedmost, andwhere servicewas

high quality.

The ‘good’ Chicago hotel acted as a positive, liberating

metaphor. The authors show that the ‘bad’ hotel partici-

pants began to develop an appreciative eye. They learned

how to reconfigure their hotel as a creative, productive

system that became alive and vital. With the AI positive

approach the defensive orientation hardly appeared.

Freed from habitual cynicism and doubt, the participants

from the ‘bad’ hotel began to construct new visions and

meanings that led them to make positive changes in their

hotel.
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Examples of the changes that they implemented

included:

1. A redesign of the bell stand and the front desk; they created a

coffee club.

2. A new map of the hotel becoming a ‘four star hotel’.

3. Members from different departments who previously would

barely speak to one another began to develop a common

language to change physical space.

4. Members made a commitment to abandon the previous

scripts of cycles of vengeance.

5. They raised their levels of aspirations about getting the

employees to generate more energy while at work.

6. They began to move from a divided house to a more united

one.

7. They began to take on a greater sense of responsibility for

initiating changes in the tasks described above.

Let us agree that the positive results did, in fact, occur.

One reason for these results is that all the accomplish-

ments described above required skills that the participants

had or could easily learn. Copying a positive role model is

one of the easiest things to do when it does not involve

learning fundamentally new skills. The solutions were

primarily single-loop because the participants did not

have to change their theories-in-use and their defensive

reasoning in order to achieve the results.

There were a few examples of difficult interpersonal rela-

tionships where double-loop learning would be required.
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For example, the employees observed differences in ways

that lower level managers were behaving. They concluded

that the differences were caused by superiors of those at the

lower level managers. These two senior managers were

told, ‘You guys need to get your heads together’ (Barrett

and Cooperrider 2007: 140). The superiors were appalled.

Theymet privately. They agreed that they had to straighten

out their leadership behavior or they would ‘Look like fools

if we don’t’ (ibid. 144).

Another example was that someone heard the food and

beverage managers claim that the room department was

holding back the hotel’s progress. They were confronted.

‘Excuse me; I thought I went to Chicago to stop this kind

of thing . . . If someone has a complaint about how we are

doing, he should bring it up in the open’ (ibid. 141).

These examples illustrate that the employees did not

use the AI ‘positives’ that they learned. They confronted

the ‘guilty’ actors by ‘ordering’ them to stop their negative

actions. The orders were crafted in a manner consistent

with Model I. The reasoning that was used was defensive.

They put their colleagues ‘on notice’ by evaluating them

as violating the Chicago agreement and by questioning

their commitment to positive change.2

2 Grant and Humphries (2007) describe an intervention that they con-
ducted in four schools where they used AI research processes to guide their
interviews. They concluded that, through their evocation of ‘the positives’,
they may have dismissed, overlooked, or suppressed ‘negative’ messages
communicated by the respondents. They also wondered if, in using AI,
‘We (researchers) . . .may have lost valuable opportunities: to learn some-
thing unexpected; to demonstrate our commitment to participant directed
research; and to deepen trust.’
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Competing Commitments

Of all the leadership research that I reviewed the research

on ‘competing commitments’ came closest to dealing

with features of Traps, especially contradictions. Kegan

and Lahey (2001) have developed a framework for chan-

ging behaviors at work that overcomes some of the prob-

lems described above. They focus on inconsistencies

between what individuals say and how they actually

behave. They focus on the personal responsibility that

individuals have in creating problems.3

For example, there is the language of blame. In the

everyday world (of Traps), blame and denial are wide-

spread. There is also frequent expression of frustration

and helplessness. The conversations are crafted in ways

that generates frustration in others. The result is a lan-

guage of complaint that expresses what we can’t stand.

Often it leaves the speaker feeling like a whiny or cynical

person. Complaints are often crafted in ways that produce

feelings of shame or even guilt in others.

The authors have developed a diagnostic methodology

to test for, and to unfreeze, what they call immunity to

change in individuals and within groups. The method-

ology is based upon interviewing individuals with the pur-

pose of obtaining information on (1) their commitment,

(2) what they are doing and not doing that is keeping their

stated commitment from being fully realized, (3) their

3 The authors have now published a more extended review of their pos-
ition (Kegan and Lahey, 2009).
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competing commitment and (4) their big assumptions.

The diagnosis leads to a grid that paints a picture of the

change community system.

The next step is to ask the individuals:

1. What theywould like to see changed at work so that they can

perform more effectively and make work more satisfying?

2. What commitments do your complaints imply?

3. What are you doing, or not doing, that is keeping your

commitment from being more fully realized?

4. What big assumptions do youmake that inhibit learning and

changing (yourself and your group)?

These questions result in a diagnostic grid (see Table 4.1).

Completing this grid alerts the individuals to the incon-

sistencies between their actions and intended conse-

quences. It also alerts them to make explicit the competing

commitments which they had previously denied they were

producing. It prompts them to surface the big assumptions

that underlie their actions despite their denials that this is

the case.

The grid makes transparent the defensive reasoning

that leads to Traps. The grid also makes it difficult for

people to deny their personal causal responsibility in cre-

ating features of Traps as well as the denials that they

manufacture to deny that they are denying.

The authors caution that conducting these interviews

is not easy. It does require individuals who are skillful at

asking questions that are not easy to answer. Interview-

ers also have to be able to see that competing commit-

ments are not signs of weakness but natural versions of
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Table 4.1. Diagnostic grid

Stated commitment
‘I am committed to . . . ’

What am I doing,
or not doing, that is
keeping stated
commitment from
being fully realized?

Competing
commitments

Big assumptions

John High-quality communica-
tion with my
colleagues.

Sometimes I use
sarcastic humor
to get my
point across.

I am committed to
maintaining a distance
from my white
colleagues.

I assume I will lose
my authentic
connection to my
racial group if I get
too integrated
into the mainstream.

Mary . . . distributed leadership
by enabling people to
make decisions.

I don’t delegate
enough, I don’t
pass the necessary
information to the
people I distribute
leadership to.

I am committed to
having things go my
way, being in control,
ensuring the work
is done to my high
standards.

I assume other people
will waste my time
and theirs if I don’t
step in; I assume
others aren’t
as smart as I am.

Bill Being a team player. . . I don’t collaborate
enough; I make
unilateral decisions
too often; I don’t
really take people
input into
account.

I am committed to being
the one who gets
the credit and to
avoiding the frustration
or conflict that
comes with
collaboration.

I assume no one will
appreciate me if I am
not seen as the source
of success; I assume
nothing good
will come of my
being frustrated
or in conflict.



self-protection. Most individuals find it difficult to

describe how they may unrealizingly inhibit the very

dialogue they genuinely seek to produce.

Inadequacies of Current Management Research

The works of the researchers reviewed in this chapter and

the next two chapters bypass the problem of reducing

Traps because of the most fundamental assumptions the

researchers hold about effective research.

The first assumption is that the objective of researchers

is to describe reality and to test the validity of their

descriptions by testing them as ruthlessly as possible. For

the most part, they hesitate to take normative positions

that would provide leaders with actionable knowledge

about effective action that is based upon inquiries and

critiques of the world as it is. To use the terms of our

theory, researchers describe their universe as full of

Model I actions and defensive reasoning that produce

Traps and their consequences. That is just the way the

world is, and they do not see their role as questioning

reality as it is. They are willing to give advice as long as it

is derived from their description. In other words, norma-

tive advice is acceptable if it assumes a Model I, defensive

reasoning world. This practically rules out creating, at the

theory-in-use level, a Model II world and productive rea-

soning because, as we have seen, even individuals who

value a Model II world and productive reasoning are un-

able to produce it.

How Conventional Approaches Bypass Traps
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The second assumption held by researchers is that the

research methods that they use are neutral. This claim

does not stand up to careful scrutiny. The theory-in-use

required to produce vigorous research is akin to Model I.

For example, in the name of rigorous research, the

researcher is in unilateral control of implementing the

research methods. Also, in the name of validity, it is

acceptable to hide, even to lie about, the theory-in-use rules

to produce rigorous findings (Argyris 1980, 1993, 2004).

A third assumption that leads to difficulties is that as

knowledge is built up it will lead to knowledge that is

usable to reduce Traps. I have not read an argument of

how it is possible to move fromModel I to Model II, at the

theory-in-use level. At a minimum, the argument should

specify the researcher’s view of the new universe and how

to get from the present one to the new one. Whenever

such attempts are made, they are at the espoused level.

None of the research reviewed in this chapter and others

(Argyris 1980, 1993, 2004) have specified how readers

who seek to become more effective leaders can do so.

There is a fourth assumption that gets in the way

of producing knowledge, at the theory-in-use level.

Researchers assume that, if their knowledge is valid, it

can be made actionable by practice and hard work. But

those who are professionals in organizational double-loop

change can attest that, without the Model II theory-in-use

(or its equivalent), change is like the blind leading the

blind and compounded by the fact that the blind deny

they are blind. If they are, it is the fault of others in the

system.
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Speaking of the blind leading the blind, executives

may be producing the same condition when they plan

and implement change programs. They may be fooling

themselves and unaware of their blindness. There is the

example in the conclusion to this chapter. In the next

chapter, you will read about a group of thirty-four CEOs

who tried to help another executive act more effectively,

in ways that made the situation worse, and they were

unaware they did so.

Conclusions

The advice provided by these highly respected researchers

is, at best, able to solve single-loop problems. The advice is

inadequate to diagnosing and reducing Traps. The authors

do not make such inadequacies transparent because they

do not present theory-in-use methodologies that distin-

guish between Model I theory-in-use and defensive mind-

set from Model II (or its equivalent) and a productive

reasoning mind-set. Without such distinctions, reducing

Traps is unlikely. Given the research methods described in

the chapter, the executives will not be aware that they

have been bypassing important problems.

For example, several years ago, I met with the top

executives of one of the largest accounting firms in the

United States. We designed a change program based

around the participants writing a left-hand–right-hand

case. On Monday morning the group began by discussing

the case written by the managing partner. By Tuesday
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evening we had discussed eight cases. At the end of the

day, the managing director asked thatWednesday’s morn-

ing meeting start a half hour earlier.

The managing director began the session by pointing

out that he had read all the cases. They made sense to him

and discussing them was worthwhile. What troubled him

was that, six months before, the firm had finished a large

culture change program. The inside evaluations were

highly positive. Moreover the evaluations made by an

outside consulting firm were also highly positive.

The managing director said what troubled him was the

objective of the culture change program was to reduce, if

not solve, all the problems depicted in the seventeen cases

of the executives around the table. ‘What changes were

made?’ he asked with some degree of bewilderment and

frustration.

The director responsible for the change program imme-

diately responded. First, he reminded the managing dir-

ector of the positive evaluations. Then he added, ‘And you

sir also rated the program very highly.’ The managing

director looked at the group and said ‘I know I did and

that’s my bewilderment. How come I never realized this?’

The directors seemed surprised and were largely silent.
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5

Culture, Leadership, and Traps

(co-author Ian Smith)

Traps are created by individuals usingModel I theory-in-use

and defensive reasoning. Individuals deny that they are

responsible for creating them. When pressed further, they

deny that they are denying. Their stance is that they are

victims of Traps and hence are unable to change them.

Hence, Traps feedback to reinforce Model I theories-in-use

and defensive reason. Self-fueling, self-reinforcing, circular

processes are created that make it difficult to reduce Traps.

The self-fueling, self-sealing processes can be interrupted if

those involved are (or become) skilled at Model II theory-

in-use and productive reasoning.

The literature on culture suggests that Traps and culture

are phenomena that are beyond the individual level of

analysis. Traps and culture can be conceptualized as ‘supra’

humanphenomenawith a causality of their own.Our claim

is that this perspective is flawed. Generalizations about

cultural change contain fundamental inconsistencies and
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gaps that can only be overcome by rejecting the claim that

Traps are seemingly part of the sociological level. We argue

that it is counterproductive to separate the individual from

the sociological level. Indeed, without including the indi-

vidual level of analysis, attempts to reduce Traps will not

only fail, they will actually strengthen Traps. This, in turn,

will result in inconsistencies and gaps that will strengthen

the perseverance of Traps and the flawed generalizations

about them.

We should like to illustrate the reasoning behind this

claim by describing several patterns of responses that we

identified when reviewing the literature on culture.

Productive and Counterproductive Cultures

There is a large degree of agreement among respondents,

in the studies reviewed, as to the features of cultures that

are productive of effective performance. For example,

they report that productive cultures are characterized by

following six features.

1. Seek and accept feedback that may not be favorable to

ourselves.

2. Commit to continued cultural change and learning.

3. Encourage flexibility in the development and implementa-

tion of policies.

4. Reward risk-taking.

5. Encourage taking chances on people assignments.

6. Focus on strengthening of trust and cooperation.
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Why are executives willing to live for years with a culture

that they know is counterproductivewhen at the same time

they can specify the qualities of what they consider to be a

productive good culture? The executives blamed a set of

eight factors, as shown in Table 5.1.

Items 1–5 place the blame on organizational factors.

