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vii

Yesterday I was clever, so I wanted to change the world. Today I am wise, 
so I am changing myself.

—Rumi
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ing in earnest in 2012. Needless to say the work evolved enormously over 
those years, but certain themes have remained: the full power of the human 
spirit only emerges when people bring their whole selves to everything they 
do; our whole selves involve our bodies, our emotions, and our intellects; 
leadership emerges from the relationships among members of a group, it is 
not an attribute of a single person; we are more connected than we imagine, 
and it is from mastery of the connections that true leadership emerges. These 
principles are true for all human organizations, including families, neighbor-
hoods, churches, governments, and businesses.
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I cannot begin to list all of the writers and thinkers who have influenced my 
thinking, but the principle ones include Gregory Bateson, whose writings first 
revealed to me the deep power of seeing systems instead of parts; Margaret 
Wheatley, whose writings have so deeply incorporated the human spirit into 
a systems view of human organizations; Peter Senge, whose writings have 
taught us the meaning and power of learning organizations; Daniel Goleman, 
who introduced to the world the importance and power of emotional intel-
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In times of change, learners inherit the earth, while the learned find them-
selves beautifully equipped to deal with a world that no longer exists. 

—Eric Hoffer

In the year 1609, Galileo Galilei, one of the most brilliant scientists and in-
ventors of all time, was sentenced to life imprisonment. His crime: declaring 
the Earth circles the sun rather than the other way around. This was heresy 
and could not be tolerated. He would spend the last eight years of his life 
confined to his home under house arrest, but his ideas and methods would 
forever change how we think about ourselves and our place in the universe.

In the year 2000, a forty-year-old upstart named Reed Hastings walked 
into the executive offices of Blockbuster Video to meet with John Antioco, 
Blockbuster’s CEO. Blockbuster dominated the world of video rentals; they 
were approaching nine thousand stores and sixty thousand employees nation-
wide. A few years earlier, Hastings had started his own video rental business. 
You’d order your video online, and within a couple of days it would arrive in 
the mail. He called his business Netflix.

Hastings had an offer for Antioco: they would form a partnership, with 
Blockbuster managing brick-and-mortar rentals and Netflix managing online 
rentals. Hastings was “just about laughed out of their office” (Sandoval, 
2010). Perhaps Antioco believed he knew how the world worked: people 
rented movies in stores, not on the internet. They didn’t want to wait a couple 
of days for them to arrive. And when customers didn’t return movies on time, 
they paid late fees, which were a substantial part of Blockbuster’s revenue. (In 
2000, Blockbuster made $800 million on late fees [Rossen, 2016].) Hastings  

Introduction
Wild Possibilities in the Age of Connection

Introduction
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2 Introduction

let people keep their videos as long as they liked with no late fees. Antioco 
didn’t buy this new approach.

I remember that time well. My daughters were in grade school during those 
heady years for Blockbuster. There was a store just four blocks from my 
home, and walking down the street to pick up movies was a pleasant ritual 
for us. But the late fees drove me crazy. Though we had the best intentions, 
we often missed the deadline, sometimes by as much as a week. And every 
time I saw the charge of two dollars or five dollars or more, I felt resentful. 
Of course, my resentment wasn’t logical. After all, I’d freely signed the rental 
agreement that clearly laid out the fee structure. But emotions and logic are 
separate responses, and every time I got dinged by Blockbuster, I felt they 
had taken advantage of me. I had no loyalty to Blockbuster, so when Netflix 
showed up, I was one of the first to jump ship. Ten years later, in 2010, Net-
flix had 20 million subscribers and $2.16 billion in revenues (Fritz, 2011). 
That was the year Blockbuster filed for bankruptcy. 

Galileo ushered in the Age of Reason, a new way of thinking that trans-
formed our understanding of the world. The entrepreneurs of the twenty-first 
century are also ushering in a new way of thinking. They are bringing us into 
the Age of Connection and showing us how to thrive in a hyperconnected 
world.

The past thirty years have seen more transformation in the world of 
business than occurred in the previous two centuries. The very nature of 
business seems to have changed. It is more complex, more connected, more 
dynamic, less stable, and far less certain than ever before. And we all know 
the rate of these changes is accelerating. Hyperconnectivity has transformed  
everything.