Items 6–8 place the blame on top executives. The argu-

ment seems to be that, if these factors can be reduced

significantly, then it would be possible to implement a

new culture. It is our position that reducing these factors

will, at best, have a weak positive effect. More importantly

the effect will not persevere. As we shall see below, the

reason is that executives (like people in general) are pro-

grammed to create Traps regardless of the presence or

absence of these eight factors. In fact, some of the eight

factors are themselves the result of Traps—such as main-

taining a victim mentality and blaming others or the

Table 5.1. Factors inhibiting cultural change

1. Organizations are rigid and bureaucratic. They contain organizational
defensive routines that inhibit learning and change.

2. Fear of getting into trouble by taking initiatives that organizational
norms define as unpopular.

3. Lack of appropriate organizational rewards.

4. Human beings to resist accepting their share of the responsibility for the
problem by blaming others or the system.

5. People develop a victim mentality that is encouraged by the organization
defensive routines.

6. Lack of genuine and enthusiastic commitment by the top.

7. Most top executives do not have the time that is required to be
persistent champions for persistent change.

8. Surprisingly many executives are concerned about harming their
reputation if they take ‘people’ initiatives that are too risky.
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system. At best, the eight factors are secondary inhibitions

against creating and maintaining the positive culture that

the executives seek. The primary inhibitions to renewing

the culture are the Model I theories-in-use and the defen-

sive reasoning mind-set that combine to create Traps.

How do we test this claim? We have designed and

implemented six different seminars with the number of

practitioners in each seminar ranging from twenty to over

two hundred participants. One of these is especially rele-

vant to testing the validity of our claim.

The Andy Case

Thirty-four CEOs attended a seminar intended to help

them become more effective leaders. Each completed a

left-hand–right-hand case and mailed it to me one week

before they arrived. All the CEOs used Model I and

defensive reasoning in their cases similar to the cases in

Chapter 4.

During the first session the thirty-four CEOs were asked

to analyze and discuss the Andy case (Argyris 2002). Andy

was a COO, who lost what he believed was promised to

him, namely a new CEO position. The old CEO agreed

that he had made the promise. He withdrew the offer

when he concluded that Andy was a top–down leader,

too cocky, sometimes even arrogant, and blind to the

political factors that he would have to deal with in order

to succeed as the new CEO. The CEOs in the seminar were

asked to help Andy overcome these problems in order
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for Andy not to make the same mistake with the next

opportunity.

It is important to note Andy agreed with the diagnosis.

He admitted to being blind. He asked the CEOs to act as his

consultants in order to correct his blindness. The tran-

script of the actual dialogue between the class members

and Andy (as role-played by the faculty member) shows

that the CEOs failed to help Andy (Argyris 2002: 207–9).

CEO 1: You should show a sample force of strength. Measure

their performance.

Andy: And how would this help me to overcome the error that I

made?

CEO 1: Well you can then back up your decision, for example,

with firing the two executives . . .

[later]

Andy: I think you are telling me that I screwed up . . . I agree. But

(I need your help). What constructive action should I take?

[later]

CEO 9: Maybe you should have talked more openly.

Andy: Yes, what would I have said?

[later]

CEO 1: (Andy) is a very frustrating individual. He says he wants

to learn, but I doubt it.

CEO 2: Andy was waiting for an answer he wanted to hear. He

was not open to our advice.

FM: What did Andy say that illustrates that he was closed?

CEO 4: I am confused when he says to me that my advice is

abstract.
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FM: Did anyone hear someone say something like ‘Andy, if I am

going to help you, I need to knowmore about what it is that you

find unhelpful about my advice.’

[Silence. Several CEOs shake their heads indicating that they did not

hear such comments.]

We see that the executives did not ask for feedback, seek-

ing to learn about their own behavior. Moreover they were

blind to the impact of their behavior. Indeed, they exhib-

ited some of the same interpersonal blindness that Andy

agreed he had shown (Argyris 2002). We have thirty-four

CEOs who failed to help Andy under the following con-

ditions. Andy admitted his blindness and sought help

from the CEOs. The CEOs were in a learning setting

where the time and task pressures that they experienced

in their own organization did not exist. The learning

context encouraged them to take risks and especially

learn from errors. The problem of risking their reputation

was low because they would not work with each other

once the seminar was over. The probability that they

risked their job and their careers was close to non-existent.

They were either at the top or they held majority owner-

ship or both.

This case does not demonstrate that the organizational

and cultural factors identified in the table do inhibit

effective change. Reward systems and champions are

necessary to enhance change. Reputational and career fears

can inhibit change. Lack of time because of everyday pres-

sures can inhibit the effective implementation of needed

changes. It is also true that in the CEO seminar, where
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these conditions didnot exist, theCEOswere not effective in

helping Andy. Moreover, they were blind to how they

caused their failure. They exhibited the same defensive

mind-set that got Andy in trouble. In short, the CEOs

created, in the classroom setting, a culture that was counter-

productive to Andy’s and to their own learning.

This suggests that, even when the top executives genu-

inely espouse support for cultural change, they are not

able to produce the support under ‘ideal’ conditions. In

our view the reason is that most leadership and cultural

change programs do not deal explicitly with the primary

cause of Traps, namely, Model I theories-in-use and defen-

sive reasoningmind-sets. Attempts to change an organiza-

tion’s culture that bypass the behavior and theories-in-use

of its members—particularly its executives—will end in

frustration.

The reader may wonder if these results aren’t caused by

the actions of the faculty members or some action created

by the CEOs during the seminar. I doubt the hypothesis

because the CEOs submitted left-hand–right-hand cases

describing their own leadership performance issues in

their organizations. Their cases were scored by the faculty

members several weeks before the seminar. All the cases

were consistent with Model I theory-in-use and defensive

reasoning (Argyris 2002). In addition, the CEOs admitted

that they failed, but they blamed Andy for their failure.

Such behavior is consistent with Model I defensive rea-

soning and Traps. According to our theory these results

will persist when produced in any cultural change pro-

gram that does not ask the participants to make explicit
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their Model I theories-in-use, their defensive reasoning,

and how they use these factors to create Traps and to deny

that they are doing so.

In the service of clarity I repeat the claim that is being

made. Change programs to reduce Traps will be flawed

and the results will be highly limited. What happened

with the CEOs will be repeated. Any attempts to explain

the limits of cultural change will focus on the eight factors

described above.What will not be seen is that the limits of

success to reduce Traps failed even when the eight factors

were not causally operative.

There is one exception to the prediction that we are

making: cultural change programs can be effective in

diagnosing Traps. However, the difficulties will arise

when people are made to implement actions based on

the diagnosis.

The Royal/Dutch Shell Case

Ian Smith and I planned to conduct a study at Royal/

Dutch Shell1 to show that, in order for the secondary

causes of ineffective cultural change to be corrected so

that the changes will persist, it is necessary to focus on

the primary causes. Without effective change in the pri-

mary causes, we expected to show that the positive

changes in the eight factors will not persevere.

1 We appreciate receiving permission from Royal/Dutch Shell and David
Varney to publish this case.
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The champion of the cultural change programwithin the

organization was Dr David Varney. He had undergone the

type of leadership education using left-hand–right-hand

cases to uncover discrepancies between Model I and

Model II theories of action described in this book. Varney

and his immediate reports stated that the leadership

seminar was very helpful. A member of the European

Management Team (EMT), Varney wanted to repeat the

study at the next higher level (a level just below the top).

Varney was committed to reducing the eight variables

described above that typically inhibit lasting cultural

change. Thus we had an opportunity to see if the top

individual who is skilled at dealing with Traps and who is

committed to overcoming other business difficulties is able

to lead a cultural change whose results persist.

Unexpectedly, Varney left in the middle of the change

program for a very prestigious opportunity. The individual

appointed to replace him was curious about the program

but ambivalent about continuing it. After several days of

reflection, he decided to terminate our participation in the

program.

The reason for including this case is that during the

diagnostic phase of the program the participants made

valid diagnoses of the Traps in their organization, includ-

ing in their dialogues with each other. Even after Varney

left many wanted to continue their learning. It was the

level above the European Management Team in which

Varney participated—the Country Chairmen and the

very top management team, the Committee of Managing

Directors (CMD)—who had devised the culture change
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program and who were espousing it most passionately.

But as we will see, without help from professionals famil-

iar with teaching the left-hand–right-hand case method,

they were unable to move toward Model II because their

theory-in-use was Model I, even though they espoused

Model II. Thus we can show that Traps are the primary

impediment to lasting cultural change.

Why Shell needed to change

Shell is and was a hugely successful company, amongst

the best performers in the world. However, a number of

senior managers were concerned that the traditional Shell

culture, which had served the company so well in the

past, might not be so appropriate in a rapidly changing

business world.

Shell’s ‘familiar’ competitors were other oil companies.

Over the years this traditional club had been given the

name the ‘Seven Sisters’. Like sisters, there were often

struggles and disagreements, but on the whole there was

a common understanding of how the ‘industry works’.

The challenge that senior managers at Shell were now

facing involved different types of competitors: competi-

tors who played by different rules. For example, in the

retail (filling station) business throughout Europe, the

supermarket threat was intensifying. It began in France

as companies like Carrefour began retailing gasoline at

prices much lower than were being charged by the oil

companies. The trend spread to the UK where companies

like Tesco, Sainsbury, and Asda have immense muscle in
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general retailing. They had begun to use this muscle in

the way that they sold gasoline, hurting Shell’s retail

business.

Even within the industry, traditional competitors were

beginning to change their strategies. For instance, BP and

Mobil had recently announced a major European partner-

ship. An important part of their strategy was to rationalize

their refining assets and to concentrate much more on

trying to respond to the end consumer’s (the motorist’s)

needs rather than relying on the traditional model (mak-

ing money on the wholesale margins of supplying petrol-

eum products in a traditionally under-supplied and ‘cozy’

competitive environment). Shell was being criticized,

both publicly and privately, for its weak reaction to the

new environment: For example:

‘Shell has not grasped the nettle of European refining as others

have done.’ (‘Vital Lies’, Financial Times, 10 May 1996)

‘The spotlight is expected to move to Shell, which is widely seen

to have been slow to deal with its refining assets.’

(‘Vital Lies’, Financial Times, 29 February 1996)

‘We could never have done a BP/Mobil. We looked and said we

could not have done that and yet there is a patent need to be

able to do that sort of thing.’

(Shell Europe Management Team member)

Furthermore, even before the entry of the supermarkets

into the business, Shell’s business was changing (although

the need for change was hugely increased by the super-

markets’ aggressive entry into the business). In the gas-

oline retailing sector, in particular, Shell (along with the
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other majors) was forward integrating by increasing its

control of retail operations.

These shifts in competitive strategy were demanding

that Shell develop new types of skills, and learn how to

adapt to new types of circumstances.

How Shell needed to change

Managers at Shell, both senior and junior, were certain

that these changing industry circumstances required

change within Shell—and they had a clear idea of the

change objectives that would ensure business success.

An extensive survey of senior and junior managers at

Shell conducted by the management consulting company,

McKinsey, resulted in several ‘imperatives for change’ from

‘old’ Shell to the ‘new’ Shell. We present these imperatives

below along with representative statements from Shell

managers. Note the similarities between these features and

culture and those described at the outset of this chapter.

From a risk-averse to a risk-taking culture:

They have all developed a system where they wait for instruc-

tions. They all like to hear what their bosses would like them to

do. The key challenge is to kill that attitude and to get people to

be proactive and to use their skill.

We are afraid of taking risks and we ultimately lack, despite what

some of us say some of the time, self confidence.

From diffuse responsibilities to clear accountability:

You could always duck responsibility. You were never able to

sit down and look somebody in the eye and say ‘you were
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responsible for that being a good result and for that not being a

good result’ because you could always say the bad result was

somebody else’s problem.

Fromanalysis to paralysis to acting on80percent diagnoses:

We need to go for the 80/20 solution and then pick up the

20 by learning. The environment isn’t going to sit and wait

for us.

From a ‘fat cat’ to a ‘lean and mean’ mentality:

We are still fat cats. Money is coming out of our ears and to

change mind-sets under such circumstances is not easy.

We are living off the past. I look at the last ten years and

I ask ‘What have we actually done to create a future for

ourselves?’

From a national to a European outlook:

There is a real tension between how much of my resource I

should give to Europe and how much attention I should give

to my own country.

You get bits of information from here and there, that the role

of the OpCos (Operating Companies) will remain. This then

spreads through the organization and it’s deadly. One wonders

how we can still go on like this.

We’ve operated for so long in terms of having a very strong

national operating company identity with a lot of independ-

ence and if you go back a few years, the good guys or the heroes

were the guys who actually defended their patch and would

fight the rest of the organization, and so you have a culture

which is in that mould.
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From an internal to an external focus:

We just look inside. We love having tough discussions between

ourselves––but we’re losing our grasp on themarket vis-à-vis our

customers and suppliers. I know suppliers who are thinking ‘Are

these Shell people serious?’

You just wouldn’t believe how much energy is spent internally

on the organization.

From political behavior to open communications:

Shell culture is brilliant at not actually ever having confronta-

tion about anything. We arrive at consensus through a very

complicated process. I believe very strongly that in the end,

the old empire we ended upwith was a dishonest culture. People

were not saying what they really felt on quite a massive scale.

Shell’s process of change

The consensus was that Shell should develop a vision

organized around concepts, which, in turn, would embody

the values. Typical concepts were: ‘achieving breakthrough

performance’; ‘encouraging ownership of business issues’;

and ‘being tough on meeting performance objectives’:

We won’t get the sort of breakthroughs we need unless we create

some breakdowns. I don’t mean consciously create some break-

downs but I think if you look at the individuals, I think there are

blockers in place in David’s (David Varney’s) team.

The next step would be to change organizational con-

figurations and reporting relationships to make them

consistent with the new requirements:
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The key players on the European convergence team have a boss

who is often the chairman of the local operating company, and I

think that puts them in an invidious position at times.

Functional groups and business groups have got to change.

Thereafter, Shell would develop new, supportive pol-

icies, such as reward and penalty systems, performance

appraisals, and new leadership programs:

The reward for a successful career was the country organization

and it’s less clear nowwhere the career goes, and what the career

path is, and how careers are managed.

There was a sort of ritual whereby you went out and did an

operating job, you came back to the center, you were sort of

recycled. This was a place to hide. The psychological contract

was that as long as you kept your nose clean you’d be cycled

round the system from cradle to grave.

These new ideas, such as breakthrough performance,

would be pursued with ‘religious zeal’, combined with

appeals from senior managers for a sense of urgency:

We are not being radical enough in what we are doing and inmy

view all praise goes to David [Varney] because he is being very

radical about it. He’s pushing back the barriers all the time.

Shell’s actual results

As documented above, there was widespread and unchal-

lenged consensus at all levels of management about what

was needed at Shell and how the change process should

work, but in the end little happened. In fact, those who
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were most invested in the change process got stuck and

were unable to move it forward. How and why did this

happen? There were three ways in which the various

management factions seemed to get ‘stuck’:

1. There was poor dialogue between the top (the Country

Chairmen) and the very top management team (the Com-

mittee of Managing Directors––the CMD) on the one hand

and the next level, Shell Europe Management Team. In inter-

views with Europe Management Teammembers there was an

evident lack of trust in what their bosses were doing.

2. There was frustration within the Shell European Manage-

ment Team about the ability of their own group to come to

grips with the tough business issues that the company was

facing.

3. More junior, but high-potential managers who were given

voice in the Joint Force group, which was specifically created

to help the ‘Young Turks’ in the organization push for

change, felt increasing frustration at the slow pace of change.

We describe below the ways in which managers at these

three levels got stuck, and how this ‘stuckness’ demon-

strates ways in which these managers were preventing cul-

tural change at the very moment that they were swearing

allegiance to the need for change.

How the top of the organization got stuck

As noted, it was the top two levels of the organization (the

Country Chairmen and the CMD) who had devised the

culture change program and who were espousing it most
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passionately. Their espousal often became so passionate

that it would be more accurate to say that they were

pleading with the rest of the organization to change.

The exhortations from the top suggested a lack of trust

in the commitment to change lower down the organiza-

tion. In fact, what the European Management Team (the

next level down) needed was not cajoling, but real faith

that the top level was serious about its commitment for

change, and had confidence in the European Manage-

ment Team’s ability and willingness to effect it.

The Top Management had structured the European

Management Team with ambiguous powers and responsi-

bilities, which the European Management Team read as a

compromise (and hence an ‘Old Shell’ action) between

the new values of urgency and responsibility on the one

hand and the old ‘baronial’ culture on the other. As one

manager put it, ‘The big problem that the CMD identified

subsequently of muddied responsibilities and conflict

was one they had introduced themselves.’ This had two

consequences: First, it lessened the EMT’s faith in the top’s

commitment to change. Second, it created an immobil-

ized and impotent EMT that looked to David Varney, their

leader, to act. In other words all members of the team,

except David Varney, began sliding back into Old Shell

ways.

The Shell Europe Management Team got stuck

For their part, EMT avoided discussing the ambiguity

of their role and responsibilities. They blamed Top
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Management for creating ambiguity, but failed to con-

front them with it. ‘For my part there was a passive

acceptance that some good will come out of this process

and therefore it was pretty futile and almost destructive

to challenge it’, one said. And they avoided talking about

their impotence: ‘We all discussed refinery closure, while

we all knew that there was nothing we could do about it.’

They espoused risk-taking, but sought their bosses’

‘sign-off’ and approval for actions. As one manager put

it, ‘Yes I would like my cake and eat it. I will take a risk if

you indemnify me in advance.’

Within EMT discussions the group displayed high

advocacy (‘I’m right, you’re wrong’), low additivity

(ignoring what was said by the person before, and advo-

cating a completely new position on a completely new

topic), low integration (not saying ‘if I put that view/data

together within mine, then you would conclude that . . . ’).

That is, they would each express a strong opinion. That

option would not be linked to the previous comment. No

one took any responsibility for pulling things together

(although the chairperson vainly tried to summarize things

at the end of the meetings), so the discussion ended with a

babble of opposing views, all presented as discrete state-

ments. No trade-offs were made, and no conclusions were

reached. In other words, these high-echelon managers

behaved very much like the young MBA students in the

case presented earlier. And this unhelpful behavior was

almost totally related to the ‘easy’ issues. The more difficult

business problems were not even discussed at all. As

one EMT member put it, ‘The easy solutions are dealt
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with by the committee, the EMT: the difficult ones are dealt

with by the network.’

The level of dysfunction was highlighted by a ‘Green

Paper’, written by David Varney, that tried to clarify the

structure that would make the European Management

Team work. Although it represented an intense power

struggle between Varney and the ‘Barons’, the political

implications of the paper––although avidly discussed in

private––were meticulously avoided in public discussion.

‘We are all polite’, one manager said. ‘We know what the

constraints are, we can think ourselves into the Shell

position. But of course we didn’t say this openly.’

There was very little reflectiveness about the barriers

to change. For example, the EMT held a discussion about

a roof-coating product which the organization had failed to

roll out across Europe. It was generally agreed that this was

very irritating, since it had been attempted numerous times

before. But no one asked the question: what is it about the

way we do things that prevents a European roll-out despite

it having been discussed many times before? And why

can’t we ask ourselves this type of question?

The EMTalso backtracked in dealingwith their subordin-

ates. Despite the new values, which advocated holding

subordinates accountable for business logic, the actual

behavior within meetings was often soft on sloppy think-

ing. For example, there was a proposal to split the Benelux

region between France andGermany, butwithout any busi-

ness justification. This was noted by the EMT but they did

not ask why the business unit felt they could present a

proposal to them that had no business justification.
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How the ‘Joint Force’ got stuck

As noted, young high-potentials or ‘Young Turks’ were

brought together into a Joint Force to help push for

change. The ‘Young Turks’ argued the case for change

with forceful rhetoric, but they demonstrated, under-

neath the words, a strong alignment with the very culture

that they were denigrating. Their rhetoric, for instance,

contained no ideas about howwordsmight be turned into

action. Another example: they placed blame for inaction

on the level above them, rather than reflecting on their

own responsibility for the lack of change.

The Joint Force members were creating the very envir-

onment that they despised:

• They called for more individual responsibility, but ended up

by blaming others.

• They denounced bureaucracy, but ended up by calling for the

creation of even more committees to ‘bring about change’.

• They called for openness and a real dialogue, but they ended

up by suggesting the removal of anyone opposing them.

What went wrong: a diagnosis

Shell is a highly successful and profitable organization.

It would be very unlikely, therefore, for the organiza-

tion to get things wrong all of the time. We believe that

it was only within the context of certain critical issues

that Shell was becoming stuck, primarily because of a

lack of appropriate conceptual tools to overcome the

problems.
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We believe this because we noticed that when we con-

fronted people about their own responsibilities toward

their team’s ‘stuckness’, they mostly responded non-

defensively, and seemed able to frame issues in a different

way. That is, Shell people displayed high levels of commit-

ment, of openness to learning, and of intellectual integ-

rity. Why is it then that, with the very best of intentions

and a high level of commitment to sustainable change, the

Shell Europe Management Team and its members still

found themselves stuck as described above? The data

(interviews with managers throughout the organization,

and tape recordings of what actually goes on in meetings)

suggest a number of possible hypotheses.

THE CONSENSUS FOR CHANGE WAS COUNTERFEIT

The logic here might be that conservatism was deeply

embedded within the organization, and that, whatever

was said publicly, people were resistant to change or

lacked passion and urgency to change. Supporting this

view, one manager told us, ‘People don’t actually believe

that a performance culture is necessary.’

PEOPLE LACKED TRUST IN TOP

MANAGEMENT

Perhaps people were untrusting of the genuine desire

for change by the top management, and hence would

consider unquestioning enthusiasm for real change as per-

sonally risky (while, at the same time, publicly ‘saluting’

calls for change). ‘Too many people in Shell believe Van
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Wachem (the personification of the ‘‘old guard’’) will win’,

one manager said.

PEOPLE HAD A PERSONAL STAKE IN THE

‘OLD’ SHELL

A third possibility is that there were genuine conflicts of

interest in that some people had a real stake in the status

quo. ‘We’re not getting everybody on board because at

some stage in these changes there will be losers’, one

person said. ‘Some people will only lose, and it’s a fairytale

to hope you can ever get them on board.’

But our contact with both senior and junior managers

suggested that most people were genuinely committed to

the New Shell. Perhaps there are other explanations.

CHANGE JUST TAKES A LONG TIME IN A

BIG ORGANIZATION

‘Bringing about change in an organization like Shell takes

a long time’ was a typical comment. ‘It’s like turning

around a giant oil tanker. You’ve just got to be patient

and careful if you want it to succeed.’ But the same prob-

lems keep coming up. Sustainable change seems elusive.

THE PROBLEM IS DIFFICULT INDIVIDUALS,

WHO NEED TO BE ROOTED OUT AND GOT RID

As one manager said, ‘The problem we have is those

so-called barons,whodon’twant to lose their playgrounds.’

But there was no agreement on what the profile of a diffi-

cult person would be, and what would stop new barons
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appearing. If this is an accurate explanation for what has

gone wrong in the past, then it will be a fair prediction of

what will go wrong in the future. Still, the process of

changes will not move forward.

There is an element of truth in all of the above diag-

noses as to why it seems so difficult to implement change.

But they leave too much unexplained. This led us to

believe there is a more fundamental diagnosis: It is

that the ‘how to get there’—Shell’s theory of change—is not

sufficiently actionable.

The Shell theory of change

Summarizing the observations above, the Shell theory of

change has the following elements:

• It identifies a vision and values such as ‘breakthrough per-

formance’ and ‘ownership’.

• It tries to remove structural ambiguities about lines of report-

ing responsibility.

• It advocates change in culture and behavior.

• The end of ‘Shell speaks’.

• More risk-taking.

• It brings reward and appraisal systems into line with the new

values/vision.

All of these initiatives need to be undertaken with

• exhortation;

• calls for urgency;

• clear signs of commitment from the top;

• coaching from the top.
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But, things did not change. Why not?

The change process beset by Traps

The data suggested to us that when barriers to change

were encountered, there did not seem to be any capacity

to reflect and address the gap between what Shell people

set out to do (their espoused theory) and the reality of the

way that people behaved (their ‘theory-in-use’). The Shell

theory of change is incapable of explaining those situations

where it breaks down. Therefore, when new behaviors

were really needed (really mattered because the issues

were important) this was exactly the time when the old

behaviors would dominate. If our theory was correct, then

it would explain a number of things that we had been

observing when the organization seemed to get ‘stuck’.

In fact, when the data are examined, a pattern emerges.

There are a number of business issues which Shell handles

efficiently and with despatch. On the other hand, there

are a number of issues, with systematic characteristics,

that the organization seems to be unable to deal with

effectively. The two categories––easy and difficult––are

shown in Table 5.2.

When the ‘difficult’ types of issues were on the table,

there were recurrent patterns of behavior:

• a very strong espoused commitment to the ‘New’ Shell but an

inability to create it;

• a self-defeating reversion to ‘Old’ Shell behaviors at critical

moments;
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• a ‘skilled unawareness’ of this bind;

• a tendency to avoid embarrassment and threat, to avoid

conflict, and to blame others (publicly);

• a lack of public (i.e. inmeetings of more than two Shell people

together) discussion of the problem;

• the undiscussability of the lack of public discussion.

As we have seen, all of these characteristics are manifested

in Traps: skilled unawareness, blaming others, making

things undiscussable, and making the undiscussability

itself taboo. In other words, Shell’s managers espoused

the New Shell values, but reverted to old behaviors in

the interests of expediency. One EMT member, a passion-

ate exponent of the need to move to the New Shell values,

Table 5.2. How conventional approaches bypass traps

Relatively easy Very difficult

Simple
e.g. investment in cat cracker

Complex
e.g. potential for zone to con-
tribute to the ‘supermarket’
problem

Easy implementation
e.g. smart card launch in UK

Complicated implementation
e.g. implementing European
refinery rationalization

Consistent with traditional lines of
organization and power
e.g. Service company
rationalization

Cuts across traditional lines of
organizational power
e.g. the final decision on
commonback office

Low level of ‘integration’
e.g. ARB

High levels of ‘integration’
e.g. pan European joint (MST)

Expansion and ‘colonization’
e.g. replicating OpCo structure
in new markets

Marketing initiatives
Contraction and prioritization
e.g. investment in Russia and
Eastern Europe
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described how he had used a very political process, a

typical set of Shell moves, in order to get an action

implemented. When confronted with the view that such

behavior would ensure that the Old Shell values would

persist, the manager replied, ‘But that is the only way you

can get things done around here.’