Until recently, people lived mostly local lives and were content to assume 
that the larger world would sort itself out. They had time to gradually absorb 
and adapt to new ways of thinking as the world slowly evolved. Today, we 
experience dramatic changes in technology, healthcare, politics, and market-
places every day. The old world was based on logical analysis and the laws 
of physics. The new world is based on relationships and hyperconnected com-
munication. The business and leadership principles of the Age of Reason are 
insufficient in the Age of Connection.

Every two years since 2004, IBM has published a massive survey of thou-
sands of CEOs and other C-Suite executives from organizations around the 
world. In each survey, they explore the executives’ thinking about the most 
pressing challenges and opportunities their companies face. The results are 
telling. In the first three surveys, CEOs identified coping with change as 
their most pressing problem. In 2006, two-thirds of the CEOs interviewed 
said their organizations were facing substantial or very substantial change. In 
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 Introduction 3

2008, that number had increased to 80 percent, and CEOs overall rated their 
ability to manage the change 22 percent lower than their need to manage it—
nearly triple the “change gap” they identified in 2006. Ad J. Scheepbower, 
CEO of KPN Telecom, the largest provider of telecom and IT services in the 
Netherlands, said, “We have seen more change in the last ten years than in 
the previous 90” (“IBM 2008 CEO Study,” 2008).

Then in 2010, the focus of the IBM survey abruptly changed. In his intro-
duction to the study, Samuel Palmisano, CEO of IBM, said, “We occupy a 
world that is connected on multiple dimensions, and at a deep level—a global 
system of systems . . . events, threats, and opportunities aren’t just coming at 
us faster or with less predictability; they are converging and influencing each 
other to create entirely unique situations.” In the “Executive Summary,” the 
authors state, “Our conversations identified a new primary challenge: com-
plexity. CEOs told us they operate in a world that is substantially more vola-
tile, uncertain, and complex. . . . Today’s complexity is only expected to rise, 
and more than half of CEOs doubt their ability to manage it. Seventy-nine 
percent of CEOs anticipate even greater complexity ahead” (“Capitalizing on 
Complexity Insights from the Global Chief Executive Officer Study,” 2010). 

The 2012, 2014, and 2016 studies emphasized hyperconnectivity and the 
threat of disruptive innovation. Collectively, this series of studies reveals the 
challenges of twenty-first-century business: rapidly increasing complexity, 
deep reliance on massive networks of connections, ever-stronger relation-
ships with individuals and organizations, and the necessity for companies to 
constantly transform as technology evolves and markets change and morph. 
Hyperconnectivity creates fluid networks of customers, vendors, competitors, 
and partners. Vast networks of communication loops—all those organizations 
and individuals sending messages back and forth—adds up to extreme com-
plexity and a high potential for chaos.

While these insights revealed emerging challenges and opportunities in 
the world of business, they were neither new nor surprising to mathemati-
cians and scientists who have been studying complexity and chaos for over 
a century. Understanding the discoveries of these scientists and mathemati-
cians can help leaders navigate complexity and leverage its rich opportunities 
without falling into chaos. This book will incorporate the insights of science 
and mathematics, as well as wisdom from spiritual traditions and practical 
guidance from leadership and management studies, into a roadmap for man-
aging complexity and leading in a hyperconnected world.

Business always trails science in its thinking. That is as it should be. Sci-
ence does the hard, time-consuming work of pure research and deep thought, 
pursuing insight and knowledge for its own sake. When science reveals new 
insights and new ways of thinking, business puts them to use. Scientists,  
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4 Introduction

engineers, mathematicians, business leaders, and even mystics have all ap-
plied themselves to the deep and difficult questions of how to make our 
complex world work. Their knowledge, wisdom, and insights are available to 
all of us. Collectively, these insights point the way not only to making sense 
of the world we have created but also to thriving in it. It is time to pull all of 
that wisdom together. 

Fundamentally, the new opportunities and challenges of a hyperconnected 
world include:

Global Marketplace
• The gig economy, which is the direct result of hyperconnectivity, in which 

large numbers of people work as free agents and can quickly change where, 
how, and for whom they work.

• The globalization of workforces, customers, vendors, partners, regulatory 
agencies, and competitors for organizations of all sizes.

Information and Technology
• The internet and telecommunication connect everyone to everyone.
• The production of oceans of data that contain valuable information yet can-

not possibly be comprehended, much less analyzed and leveraged, by any 
one or even small groups of individuals.