This was not an isolated incident; behaviors often

reverted to Old Shell values. Table 5.3 ‘scores’ the quality

of dialogue in a series of Shell Europe Management Team

meetings. Down the left-hand side are the issues that

required decision and action. Along the top are the new

values that this senior team wanted to see acted out in the

‘New Shell culture’. From the tapes of the meetings, and

from real-time interventions, we scored the way in which

the EMT members acted out the new values. For example

an ‘X’ in the column means that when the management

team was discussing a decision on bitumen, then they

shied away from establishing greater personal account-

ability (by missing the opportunity to alert their subor-

dinates that the business logic for merging territories was

weak), thus ‘betraying’ that value.

Whenever EMT members described how they would

actually go about doing something, they reverted to the

‘Old’ Shell ways and were either

• unaware of the reversion, or

• justified it in terms of ‘but we have to compromise this time,

it’s important, and it’s the only way to get it done’.

This pattern of behavior has dangerous consequences for

the change process. First, subordinates, who are perfectly
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Table 5.3. Old versus new values

Issues Addressing
tough issues

Risk-taking Greater
personal
account-
ability

Action based
on 80/20
analysis

External
focus

Clear &
honest
communi-
cation

Unambiguous
messages

Rigorous
thinking

Bitumen X X X X X
Green Paper X X X X X X X
Relationship
with top

X X X X X X X

Relationship
with each other

X X X X X X X

Relationship with
subordinates

X X X X X X

Refinery
rationalization

X X X X X X X X

Supermarket
threat

X X X X X X

BP/Mobil deal X X X X X X

X ¼ New Shell value betrayed.



alert to the hypocrisy, will continue to be socialized and

acculturated with the ‘old’ values. Secondly, it will

not achieve its objectives, such as ‘breakthrough perform-

ance’ and ‘open and honest behaviour’, because people will

be, in actuality, behaving in the old, dysfunctional ways.

This will inevitably provoke cynicism. As one manager

commented: ‘The reorganization process has been a total

disaster. If the right opportunity came up I would leave.’

Another said, ‘People don’t see the substance behind it.

They see a lot of evangelical fervour but what does it actu-

ally mean?We see words like ‘‘breakthrough performance’’

but what does that mean? What is the plan to deliver it?’

In spite of all this, or perhaps because it of it, there was a

tendency to shield subordinates from ambiguity, despite

the ‘new’ value that espoused honesty, openness, and

personal responsibility. One manager justified that by

saying, ‘They have to believe there’s a God up there some-

times. How much uncertainty do you share? If you’re a

refinery operator and you see that the Gods have feet of

clay, that’s not very rewarding.’

Reflecting on Cultures and Traps

Schein (1992, 1999) defines culture as having three levels.

They are artifacts (visible organizational structures and

processes), espoused values (strategies, goals, philoso-

phies), and basic underlying assumptions (unconscious,

taken-for-granted beliefs, perceptions, thoughts, and

feelings).
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Sackman (1991) defines culture as a set of commonly

held cognitions that are held with some emotional invest-

ment and integrated into a logical system or cognitive

map that contains cognitions about descriptions, oper-

ations, prescriptions, and causes. They are habitually used

and influence prescription, thinking, feeling, and acting.

Both authors agree that the components of culture

become attached to emotion and degrees of importance.

The components are relatively stable over time. This pro-

vides a sense of order and makes the world predictable.

Schein and Sackman suggest that culture is used to answer

characteristic questions, such as ‘what is’, ‘what exists’,

‘how are things done’ or ‘should be done’, and ‘why

things are done the way they are’ (Sackman 1991: 39).

Fundamental differences between cultures and Traps

Both authors pay considerable attention to specifying

these features in more detail. Whatever their respective

details, both authors hold that the components form

patterns of interdependence that result in the patterns

being self-fueling and self-maintaining. The patterns also

develop over time as well as in the context in which they

exist. Cultures are complex. Variance is a key feature of all

cultures.

The structure and processes cannot be defined ahead

of time without deep understanding of their content.

We may know that cultures are composed of artifacts,

espoused values, and underlying assumptions. But

they cannot be defined a priori. We also know that the
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components are embedded with emotional investment,

specify causes, and are habitually used.

Unlike culture, Traps are the same over time and in

different contexts. The primary causes of Traps are the

use of Model I theory-in-use and the defensive reasoning

mind-set. All Traps are characterized by denying personal

causal responsibility, and covering up the denial by mak-

ing it undiscussable.

And Traps universally inhibit learning to correct the

counterproductive consequences they create. As we saw

in the cases presented in Chapter 2, Traps are activated

regardless of whether the subject matter is intentions or

technical problems.We have also illustrated how teaching

that can detect and correct errors can be blocked by indi-

viduals, groups, and organizational norms such as defen-

sive routines.

The literature on culture claims that culture can develop

from bottom–up or top–down. Most writers seem to focus

on the ways the top executives create and influence cul-

ture. It is true that top managements do influence the

conditions under which Traps are activated and the degree

to which they are protected by the top. Using this criter-

ion, it follows that the top is more influential. But, if the

criterion to be used is how human beings learn to be

skillful at creating and maintaining Traps, then all begin

with similar Model I skills and defensive reasoning mind-

sets. Most individuals, regardless of sex, age, education, or

wealth, learn Model I and defensive reasoning through

acculturation. They enter organizations skilled at creating

Traps and accept Traps as ‘natural’.
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Leaders who create Traps by their top–down actions and

policies are matched by the subordinates creating their

own Traps. The difference is that in most cases the subor-

dinates drive their actions underground. They design and

execute them with skilled transparency. We saw this with

Shell, where the top levels of the organization created

Traps and the ‘Young Turks’ responded by constructing

their own.

As noted, the executives in the EMT displayed high

advocacy and intransigence, low additivity, and low inte-

gration (not saying ‘if I put that view/data together within

mine, then you would conclude that . . . ’). In the case of

the MBAs we discussed in Chapter 2, they created Traps

that were counterproductive to effective dialogue about

compensation strategies in a classroom exercise. At Shell,

discussions about making real changes in a multibillion

dollar international enterprise ended with a similar babble

of opposing views, and no conclusions were reached.

The primary source of Traps is not culture

To promote open and honest communication, risk-taking,

and other productive values, many consultants and

executives focus on the organization’s culture. But as the

Shell case demonstrates, the culture is a by-product of the

behavior of the people in the organization. The primary

sources of Traps are the inner contradictions created by

the skillful use of Model I and defensive reasoning. The

players act out their Traps in groups, in interpersonal

relations, in organizational defensive routines, and in
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the underground world—all of which will be reflected in

the organization’s culture.

Given all the built-in protective actions and defensive

reasoning in Traps, they cannot be diagnosed effectively

by using espoused theory data. In order to diagnose Traps

it is necessary to begin with relatively observable data

such as tape-recordings of actual meetings and conversa-

tions or observations by highly skilled observers. The cau-

tion by Schein against depending upon surveys is valid

not so much because we do not knowwhat to ask. Indeed,

Trap theory specifies the variables ahead of time. The

problem with surveys is that they start with respondents’

beliefs and claims, by using espoused theory data. The

theory-in-use that activates Traps is not the same theory

that respondents refer to in filling out surveys.

When it comes to change on the organizational or

personal level, the key criterion for success is the develop-

ment of Model II action and productive reasoning skills.

Traps can be reduced significantly by educating individ-

uals to use Model II theory-in-use and productive reason-

ing. The training depends on practice under everyday life

conditions. Learning Model II and productive reasoning

can be used for both technical and interpersonal types of

knowledge. This is the basis for genuine integration of the

technical and people issues in organizations.

A focus on change to increase effectiveness in the mar-

ketplace, in order to become operational, will have to

focus on learning. For example,Want (2006) recommends

changing addictive cultures. He specifies that education is

the first step to getting rid of addictions. The second step
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is to replace old constraints with more functional ones.

The third step is consensus building. The final step is

action. In order to make this advice actionable, it is neces-

sary to specify the steps in educating, in replacing, in

creating consensus, and in taking action. The context of

these steps is significantly different depending on the

theory-in-use and the reasoning mind-set used. If we

focus on espoused theories, as most culture change pro-

grams do, we will meet frustration, as happened at Shell.
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6

Strengthening New Approaches

We have seen how neither leadership nor culture by

themselves can reduce or eliminate Traps. Of course, pre-

scriptions to create new levels of performance in organ-

izations are not limited to these two topics. New

approaches to strengthen organizations and their man-

agement abound as consultants and scholars steadily pre-

sent new practices and theories. These approaches ask us

to address organizational performance on the basis of the

psychological well-being of its members, strengthening

teamwork, promoting organizational learning, improving

collaboration, ensuring strategic fit, and other strategies. A

few of these new approaches address the existence of

Traps in one form or another, but many seem unaware

of the existence of Traps, or simply bypass them. As I will

show in this chapter, each can in fact be strengthened by

including features of our approach in order to reduce

Traps.

Before turning to thesenewapproaches, however, I should

acknowledge that many of those in large organizations
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seem to find the existence of Traps unremarkable: sup-

posedly ‘savvy’ managers acknowledge Model I defensive

reasoning as a fact of life and simply make use of it for

their own purposes. For example, a large corporation

recently promoted some individuals as stars. They went

through a carefully designed set of seminars to introduce

them to the values of the organizations as well as to the

leadership skills valued by the organization. The person in

charge of these educational seminars was a highly trusted

HR executive personally selected by the CEO. At the end

of each of the seminars, the HR executive held a session

with the young executives. He promised to be ‘brutally’

honest and asked for a commitment from the executives

to keep the session confidential.

In one seminar, the executives had recently observed a

session between the CEO and his reports. The idea was to

help the young executives to see the top in action dealing

with the topics of investments and innovation. The HR

executive reminded the new executives that the CEO’s

immediate reports rank-ordered five investment alterna-

tives. The session ended with numbers 2 and 3 being

selected. The HR executive asked the young executives,

in this session, to describe their reactions to the top

executives’ discussion. Those who spoke, and they repre-

sented the majority, described the session as open, frank,

and involving.

The HR executive then told the young executives that

he attended a session of the CEO’s immediate reports in

preparation for their meeting with the CEO. The immedi-

ate reports expressed concern that the CEO might bypass
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or not approve their preferred alternatives, so they

designed a strategy. The lead presenter would present

alternatives 1 through 3 as ‘throw-aways’ or tests. These

alternatives were designed to uncover clues about the

likely position of the CEO. The direct reports specified

criteria that, if observed, would mean that they should

omit the two most important recommendations and

cover up that they were doing so. At the meeting, the

lead presenter ended the meeting after the first three

options were presented because his reading of the clues

told him they needed to delay discussion of options 4 and

5 until after they softened up the CEO.

The young executives were taken aback. What about all

the pleading for openness and candor, they asked? The HR

executive responded that these values were still respected

but not at the expense of options 4 and 5. Several of the

young executives expressed admiration for the skill of the

executives in hiding their strategy and acting as if they

were not doing so. The HR executive said, in effect, that

this was the most important lesson for the young execu-

tive. He advised them to develop such skills.

Imagine that this type of dialogue occurs over the years.

Imagine also the numbers of ‘confidential’ sessions the

younger executives may hold to teach their subordinates

how to survive. How many games must be played and

how undiscussable those games must be! It is against

this sort of environment that many of today’s experts

and researchers advance their approaches to organiza-

tions: promoting teamwork, trust, collaboration, and so

on. It may be unfair to call them naı̈ve, yet we must point
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out that those who overlook the power and ubiquity of

Traps will find their prescriptions for change continuously

undermined.

Seeking Help from Outside Consultants

Some, acknowledging the pervasiveness of Traps and the

difficulties of dealing openly with them—and perhaps

adopting the defensive reasoning mind-set that ‘we are

all victims’—seek help in the form of an intervention

from outside the organization. While not new, the use of

consultants is one of the most common organizational

fixes—and the solutions the consultants offer are fre-

quently touted as ‘new and improved’. Organizations

bring in consulting teams, often from prestigious firms,

to diagnose their troubles and offer prescriptions for

change. Since these consultants are outsiders and profes-

sionals, they are expected not to be burdened with the

baggage that organizational members carry and to use

productive reasoning rather than a defensive mind-set in

their dealings with clients. Unfortunately, these expect-

ations are often unmet.

I should like to describe the difficulties that I have

witnessed in consultants’ interactions with clients when

productive reasoning has been used in the service of

Model I. The consultants with whom I have worked tend

to evaluate their professional skills very highly. They

reported that they are not in the business of bragging

publicly (in their groups or in groups with clients). Yet,
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as a senior executive in one consulting firm said, during a

meeting with the top consulting group, ‘When we ask,

‘‘mirror, mirror on the wall who is the fairest person of

them all’’ the answer is me’ (Laughter).

I asked twenty-four highly senior consultants if they

had occasions when they believed that they had delivered

an excellent report yet the clients expressed doubts. All

said yes, and all said that it was not often. I then asked

them how they responded. All answered that they wanted

to understand the reasoning behind the client’s evalu-

ations. The strategies that they reported they used

included:

1. Welcome the client’s questions and concerns. Do so in a

manner that the discussions are based on objective facts

and not upon ideologies.

2. Review the main points of our analysis and recommenda-

tions to make certain that the clients understand our reason-

ing and our positions.

3. If emotions rise, calm the people down by examining ration-

ally how they developed their assessments of our work.

These responses are consistent with productive reasoning.

For example, focus on the objective facts and not upon

ideologies. Make sure that the clients realize the rigorous-

ness of our thinking, especially our willingness to subject

our substantive claims to as robust tests as we and the

clients can generate. Calm any emotions down by focus-

ing upon our reasoning and upon the facts.

To the degree that these strategies reflect aspects of

Model II reasoning, they should be less likely to produce
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Traps. However, there is still some danger here, depending

on how the consultants actually produce these strategies.

An examination of the left-hand columns of the consult-

ants revealed a number of theories-in-use that could make

these conversations less effective. For instance, (a) it is

important that we understand each other; (b) make sure

that the clients really understand us; (c) help the clients to

craft their views as rigorously as possible, and test their

views but (d) do all this without offending the client,

(e) do not arouse strong emotions and (f ) if emotions

arise, dampen them by focusing on the clients’ reasoning,

not their emotions. If the consultant reminds the client

that ideologies must be excluded, the client may respond

(probably in their head) ‘I know that perfectly well. I think

it’s you who are having trouble parting with your own

ideology.’ If the consultant says, ‘Let’s make sure to separ-

ate emotions from facts’, the client may think (but not

say) ‘I’m not emotional, but they seem to be getting emo-

tional. If they are getting emotional, they might have

trouble seeing how our position is valid. And for the

record, I am focusing on the correct facts, namely my

facts.’

We see additional recipes for introducing Traps with

clients when we look at the strategies that consultants

use in managing clients. They are (a) set clear tasks for

the clients who are on the joint team charged with making

the analysis and developing the recommendations; (b)

keep the pressure on them, don’t let them off the hook;

(c) do the work for them so that progress is not inhibited;

(d) warn the clients that the tools are sophisticated, make
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public our warning labels, that the tools can be detrimen-

tal to performance if not used correctly.

These strategies are consistent with Model I. The con-

sultants are unilaterally controlling. They act to protect

the clients from possible failure by maintaining tougher

control over the clients’ actions. They acknowledge that

they may be more Model I and use stronger defensive

reasoning in order to protect themselves. They may

espouse Model II actions but believe that such a dialogue

may upset the clients. I should like to turn to several

examples to illustrate the problem.

Case A

The clients had conducted their own internal analysis of a

new venture. They concluded that the new venture could

become a billion dollar plus business. The consulting

team was asked to help the clients position themselves

to take advantage of the opportunity. The team worked

cooperatively with the client organization. After several

months of work and periodic lengthy discussions, the

consulting case team presented to the client their analysis.

They concluded that it was unlikely that the business

would be more than a seventy-five million dollar one (at

least in the immediate future). As the senior consultant

officer stated, ‘We became aware that there was a lot of nit-

picking of analytical points. For the first time we were

asked questions by the clients such as, ‘‘When did you

get that number?’’ or, ‘‘How do you know that your

assumptions are correct?’’ ’
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The senior consultant officer then asked his consultants

how they would diagnose what was going on. The con-

sultants responded that the nit-picking was caused by the

clients’ defensiveness. ‘What would make the clients

defensive?’ asked the officer.

The consultants responded to the officer’s questions

with three reasons. First, the consultants had produced

more pessimistic conclusions than the clients had

expected. The nit-picking was caused by feelings of

embarrassment by the client. Second, the consultants

had not only told the client that their projections were

wrong. They also created the possibility that at least some

of the client’s people brought in to build the new business

might lose their jobs. Third, the surprise itself could be a

cause of the client defensiveness. If the consultants had

spoken with some of the key individuals before the meet-

ing, they could have prepared them for the surprise.

As one consultant said, ‘Their nit-picking is a survival

process to be expected by anyone who is threatened’

(many nodded their heads approvingly or said ‘Yes’, ‘Cor-

rect’, ‘Right on’). He added, ‘Would we not act in the same

way if we had an outsider tell us that our analysis was

wrong?’ Again, many nodded their heads approvingly

and several said ‘Yes’. We have an example where the

consultants agreed that the clients were acting defen-

sively. They also admitted that they would do the same

if their work was threatened.

The officer leading the discussion asked how the con-

sultants should respond. Their responses included (a) ask

the clients to ‘raise their sights . . . and help them to see the
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big picture’; (b) encourage the clients to examine ‘our

numbers any way they wish and see what happens to

the analysis. If we are correct they will eventually realize

it’; (c) invite the clients to express all their views––‘we

then promise to think about them and promise to

respond. In the meantime, let us get on with the presen-

tation’; and (d) begin the presentation with more positive

findings and then ease into the negative conclusions.

All these strategies assume that clients who are feeling

defensive have the capacity to reduce their defensiveness

either by asking them ‘to raise their sights’ or by begin-

ning with some positive examples. It is as if human beings

can distance themselves from their own defensive reason-

ing actions and then continue to focus dispassionately on

the data that are causing the threat in the first place. There

is also a plea to suppress the defensiveness in order to

overcome it. The clients are expected to place their defen-

siveness ‘on hold’ and discuss threatening subjects with

dispassion. These strategies are being recommended even

though earlier many of the consultants had agreed that

they too would have reacted defensively if someone

had told them something that was equally surprising

about their practice, using their data to make the point.

During the discussion, consultant A said that he would

have asked the client, ‘to temporarily suspend disbelief, to

focus less on the details, and more on the major pieces of

the analyses’. Consultant B responded, ‘But that would

be adding insult to injury. Moreover, the clients could

experience A as acting in a patronizing manner.’ There

were few moments of awkward silence since this was the
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first time one of the consultants had negatively evaluated

the contributions of another consultant.

The officer asked A how he felt about B’s response.

A said that he felt B had not understood him. The officer

then asked, ‘If the conversation continued as it did, would

you have felt B and others would be nit-picking?’

A responded, ‘Yes’. The officer then pointed out that

A had concluded that his colleagues were wrong and

acted as if that was not the case. A continued to hold his

views strongly while discounting the views of his critics.

B smiled when he heard A’s comments and said: ‘To be

honest, and I guess that’s the idea of these sessions,

I would have probably reacted the same way as A did.’

The moment the threat occurred in their own discus-

sion, the consultants also acted in ways to bypass poten-

tial threat and to distance themselves from it. These

defensive strategies made it unlikely that the consultants

would test publicly their own attributions about defen-

siveness or obtain the cooperation they seek from the

clients to overcome theirs.

Case B

A consulting team had as its objective to collect valid

financial data. They met with fifteen key client middle

managers (line/staff). They were unable to get from them

relatively clear and unambiguous answers about the

meaning of the numbers. After many hours of frustration,

they scheduled individual meetings in an attempt to get

clearer answers, but met with little success. When the
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consultants were alone, they made comments such as

‘unbelievable’, ‘They’re all screwed up’, ‘Have you ever

seen such a defensive group?’, ‘No wonder the top man-

agement does not trust the planning process.’

The team leader admonished the members to deal ‘sen-

sitively with the client members because they and the

organization were obviously defensive’ and ‘we don’t

want to get mired down in their organizational garbage’.

Let’s look at what actually happened here. The consult-

ing team members observed the reactions of the line and

staff managers to their questions. The teammembers con-

cluded that the clients and the client system were acting

defensively. The intended attribution of defensiveness

became the premise for guiding the team’s actions. The

team members’ design for dealing with the clients

included such strategies as (1) do not discuss the defen-

siveness in order to test or understand it because (2) that

willmost likelymake the clientsmore defensive and (3) act

as if the clients are not judged as being defensive, therefore

(4) cover up the diagnosis with a bypass strategy. These

rules are consistent withModel I and defensive reasoning.

There are several important consequences of this strat-

egy. First, the consultants may not learn the extent to

which their diagnosis may have been incorrect. Second,

the clients may not learn the extent to which their defen-

siveness inhibits the formulation, development, and exe-

cution of a strategy. Third, if the clients react defensively,

and if the consultants bypass that defensiveness, then the

consultants have introduced into the client organization

routines for dealing with defensiveness designed to
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bypass the defensiveness and act as if this is not being

done. The result is a cover-up and further reinforcement

of the Traps. Some may say that the consultants would

not have gotten themselves in such a predicament if they

had involved the clients more in the process. But, the

example came from a meeting where the team and the

clients were working cooperatively from the outset.

The client organization is not being helped to under-

stand that its defensive routines inhibit it from learning

how to learn. One consequence of this is related to the

reactions of the executives at the top. They created the

case team (an internal task force with outside consultants)

precisely because they did not believe that the present

organization could produce the analysis necessary for a

sound strategy. They reached that conclusion after several

years of experience with their own planning process that

resulted in all sorts of incomplete or incorrect plans which

the top concluded were the result of the defensiveness

of the organization. Like everyone else involved in this

case, the top executives also kept their diagnosis secret.

They too covered up, they too covered up the cover-up,

and they too bypassed the entire issue by hiring the out-

side consultants to work with the ‘best’ individuals that

they could identify from within the organization.

To sum up: the automatic reaction to defensiveness in

both cases is to ignore or bypass the defensiveness. But the

act of ignoring reality is itself defensive because individ-

uals who are charged with producing a new strategy even-

tually will have to deal with the existing organizational

defensive routines because they will operate to reduce the
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effectiveness of the new planning processes. Bypassing

and distancing do not encourage the production of valid

information with which to formulate and develop a strat-

egy, not to mention to implement it.

Consultant shortcomings in implementing productive

reasoning

Edward de Bono (1969, 1972, 1982) provides a model for

productive reasoning, which he calls lateral thinking. Lat-

eral thinking can be used to find creative solutions to

problems and encourage learning. De Bono also presents

examples of human action that are counterproductive to

learning. For example, human beings produce such pat-

terns as ‘We’re right, you are wrong.’ These and other

behavioral examples de Bono cites are similar to the

Model I actions that produce Traps. Traps do not encour-

age human beings to seek new ways of thinking, to value

discontinuity, and to seek to change the status quo.

I am suggesting that, in addition to the educational

strategies that de Bono uses, it would be helpful to get

the participants to focus on how they create Traps and

how they deny that they are doing so, and deny that they

are denying. I predict that as consultants learn lateral

thinking they will compartmentalize it as a learning pro-

cess to be used with clients who are ‘smart’ and who

would enjoy lateral thinking. Under these conditions,

the consultants are not likely to activate their fears about

client pushback described earlier and again the Traps will

become more robust.
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Moore and Sonsino (2003), citing Toulmin, recommend

that consultants craft arguments that are effective. This

includes stating claims clearly, providing the grounds or

data used to make claims and include qualifications, war-

rants, or backing for their claims. These requirements are

consistent with productive reasoning embedded Model II

inquiry and testing.

Moore and Sonsino recommend using the Toulmin

model in order to bring the clients ‘into your way of

thinking’ (2003: 26). They continue that sound argumen-

tation will lead to a greater sense of confidence on the part

of the consultants, and make it more likely that they will

feel less vulnerable. This, the authors claim, should assist

the actors to persuade others more effectively. These

quotations indicate that the consultants are advised to

be in unilateral control and to parry clients’ queries. Not

surprisingly, the authors recommend that the consultants

should implement the above before they ‘go public’

because the clients would be less likely to experience

their arguments as being based on personal opinion or

that they are crafted to be imposed. The advice is consist-

ent with Model I values of unilateral control and cover-up

of the unilateral control.

The authors also advise that the Toulmin model should

be used to produce arguments that are more likely to be

seen as truthful. Yet they should do so in private, in case

the clients disagree and attack. On the one hand, the

consultants should use a model for seeking truth by all

parties that encourages symmetry of powers in the rela-

tionship. On the other hand, if it is necessary to defend
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their argument they should cover themselves in ways that

create asymmetrical power and act as if they are not cov-

ering themselves. To the extent that the clients use Model

I and defensive reasoning, they will create asymmetrical

relationships. All this is not discussable and its undiscus-

sability is undiscussable.

To review, those who seek real change in organiza-

tions should not expect outside consultants to be able

to create miracles. As human beings, consultants are not

immune to responding to situations that are threatening

or embarrassing with Model I theory-in-use and defen-

sive reasoning. Real change must often come from

within.

The Collaborative Community

A number of professionals who work in organization

development and leadership seek to model the workings

of organizations on the more organic workings of natural

communities. A central theme in The Firm as a Collabora-

tive Community: Reconstructing Trust in the Knowledge Econ-

omy by Heckscher and Adler (2006) is that a central

tension has run through social analysis for well over a

century. The issue of community and trust seem increas-

ingly necessary in a complex interdependent world but

they are increasingly less available. Bonds of trust are

essential yet they are eroding when they are most needed.

Heckscher and Adler describe three forms of commu-

nity. The first is hierarchical, and market oriented. The
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second is community as the dominant principle. The

third community, the collaborative community, is neces-

sary if trust is to be reconstructed in the modern world.