• The emergence of artificial intelligence and its application to problems that 
were once considered solvable only by humans.

Social Transformation:
• The workforce is becoming vastly more diverse, with women, people of 

color, ethnic groups, and LGBTQ+ people bringing their unique sensitivi-
ties and perspective to leadership and teams.

• Greater autonomy and participation in decision making being demanded by 
the millennial generation.

• Heightened levels of stress at all levels of organizations, negatively im-
pacting all dimensions of performance, including employee engagement, 
loyalty, health, creativity, and ability to collaborate.

• Greater need for employee engagement, cross-functional collaboration, 
and teamwork.

• Greater requirement for communication skills and strong interpersonal 
relationships as essential capabilities at all levels of organizations.

• More knowledge-based and fewer mechanical skill sets required than in 
the past. 
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These transformations are challenging leaders everywhere. They threaten 
the worldview and self-identity of those who are comfortable with the old 
ways, stripping away much of what they have been taught about how to 
lead while offering no clear alternatives. Nonetheless, these transformations 
point the way forward, and leaders must strive to understand them and inte-
grate them into the form and function of their organizations. Businesses that 
evolve will thrive in a hyperconnected world. The rest will go the way of the 
dinosaurs.

We will never have the kind of control or certainty that we once believed 
possible. Our hyperconnected world can be seen as an untamed land rich with 
wild possibilities. We should not even attempt to tame this land because tam-
ing a wild thing kills its spirit. We should, however, learn to live in harmony 
with the wild possibilities that emerge from hyperconnectivity and complex-
ity. We must learn not to control them but to influence and be influenced by 
them, learning, growing, and evolving together. 

In this book, I provide a new definition of leadership, and I define new 
principles for leading and thriving in a hyperconnected world. It is an exciting 
journey, but it is not for the faint of heart. 

The questions you might be asking are: where do we start, when do we 
start, and how do we do it? The answer to the first question is: right here, 
with yourself. The answer to the second question is: right now. Reading this 
book will help to answer the third question; it is a first step into the land of 
wild possibilities.
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Leadership isn’t what it used to be—or at least what we believed it was. It 
used to be that one could lead with a degree of certainty about what the future 
held. Major changes happened over years or decades, and they could often 
be anticipated. The world was relatively orderly; the number of relationships 
in which you engaged was manageable. Leaders today are asked to lead in a 
world vastly more complex, dynamic, and hyperconnected than at any time 
in history, yet most leadership tools and guidance that are presented to them 
are designed for the simpler and more orderly world of the past.

The challenges of leadership today are not because of leaders. There are 
plenty of good, committed people leading organizations, and plenty more are 
willing to step up. They want to do good work and lead well. But the old defi-
nition of leadership—being in charge, setting direction, telling people what to 
do—no longer serves. The job of the leader is no longer to tell people what 
to do but to cultivate in them the capability to do the right thing at the right 
time, whatever the circumstances. Without a clear, shared understanding of 
how to accomplish that in a hyperconnected world, leaders are left adrift, not 
knowing how to serve either those they lead or the organizations for which 
they work.

In our hyperconnected world, human workers must be much more than 
mechanics carrying out repetitive tasks; they must be creative, collaborative, 
and inspired. Work must be meaningful. The old leadership models don’t cul-
tivate that. The problem with leadership lies not in leaders; it is more funda-
mental than that. The problem lies in our understanding of leadership—what 
it is, how to develop it, and what it means to lead. 

A new definition of leadership is emerging, and it is radically different. 
It shows up in business literature in terms like “Connected Leadership,” 
“Purposeful Leadership,” “Self-Awareness,” “Collaborative Leadership,” 

Chapter One

Leadership Isn’t What It Used to Be
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“Transformational Leadership,” “Agility,” “Authentic Leadership,” “Servant 
Leadership,” “Selfless Leadership,” “Emotional Intelligence,” “Learning Or-
ganizations,” “Contextual Leadership,” and many more. 