The values of a collaborative community are contribution,

concern, honesty, congeniality. There is an emphasis on

high collectivism and individualism as well as high par-

ticularism and universalism. The collaborative commu-

nity, they believe, will flourish with minimal Traps and

high trust.

A collaborative community requires different expect-

ations than hierarchical and market communities. Move-

ment toward the collaborative community will cause the

established webs of traditional mutual expectations to

tear. The overall level of trust will decline and people will

withdraw into self-protective individualism.

The authors claim that in order for collaborative com-

munities to flourish it is necessary to change the norms of

deference, of autonomy (do not invade others’ turf), and

of stovepipe structures. They also point out that some

common features of Traps need to be reduced or elimin-

ated: the designed strategy of being respectful in public

while privately maintaining that the others are not

worthy of respect and the tendency of people to take

refuge in the belief that they are victims of their organiza-

tions and that they are helpless to make appropriate

changes.

The authors are clear that moving from here to there

will not be easy. They review the attempts made to create

collaborative communities and conclude that success to

date is mixed. They select an intervention process created
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by Beer and his colleagues (1997) as one that has potential

in moving us from here to there.

The Strategic Fitness Process

The Strategic Fitness Process (SFP) is a process of building a

collaborative community. It is based on building a learn-

ing process that encourages inquiry into all aspects and

at all levels, especially at the top. Inquiry is coupled

with advocacy and testing of ideas—features of Model II

theory-in-use and productive reasoning.

For example, the top management of a large corpor-

ation asked, ‘What are the strengths of the organizations

and what barriers do we see to implementing the strat-

egy?’ A task force was appointed composed of managers

who had a reputation for being honest and showing little

respect for deference. They were provided with a course in

interviewing. They then interviewed many individuals, at

all levels, throughout the organization. Next, with the

help of professionals, they made their analysis. They iden-

tified the following six barriers to be overcome if success

was to be achieved. First, strategy was unclear and repre-

sented conflicting priorities. The employees had not

heard the strategy articulated previously; it did not make

sense to them and various components were inconsistent

with each other. Second, there was an ineffective top

team. The employees perceived lack of cooperation and

agreement at the top. Too many meetings at the top were

filled with administrative rather than strategic issues.

Third, there was a top–down or laissez-faire leadership
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style by the general manager. Fourth, there was poor

coordination and teamwork across key interfaces. Fifth,

there was poor vertical communication. Sixth, manage-

ment and leadership skills were inadequate throughout

the organization.

The findings were discussed by the top management

and members of the task force. The former then met

privately to develop corrective actions such as (a) de-

velop the top team to deal more effectively with conflicts

and to develop better unity in strategic direction; (b)

inform lower levels with one voice of the direction in

which the organization should go; (c) learn from lower

levels about organizational arrangements and their own

top team behavior that blocked effective implemen-

tation and reformulation of organizational strategies.

Those involved, especially top management, evaluated

the program as very effective. One senior executive said

that this intervention made it possible for the top to

discuss the undiscussables. Once they reached agree-

ment, they formulated policies and practices to reduce

the undiscussables around the strategy.

The structure of the process made it possible to achieve

this progress. For example, the top management publicly

committed themselves to detect errors, such as the bar-

riers, and to correct them. The task force members could

bypass the counterproductive forces of Traps by holding

the top responsible that tough analysis would not be

career threatening. This led the task force to accept per-

sonal responsibility for producing a valid albeit tough

analysis. Finally, the focus of the report included
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undiscussables in the above ground organization that

could be changed.

Let us dig a bit deeper. The respondents who were inter-

viewed knew about the six barriers. They were able to

provide evidence for their existence. So why did the

organization not take action earlier? What were the obs-

tacles to making the barriers transparent and actionable?

What does this inaction say about leadership and about

the organizational culture?

Also, if the middle managers knew about the barriers,

what prevented them from pushing for action long before

the intervention helped to legitimize their becoming

more candid? What actions, if any, did the top and the

middle managers take to cover up what they knew and to

cover up that they were covering up?

One might ask what difference all this makes. After all,

the problems were identified and made discussable, an

achievement not to be belittled. The answer depends on

the meaning of the word ‘problems’. If ‘problems’ means

the barriers to effectiveness were identified by the task

force then progress was made. If, in addition, ‘problems’

means also the obstacles created, for manymonths, by the

participants that prevented the detection and correction

of the six barriers, then this problem has not been solved.

The Traps that created the barriers still exist, in the under-

ground world, waiting for the next problems to be solved.

Thus the first-order problems may have been solved but,

at best, the solution will be limited to the strategy issues.

The second-order problems have not been solved, hence

the changes are not likely to persevere.
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Heckscher (2007) expands his views on how to move

away from the old approach of unilateral leadership and

control in the service of loyalty to the new approach of

the flexible collaborative enterprise. Again, he suggests

that the Strategic Fitness Process created by Michael Beer

and his colleagues be used to provide paths to effective

change. Recall the process for change is itself collabora-

tive. ‘The task team tells the top managers that their

ideas of what is happening in the organization do not

reflect reality’ (Heckscher 2007: 230). The reports are

described as being candid, blunt, tough, and at times

brutal. The descriptions are consistent with Model I

theory-in-use. The middle level reporters advocate their

views and they make evaluations and attributions in

ways that do not encourage the top to question their

findings. Heckscher reports that these first feedback ses-

sions shake the top. He reports that the top develops

feelings of anger, hurt, and denial. ‘It’s not surprising

that in almost every case there are members of top lead-

ership who retreat to various forms of resistance’ (2007:

231). Defensive reasoning appears to be activated in

addition to Model I theory-in-use.

Heckscher continues that themiddle-level team and the

senior leadership find this ‘opening up’ so novel that no

one feels able to predict where it will go. The lower levels

wonder about the dangers they are running in speaking

honestly with their superiors. The superiors worry about

losing control. They fret that they could handle the

change by just telling people what to do. These conse-

quences are consistent with the Traps.
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The process is designed to minimize counterproductive

consequences by having rules that permit the reporters to

be candid and state that the top managers must listen in

silence. They can only speak to clarify and to test their

understanding. The top managers will be able to express

their feelings and reactions when theymeet privately with

each other. This rule legitimizes any catharsis that the top

seeks to express. It also legitimizes a distancing between

the top and the middle. The distancing prevents the self-

fueling, counterproductive consequences that would

result from the suppressed left-hand column of the top

and the Traps processes that they would be activating if

the distancing did not occur. The consultants flag behav-

iors on anyone’s part that would activate Traps.

There is a problem involved with these positive results.

They prevent counterproductive actions by distancing the

participants from each other. They also ‘teach’ a strategy

of leadership that encourages distancing. The Traps are

bypassed. They are not confronted. This danger can be

dealt with by the consultants discussing it with the par-

ticipants. If the participants wish to reduce it, they could

undergo learning to reduce Traps.

There are cases on record where the top management

has not chosen to undergo such education. However, they

have employed the Strategic Fitness Process in resolving

other problems using whatever local designs that they

found appropriate. Thus the organization has available

to it a way of dealing with important problems yet not

having to focus directly on reducing the Traps that remain

underground.
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Two observations are appropriate here. First, solving

difficult problems is not a trivial success, especially when

the managers acknowledge the limits of the process that

they chose. Second, as the SFP is used, it may lead indi-

viduals to begin to move to learn the double-loop process

of reducing Traps. This may lead to incremental move-

ment toward a greater sense of community and collabor-

ation. It may also provide opportunities for learning the

skills necessary to reduce Traps, although there is as yet no

evidence available to indicate what happens if SFP and the

theory of action described in this book are combined.

Such experiments may strengthen the use of ‘communi-

ties of practice’ in networking and organizational learning

for effective problem-solving. Perhaps themost important

consequences of including an approach that reduces

Traps is that it may reduce the likelihood that change

programs will be experienced as false and dishonest, a

consequence that Heckscher notes occurs more fre-

quently than it should.

Cooperation without trust

As opposed to Heckscher and Adler, who argue that bonds

of trust are essential in a complex, interdependent world,

Cook, Hardin, and Levi (2005) argue in Cooperation With-

out Trust? that a society can function well in the absence

of trust. These authors suggest that, although interper-

sonal trust is important, especially in face to face situ-

ations, such trust is inadequate to design and lead

organizations. I suggest that their theory of trust, if
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implemented, contains contradictions that limit its valid-

ity and its generalizability. I also suggest possible strategies

to overcome the limits.

The authors define trust as follows: ‘Trust exists when

one party of the relationship believes the other party has

the incentive to act in his or her interest or to take his or

her interests to heart’ (Cook et al. 2005: 2). Trust entails

the claim, ‘For us to trust you requires both that we sup-

pose you are competent to perform what we trust you to

do and that we suppose your reasoning for doing so is not

merely your immediate interest but also your concern

with our interest and well being’ (ibid. 7).

Embedded in these definitions is a causal theory about

the conditions that are necessary to implement trust. The

claimmay be briefly stated as follows. If the first party has

the incentive and the competence to act in the other’s

interest, and if the first party genuinely believes it is in his

interest to do so, and if there are no ‘externalities’ to

prevent the first party from acting consistently with

what she or he intends, then he or she will do so.

The existence of Traps prevents the causal theory from

being as seamless as intended because Model I theory-in-

use and defensive reasoning are ‘internal’ to every actor.

Thus actors choose to deal with the ‘externalities’ by a

theory-in-use and defensive reasoning for which the

actor is responsible. For example, Rusk believed that it

was in his best interest and the interests of the Foreign

Service for it to become more effective, and in the interest

of the State Department for it to lose its reputation of

‘Foggy Bottom’.
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Rusk also knew that the reputation of ‘Foggy Bottom’

had a long history. State officials before him and those

then in active service had acted to create and maintain

that reputation. They also covered up their personal

responsibility for doing so. Moreover, they covered up

the cover-up by making these actions undiscussable. To

close the loop they created norms to sanction these

actions, which protected them from being held personally

responsible for the counterproductive consequences that

became transparent.

Rusk’s officials trusted Rusk not to violate their inter-

ests. They understood Rusk’s dilemma and predicted

that he would act in ways to espouse change while his

theory-in-use would be to champion such changes in

ways that gave himself and his associates room to pro-

tect themselves by using the Traps. The reader may recall

that he acted consistently with their predictions. All of

these actions are consistent with Cook’s, Hardin’s, and

Levi’s concept of trust as encapsulated interest. All par-

ties had an important incentive to be trustworthy and

this incentive is grounded in the value of maintaining

future relationships of trust. Thus all parties involved

rightly trusted each other to maintain the Trap of

‘Foggy Bottom’.

These comments lead me to ask, what does the theory

predict about the consequences when individuals

believe they are acting consistently with being trust-

worthy, yet they know that they are spinning and acting

as if they are not? What is the impact on individuals

who learn that cooperation can come to mean that
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individuals may have powerful negative left-hand

columns and act as if they do not? What is the impact

of individuals when they lead a life of denials and

denials of the denials?

How would the authors’ theory of encapsulated trust

explain this behavior? Does the theory help them to

design social experiments in order to reduce the anti-

learning self-sealing activities? Would not such experi-

ments, whatever their results, enlarge and define their

theory?

The authors claim the interpersonal trust can help to

lower costs of monitoring and sanctioning that might be

required by individuals whowere not trustworthy. But the

interpersonal Model I trust and the Traps may actually

increase the costs of monitoring and sanctioning. More-

over they may drive the dysfunctional consequence

underground, making it even more likely that the poten-

tial tragedies will not be discovered until a tragedy occurs

that is public and dramatic.

Structural Approaches

Addressing organizational structure is another way man-

agement researchers propose to overcome the typical

problems of organizations. The focus is not so much on

people and their behavior as on the organizational rules—

structures—that bind them together. While there are

many structural approaches to revamping organizations,

ranging fromflattening to re-engineering,wewill examine
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two such suggestions here, involving X-teams and ambi-

dextrous organizations.

X-teams

Ancona and Bresman suggest that effective performance

requires the development of X-teams. X-teams balance

internal and external competencies. The authors claim

that an overemphasis has been placed on the internal

factors. Not enough emphasis has been placed on ‘the

years of research and practice . . . that has shown thatman-

aging externally enables teams to lead, innovate, and

succeed in a rapidly changing environment’ (2007: 6).

X-teams engage in high levels of scouting, ambassador-

ship, and task coordination.

Ancona and Bresman also recognize that, although

groups become more effective in their external relation-

ships, they will still need to develop their competence in

dealing with each other. For example, with more informa-

tion, complicated trade-offs arise and the decisions are

more difficult to make. ‘When divergent political interests

enter the team, those external can become internal team

conflicts’ and ‘Extreme execution inside the team

becomes more important’ (2007: 91).

Examples of ‘upgrading’ includes going beyond trad-

itional boundaries, expanding the involvement by the

development of expandable tiers, and exchangeable

membership. If these characteristics are implemented cor-

rectly the teams will becomemore innovative. Their inter-

actions with others will be more effective and the teams
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are more likely to produce a more effective product. The

reasoning is, if teams upgrade, they will get in more rele-

vant information, become more agile, and more innova-

tive. Therefore teams with these characteristics will

outperform traditional teams.

The authors introduce a proviso. X-teams are not

needed when (1) team goals are not needed, (2) organ-

izational goals are clearly aligned, (3) the team has the

support it needs, (4) when they have all the informa-

tion that they require, (5) when the knowledge

required is not changing rapidly, and (6) when the

team’s task is not highly interdependent with others

within the organization.

However, the authors make it clear that their advice on

X-teams may meet resistance. For example, ‘of course not

all conversations are successful. Sometimes management

simply does not want to listen to new ideas or thinks that

such ideas are not a priority’ (Ancona and Bresman 2007:

79). The authors’ advice to deal with these problems is to

continue the lobbying effort or move on to something

else and presumably act as if they are not rejecting

management. They then add that this is where being

X-team members requires courage and determination.

However they do not specify how people can acquire

these qualities.

The authors realize that organizations are political

entities. People hoard resources and hold grudges. They

guard their turf and strike at those who try to take it

away. The authors advise X-team members to find people

with power and influence who are willing to protect the

177

Strengthening New Approaches



team. Again, the authors do not specify the theory-in-use

that they believe is required if the advice is to be imple-

mented effectively. If the advice is, in effect, to be realis-

tic and to realize that transparency could be harmful

then the actions that follow would be consistent with

cover-up and covering up the cover-ups. All these conse-

quences are consistent with a victim mentality that is a

foundation of Traps. Would it not help the potential

users of the advice to be clear about the possible Trap

costs of their actions to the long-term health of their

organization?

The authors also advise that effective exploration is

implemented by the participants suspending prior views,

looking at the world with new eyes, finding hidden

opportunities, and creating open dialogue. In order for

this advice to be implemented, the participants must

have the requisite skills and reasoning processes, such as

Model II theories-in-use and productive reasoning. As we

have shown, when Traps are active, it is unlikely that the

participants will have the skills and the productive rea-

soning processes, or if they do it is unlikely that they will

use them.

The authors advise the participants to produce buy in,

to lobby, to crusade, to protect the team from political

adversaries by cajoling and ‘friendly’ coercion. If the

advice is implemented by using Model I theory-in-use

and defensive reasoning, then it will result in cover-up and

covering up the cover-up. This will then result in mixed

messages. For example: see the world in new ways but be

careful. Use distributed leadership but be unilaterally
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strong. Be a champion of change but be realistic. Create

cultural change programs but create them in ways that

they are not trusted.

In closing, the authors express doubt about the effect-

iveness of current human relations change programs

because they are too oriented internally. Their doubts are

valid. For example, many senior OD consultants and

change professional begin with the premise that their

clients must feel genuine pain if they are to change.

When the clients respond that their pain is about solving

business and organizational issues, the consultants inter-

pret such a response as being too rational and thereby

denying their pain. Often they guide their inquiry to

examine the personal pain even though the clients ques-

tion the validity of their diagnosis. Transcripts from actual

sessions with such professionals show that their premise

that the clients must feel pain may be an act of defensive

reasoning. The consultants begin with this premise

because it fits with their psychological-clinical skills and

it covers up their inability to think and act beyond them.

(Argyris 2000, 2004).

The Ambidextrous Organization

Today’s organizations need to deal with continuity and

change—a challenge that pulls the organization in two

different directions. InWinning through Innovation: A Prac-

tical Guide to Leading Organizational Change and Renewal,

Tushman and O’Reilly III (2002) claim that successful
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managers are faced with a paradox. In order to compete in

mature markets, they create structures, processes, and sys-

tems that lead to success. This produces a mind-set of

uniformity and conformity. People become committed

to the status quo. They become arrogant, reinforced by

their previous success. There is a turn inward. This reduces

their flexibility to deal with emergentmarkets. This results

in the paradox that the authors label ‘the tyranny of

success’. Success in a stable environment enhances the

chances of failure when the environment shifts.

The tyranny of today’s success can be overcome by

creating ambidextrous organizations: organizations

with internally inconsistent competencies, structures,

and cultures yet with a single vision. The authors state

that it is not easy to create ambidextrous organizations.

They also provide a learning framework by which they

can be created. Step 1 is to identify the manager and the

unit of analysis and performance or opportunity gaps.

Step 2 is to describe critical task and work processes. Step

3 is to check for organizational consequences between

task-formal organization, task-people, task, and culture.

Step 4 is to develop solutions and take actions. Step 5 is

to observe responses and learn from consequences. The

authors provide detailed descriptions to implement

these steps.

If my understanding is correct, they do not include the

challenge of dealing with Traps. They may believe that

Traps are not likely to arise in creating ambidextrous or-

ganizations. It is difficult to accept this explanation since

these organizations require a high degree of mutual
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respect, openness, trust, collaboration, teamwork, and

risk-taking. However, both claims are subject to test.

The authors cite the example of the CEO of Grenzack

who asked his top group to prepare an obituary describ-

ing how and when they believed Grenzack would fail and

die. All the managers predicted that if the present condi-

tions were left unchanged, the organization would fail

within the next several years. One common cause of

death was identified as ‘a lack of agreement and focus

among management about problems’ (Tushman and

O’Reilly: 2002: 61).

The team listed five problems and presented detailed

proposals as to how to solve them. The observation

made above regarding the Strategic Fitness Process applies

here as well: while reaching agreement on the five critical

problems is not a trivial achievement, neither the CEO

nor the team considered the question of how long had

they known about these problems. How long did they

have ideas about how to solve them? What prevented

them from taking appropriate actions earlier?

Engaging in dialogue over these questions would un-

cover if any Traps existed.What would happen if theman-

agers developed ambidextrous mind-sets that combined

dealing with the above ground task world and the Traps?

So far the successful interventions described do not touch

the Traps. They still exist in the underground organiza-

tions. Would it not have been an important lesson for the

managers and the organizations to examine these issues?

For example, the authors recommend that, in order for

their framework to be effective peoplemust bemotivated to
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change: ‘The first and most important step in motivating

constructive behavior is to ensure that people understand

emotionally, not just intellectually, why they have to

change’ (ibid. 199). To accomplish this they advise that a

credible crisis be created. Such a crisis would provide energy

to promote motivation and engagement. But an observer

may ask, if the Grenzack CEO and his executives were able

to identify five causes of death, why do they need an enemy

to motivate them to change? Why not include upfront the

possibility that they too are their own enemies?

What are the likely results of the CEO using a ‘doom

speech’ to motivate change? If Traps are operating, will

not a ‘doom speech’ make it easier for Traps to flourish

because such speeches can encourage in the managers the

Trap mentality that they believe they are not personally

responsible for the crisis, because they are victims. Often

such speeches are followed with specific advice to the

organization as to how to overcome the problems. Man-

agers may appreciate the advice because they can use it to

confirm that they are victims and (without the top) they

are helpless.

Human Potential

Many approaches to strengthening organizational per-

formance focus on the characteristics of the human actors

who make up organizations, based on the belief that

humans have a far greater potential for achievement

than they are able to tap into. These approaches range
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from those that focus on psychological qualities to those

that suggest ways to enhance learning. They could also

become more robust by addressing existence of Traps, as

we shall see.

Psychological capital

And now we come to an approach that looks directly at

the psychology of the individuals who make up organ-

izations. In Psychological Capital: Developing the Human

Competitive Edge, Luthans, Yousseff, and Avolio (2007)

present a new model of how competitive advantage can

be increased by increasing a leader’s or organization’s

degree of depth and psychological capital (PsyCap). Psy-

Cap is composed of four capabilities. They are (1) efficacy:

the individuals’ conviction about their capability to exe-

cute a specific task successfully; (2) hope: individuals

possess goal-directed willpower coupled with energy and

determination; (3) optimism: individuals predict good

things will happen in the future; and (4) resilience: indi-

viduals have the capacity to rebound from adversity, con-

flict, and failure.

The authors claim that if individuals score high on

these four attributes the greater the likelihood that

groups and organizations will also score high on these

attributes. It is the synergistic effect of these attributes

that increases the likelihood PsyCap will increase organ-

izational effectiveness and competitive advantage. How

can the research on Traps help to strengthen the likely

success of PsyCap?
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My first suggestion is to go beyond the instrument used

to measure PsyCap, which only captures espoused theory,

and include research which can assess theory-in-use and

reasoningmind-set. As we have repeatedly seen, a person’s

espoused theory can be very different from his or her

theory-in-use.

Recall that the thirty-four CEOs in Chapter 5 scored

themselves high in efficacy to help Andy. That was their

espoused theory when they began the case discussion. By

focusing on their theory-in-use and their reasoning pro-

cesses they learned that they were not competent to help

Andy even under the conditions where Andy pleaded for

help and the context was one of learning.

The CEOs did not believe that by the end of the seminar

they would learn that they are skillful at producing Traps

and skillfully blind that this is the case. Would it not help

to enhance the value of PsyCap if it is possible to predict

ahead of time that in order to deal effectively with Traps

the individuals may have to experience unexpected fail-

ure which, in turn, may shake their faith in their sense of

efficacy, hope, optimism, and resiliency about themselves

and others? Pessimism may be a necessary experience to

achieve realistic optimism.

Building on strengths

Including Traps may also help to set realistic expectations

that managers have about building their own strengths

and the strengths of others. For example Ross (2006)

advises that individuals should begin their learning in
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areas where they have demonstrated competence. Per-

haps she should also help the managers to realize how

unlikely they are to be sound predictors of their compe-

tence.

Ross advises that managers should create a context

where they can help each other improve. Ross would

help the managers set more realistic levels of reachable

goals if they are helped to see that the goals they are likely

to set, in helping themselves and others, are not as easily

reachable as they believe. Finally Ross advises that people

should address failures factually. People should learn to

accept more of their own personal responsibility for

actions that they have taken and for the actual conse-

quences that they produced.

Underlying the advice that Ross gives is that human

beings can help each other to strengthen their PsyCap

by striving to do so in a safe context. While there may

be cases in which that is true, providing a safe context

offers no guarantees, as demonstrated by the case of the

CEOs and Andy.

Learning strategies

Dickmann and Stanford-Blair (2002: 91) connect leader-

ship and the brain by stating that the human brain is ‘a

lean, mean, pattern-making machine’. Their causal rea-

soning is, if the brain is a lean, mean, pattern-making

machine, then the leaders should forgo extensive efforts

to instruct in favor of providing opportunities for indi-

viduals to construct personal knowledge. This is best
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implemented by educating leaders using a variety of

venues––groups, conferences, and workshops where

there are frequent opportunities for interactions.

We have a puzzle. Variety is recommended and personal

involvement for whatever site that is chosen. Yet, if people

come to these siteswithModel I theory-in-use patterns and

defensive reasoning, the site variety should make little or

no difference at the theory-in-use level if Traps are in-

volved. Dickmann and Stanford-Blair state that the

human potential within the organization is its greatest

asset. But it is also true that the same human beings may

limit their potential by usingModel I and defensive reason-

ing, and by depending on Traps to cover for them. ‘Simply

put, when one brain meets another brain, the exercise

of intelligence in its multiple dimensions––inevitably

follow’ (ibid. 199). The dilemma is that part of the mul-

tiple dimensions of intelligence are knowledge and skills

to prevent the learning being recommended by the

author. How do we deal with this dilemma? The advice

about multiple learning venues may be flawed because it

bypasses the dilemmas described above.

Conclusion

We have examined a variety of approaches that are sup-

posed to solve organizational problems and bring new

levels of performance. They all have something of value

to offer—yet they all also fall short in so far as they fail to

address the existence of Traps. The crucial reality that
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many of these approaches overlook—no matter how

innovative they seem on the surface—is that they must

all be implemented by human beings, who although they

often espouse Model II values and productive reasoning,

usually retreat to the safety of Model I values and a defen-

sive mind-set in action.
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Conclusion

Traps and the Human
Predicament

This book has been about howwe get trapped by behavior

that prevents learning and change—and that often works

against our own best interests. We have examined why

dysfunctional behavior is so prevalent in organizations

and so hard to overcome. In broad strokes, we discovered

that, when we most need to learn, we paradoxically work

hardest at shutting down conversations, shutting down

other people, and shutting down ourselves. We tell our-

selves and each other, ‘don’t go there’, where ‘there’ is any

sensitive issue that might upset the status quo that

envelops us like a cocoon. We have tacitly agreed to rule

off limits, to make undiscussable, topics that challenge

our accepted sense of self and our comfortable organiza-

tional routines. Having thus agreed to rule off limits any
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topics that might help us change and grow, we become

trapped in the status quo. This is a problem that extends

into every region of human endeavor—with far-reaching

implications.

We started out examining two cases showing how very

talented and accomplished men (Dean Rusk at the State

Department and Andrew Grove at Intel) became tangled

in Traps of their ownmaking. Intelligent and experienced

as they both were, they also were completely unaware of

how their own behavior led to counterproductive results.

They strove mightily to change their organizations and

failed, even though they were at the top of the respective

hierarchies.

We also saw that the Grove and Rusk cases are far from

exceptional. In Chapter 2, we examined a wide variety of

cases from ordinary people who described in their own

words how they failed to achieve the results they intended.

People tried to produce openness and transparency,

increase learning, and improve cooperation (among

other objectives), yet not one of these objectives was

achieved. Puzzling as this behavior may seem on the sur-

face, I suggested that almost every reader of this book

recognized himself or herself in one or more of the cases.

We then examined the question of why human beings

produce these sorts of results—results that are counterpro-

ductive to their own stated interests and intentions. The answer,

we saw, is found in the fact that we all possess two

theories of action, one of which we espouse, and one of

which we actually use. These theories contain fundamen-

tal, systematic mismatches, making them inconsistent.
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Research shows that almost everyone has Model I as their

theory-in-use. As we saw,Model I reasoning represents our

theory-in-use when we face threatening or potentially

embarrassing situations. The objectives of this theory of

action are: (1) be in unilateral control; (2) win and do

not lose; (3) suppress negative feelings; and (4) behave

rationally.

Model II, which many people espouse, but cannot use,

has the following objectives: (1) seek valid (testable)

information; (2) create informed choice; and (3) monitor

vigilantly to detect and correct error. The purpose of

Model I is to protect and defend the self against funda-

mental, disruptive change. As human beings become skill-

ful in using Model I, they develop a defensive reasoning

mind-set that they use to explain their actions and to

design and implement future actions.

The purpose ofModel II, on the other hand, is unrelated

to the self: valid knowledge, which can be assessed and

tested publicly. As individuals become skillful at using

Model II, they will also become skillful at using productive

reasoning. Productive reasoning can be used to make per-

sonal reasoning transparent in order for claims to be

tested robustly. Model II governing values can lead to

openness, transparency, and trust. However, empirical

evidence shows that few people have a Model II theory-

in-use.

The problem—and the reason we create Traps for

ourselves—is that we espouse Model II reasoning when

our actions are in fact based onModel I. Thus, we think we

are acting in a way that creates trust, informed choice, and
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valid information, but in fact we are acting in ways that

undermine those values in order to defend the self. We get

trapped into avoiding discussions or learning that might

disrupt the status quo. Traps create barriers not only for

individuals, but also for groups, relations between groups,

and entire organizations. How have researchers, consult-

ants, and enlightened practitioners dealt with this?

The Attempt to Find New Ways Forward

With all the problems confronting modern organizations

and modern societies—increased competition, increas-

ingly rapid technological change, and burgeoning corrup-

tion to name a few––it is not surprising that we have

witnessed an explosion of books and articles on improving

organizational performance and effectiveness, on leading

change, and on personal transformation. Many of these

materials focus on leadership, organizational culture, and

other approaches. Yet, as we reviewed these materials, we

found that they have little to say about the problem of

Traps.

We first focused on leadership and asked what advice

would those seeking to reduce Traps get by reading the

research on leadership written by some of our most cele-

brated and widely read researchers and experts. Is it use-

ful? Is it implementable?

As we saw, readers of these books find little advice on

how to reduce Traps that is implementable. Individuals

seeking to act more effectively, especially to diagnose and
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reduce Traps, need to know their theory-in-use. They also

need to know the degree to which they blame others and

deny their personal causal responsibilities for creating

Traps. They also need to know how Traps become self-

fueling and self-sealing, with defensive reasoning

obstructing the reduction of Traps. We reviewed the

statistical and clinical literature on leadership. The data

collected were primarily espoused theory data (question-

naires and interviews). There was little attention paid to

Model I theory-in-use and to defensive reasoning mind-

set. The research on personality and narcissistic leaders

recommended that, in order for leaders to be effective,

they should act in ways that are consistent with Model I

and defensive reasoning. No explicit attention was paid

to the possibility that this would create Traps. Without

attention paid to these factors (as well as Model II

theory-in-use and productive reasoning) the advice

derived from the research is not actionable in terms of

reducing Traps.

We also argued that the works of the researchers

reviewed in this book bypass the problem of reducing

Traps because of the most fundamental assumptions

they hold about effective research. In sum, the advice

provided by these highly respected researchers is, at best,

able to solve single-loop problems. The advice is inad-

equate to diagnosing and reducing Traps.

Once we discovered that the literature on leadership

wouldn’t help us break through the Traps that envelop

us, perhaps, we thought, organizational culture would be

more successful. As we saw, culture is often presented as a
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miraculous cure for revitalizing organizations. But as we

looked at the empirical evidence, using a classroom exer-

cise in which thirty-four executives tried to help an

executive named ‘Andy’ and an extensive case study of a

culture change program at Shell, we did not find support

for culture as a resource for reducing Traps. On the con-

trary, the evidence suggested that we must in fact address

the Model I behavior that leads to Traps before we can

change the culture.

We then looked at a variety of other approaches that have

been presented as breakthroughs in solving organizational

problems and increasing performance. These approaches

focused on organizational performance through using

outside consultants, improving the psychological well-

being of its members, strengthening teamwork, promot-

ing organizational learning, improving collaboration,

ensuring strategic fit, and other strategies. A few of these new

approaches addressed the existence of Traps in one form

or another, but many seemed unaware of the existence of

Traps, or simply bypassed them. As we saw, each approach

can in fact be strengthened by including features of our

approach in order to reduce Traps.

The proponents of appreciative inquiry did claim that

their findings were actionable. They were; but for routine

single-loop problems. In a case that the authors state

represents a reduction of Traps, we found that their find-

ings were consistent with Model I defensive reasoning.

The advice from PsyCap, ambidextrous organizations,

and cooperation without trust did not include dealing

with Traps, yet if their advice was implemented it could
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create Traps. For example, in the case of the ambidextrous

organization, the authors advised leaders to motivate

others by creating credible enemies and credible crises.

They did not advise making this strategy transparent,

perhaps because doing so would negate its effectiveness.

In such cases the result is building a sense of mistrust

because the subordinates often sensed the purpose of the

strategy and why it had to be undiscussable.

The researchers on collaborative communities did pro-

vide examples of collaborative dialogue but it involved

single-loop issues. In order to deal with double-loop prob-

lems they recommend the Strategic Fitness Process which

indeed does differentiate between espoused theory and

theory-in-use and does focus skills in productive reasoning.

As we saw, this process works best when the clients

are guided by the consultants as to how to make valid

diagnosis and take action. The consultants created condi-

tions where they are responsible for inducing clients to

speak openly and with transparency in their reasoning. In

short, the consultants are largely responsible for requiring

the clients to violate defensive actions sanctioned by

Traps.

The bottom line is that changes in top–down leadership

structures, unilateral control systems, and reward policies

can lead to small reductions of Traps. However they are

unlikely to be effective and to persevere ifModel II theories-

in-use and productive reasoning do not become an inte-

gral part of the leadership, the culture, and organizational

design. It is theories-in-use and reasoning processes that

are primary.
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In order to reduce Traps, we must begin by addressing

Model I theories-in-use and defensive reasoning. Traps

cannot be reduced by focusing on environmental factors

such as new structures and reward policies. Individuals

operating in such structures or under such policies will

use the theory-in-use that they already hold and defensive

reasoning to protect themselves.

To underscore the significance of the points made

above, let me focus on a recent conference report.

Helping Moon Shots to Succeed

Much of the future progress on leadership culture and

organizational design is inhibited by Traps. Practitioners

are aware of these limits. Unfortunately they appear to

bypass them. This is also true with scholars. Both groups

appear to be unaware that the consequence of their

respective bypass strengthens Traps. Letme give an example.

As I was writing this book, I received a prepublication

copy of a report that described a conference of about

thirty-five executives, academics, consultants, entrepre-

neurs, and venture capitalists who were selected to attend

a conference whose objective was to make management

practice and theory more meaningful for the twenty-first

century. The challenge was: ‘No less momentous than

the ones that gave birth to the Industrial Age’ (Hamel

2009: 92).

The report describes twenty-five critical innovative prac-

tices that are called ‘moon shots’. I have selected six that
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were described as more critical to provide the reader with an

idea of the kinds of recommendations made in the report.

1. Ensure that management’s work serves a higher purpose that

goes beyond maximizing shareholders’ wealth.

2. Create collaborative systems that will outperform those char-

acterized by adversarial, win–lose relationships. These sys-

tems must reflect the ethos of community and citizenship.

3. Reconstruct management’s philosophical foundations that

are not only operationally excellent; theymust also be adapt-

able, innovative, inspiring, and socially responsible.

4. Eliminate the pathologies associated with formal hierarchy

such as top–down authority structures that provide followers

with little or no influence in choosing their leaders, that

perpetuate power disparities, and that undermine the self-

worth of those who have little formal power.

5. Increase trust and reduce mistrust so that risk-taking is

encouraged and contentious opinions freely expressed.

6. Increase the numbers of individuals who are capable of self-

responsibility.

There is a puzzle embedded in the list of ‘moon shots’.

On the one hand, the list makes good sense. Implement-

ing these recommendations successfully would go a

long way to achieving the objectives of the conference.

On the other hand, I suggest that the moon shots the

conference-goers came up with are not news to many

practitioners and researchers who attend university or

company executive programs or those who keep up to

date with the current literature as described in this book.

Knowledgeable people have been calling for these reforms
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and others for at least three decades. Yet here we have

these recommendations from a recent conference of pres-

tigious executives, consultants, venture capitalists—

presented as if many of their peers had not been working

assiduously on achieving these results for years. How can

this be?

Why did the conference organizers not direct the energy

and attention of researchers and executives to begin to

change the status quo so that these moon shots could be

achieved? One reason why the participants at this presti-

gious conference could present these recommended

moon shots with such unselfconsciousness could be our

collective decision to treat our inability to actually achieve

these results as undiscussable. We have collectively de-

cided to rule discussion of the power and ubiquity of

Traps off limits. It may be unfair to call them naı̈ve, yet

wemust point out that those who overlook the power and

ubiquity of Traps will find their prescriptions for change

continuously undermined.

The Human Predicament

We must now ask some hard questions. Given all the

advice from literally hundreds of books and thousands

of articles that have appeared over the past decades (of

which we have examined but a small sample), have we

witnessed a flowering of new forms of human potential?

Have we been astounded by new levels of organizational

performance and creativity? Is the world healing through
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international learning and cooperation? Anyone familiar

with recent history knows the disappointing, even sad,

answers to these questions. The world continues apace

and we make incremental technological improvements

here and there—but on the big questions we move not

an inch. We are stuck. In fact, we are trapped.

I should like to focus upon the barriers that making

Traps undiscussable has on our ability to deal with serious

human problems. Ruling the discussion of Traps off limits

makes learning in any deep sense about ourselves, our

organizations, and our society almost impossible—and

so protects the status quo even when we all recognize

that change is needed and urgent. A great deal of the

theory and practice of organizational research over the

past few decades has been unable to change this situation.

Traps are thus a major problem confronting us today—

as we face challenges on scales rarely witnessed in history:

global warming, genocide, economic meltdown, political

instability, and more. And as our problems grow, our cap-

acity to deal with them seems to diminish. For example,

Anand, Ashforth, and Joshi (2005) describe increasing

fraud and corruption in modern societies. Frankel (2005)

claims that wrongness, dishonesty, and mistrust are

increasingly being normalized. Zak (2008) and her contri-

butors suggest moral growth, sympathy, and human

rights are being systematically downplayed. Posner

(2009) provides insights into how defensive reasoning

and actions distorting the making of judicial laws facili-

tated the failure of capitalism. On a rare positive note,

Rappert (2007) indicates how attention to our perspective
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may help to influence research in biotechnology and

search for security and limits. Sunstein (2009) claims

that cultural polarization is becoming increasingly per-

sonal and political. Finally, Shane (2009) states that the

executive power is used in ways that threaten American

democracy because of unwillingness to confront key

assumptions and profound disagreements, peer pressure

to sidestep controversial decisions, and hostility to dis-

sent. All these are key features of Traps.

As we noted in Chapter 4, researchers and consultants,

as much as practicing managers, are prone to fall into

Traps. As with all humans, they are protecting their

sense of self and self-worth—and react quickly and with-

out thinking to threats against the same—defensive

behavior that is intended to shut down or divert uncom-

fortable discussions of the truth. Although the advice we

have examined is created by a diverse group of researchers

and thoughtful practitioners, they have one feature in

common: namely that, for most of them, the distinction

between espoused theory and theory-in-use is not a

central component of their theory of intervention. They

do not deny that this distinction is relevant. They choose

not to focus their work upon it. In short, they do not

discuss it.

One consequence is that they do not strive to diagnose

their equivalent to Model I and Model II theory-in-use as

well as defensive reasoning. As we have seen, most of their

advice is ineffective or even beside the point when it skirts

the problem of reducing Traps. In a few cases, I have

shown that their advice actually strengthens Traps.
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In closing, Traps are patterns created to prevent embar-

rassment or threat when the intention is to produce more

effective action. Traps contain a fundamental dilemma.

Whenwe use them to design and produce effective action,

and we do so correctly, they result primarily in counter-

productive consequences. It is not possible to have just

the productive consequences.

There are those who believe that aspiring to reduce

Traps is naı̈ve and impractical. They may be correct, but I

doubt it. Changing will not be easy but I suggest that we

have no other choice. We have seen the corrosive impact

of Traps in organizations. We have seen that the new

improvements that information science provides for

more effective action are accompanied by a concomitant

growth of Traps that are hidden in the underground

organization. Traps are spreading and are becoming

more powerful regardless of the methods that we use to

try to reduce them. These methods do not reduce Traps;

they bypass them. I have tried to suggest in this book

that bypassing Traps is a moral hazard of the highest

magnitude.
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