A few decades ago, only a few of these terms had been coined. And it 
seems that every week new ideas are added to this list. The business sections 
of bookstores are packed with books about them. But because they emerge 
from so many traditions and disciplines, each book speaks its own language, 
building a Tower of Babel with no way to connect the dots among them and 
no way to create a coherent understanding of leadership. And each of these 
approaches represents only a piece of the puzzle. They are like the proverbial 
blind people, each touching one part of the elephant, arguing about whose 
understanding of the elephant is the right one. Mostly, all are right, but what’s 
needed is not more descriptions of the pieces but a clear-sighted picture of 
the whole. That is what I offer in this book: a simple, concise definition of 
leadership that accommodates all of the terms and concepts in the Tower of 
Babel. And with that definition, I will show you how to cultivate leadership 
that’s perfectly suited to the complex, dynamic, and hyperconnected world 
we have created. 

To begin, let’s take a look at how confusion can be resolved into under-
standing through unifying principles.

UNIFYING PRINCIPLES

Major breakthroughs in science happen when seemingly disparate phenom-
ena are discovered to be deeply related. Such a discovery is usually presaged 
by confusion—scientists sense that certain phenomena are somehow related, 
yet the phenomena appear distinct and the nature of the relationship cannot 
be discerned. At some point, someone sees through the haze to something 
fundamental from which the observed phenomena arise, the connection is 
made, and coherence replaces confusion. The discovery that electrical and 
magnetic phenomena are just different aspects of electromagnetism is an 
example. Einstein’s famous equation E=mc2 showed that energy and mass, 
which had been believed to be distinct and noninterchangeable, are differ-
ent aspects of the fundamental fabric of the universe. They can, in fact, be 
interchanged. The discovery of DNA unified our understanding of all living 
organisms on this planet. 

Such discoveries are unifying principles. The electromagnetic field, Ein-
stein’s equation, and DNA all profoundly simplified our understanding of 
the world. The discovery of unifying principles reveals powerful new pos-
sibilities. Understanding the relationship between electricity and magnetism 
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 Leadership Isn’t What It Used to Be 11

made the electric motor possible, Einstein’s equation made it possible to 
release and utilize nuclear energy, and the discovery of DNA made genetic 
engineering possible. 

The study of leadership is in a state similar to these scientific disciplines 
before their unifying principles were discovered. There is much confusion 
today about the nature of leadership—the Tower of Babel. There are dozens 
upon dozens of definitions of leadership, with collections of attributes like 
“leadership style,” “leadership qualities,” and “leadership skills.” There is 
overlap among some, but many seem as different from one another as elec-
tricity seems from magnetism.

Consider the notion of “leadership style.” It’s a hodgepodge of notions 
from all kinds of disciplines, all of which seem somehow related to how dif-
ferent leaders lead. A list of just some of the leadership styles I found doing 
a quick internet search included:

• Democratic
• Autocratic
• Laissez-faire
• Strategic 
• Transformational
• Transactional
• Bureaucratic
• Despotic
• Command and control 
• Consensus
• Coach 
• Visionary
• Servant 
• Pilot
• Pacesetter

It is intuitively obvious that all of these definitions and attributes fall under 
the rubric of leadership, yet the connections among them are not clear. With-
out understanding the common root that ties all of these elements together, 
they create more confusion than clarity. This confusion is a necessary step 
on our way to understanding leadership, but it’s time to find a definition of 
leadership that unifies all these attributes and brings coherence to them—a 
unifying principle.

Let me start with a premise: leadership is a dynamic condition that 
arises from the interactions of individuals. This premise immediately 
reveals one of the problems with much of our leadership literature. The  
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12 Chapter One

literature is largely based on the premise that leadership is, in fact, an attribute 
of an individual. 

The perspective I offer is that leadership only arises through the interac-
tions of individuals. It cannot be understood as an attribute of an individual 
any more than a beehive can be understood as an attribute of a bee. Thus, 
leadership is fundamentally an emergent phenomenon. The term emergent is 
used to describe properties and behaviors of a system that occur at the level 
of the whole system and cannot be predicted or understood by understanding 
the parts alone. Emergence has been discovered in virtually every field of 
research, from physics and biochemistry to sociology, organizational devel-
opment, and leadership. Emergence gives truth to the saying that the whole 
is greater than the sum of the parts. A few examples of emergence include:

• Army ants assemble themselves into bridges that span chasms they could 
not otherwise cross. No matter how much you know about ant neurobiol-
ogy, biochemistry, and physiology and about the physics of bridges, you 
cannot explain how they accomplish this (Graham et al., 2017).

• When disasters strike, human communities spontaneously form to help 
those in need. There is no organizational structure or design, yet these can 
be highly efficient and effective; they have come to be viewed as a critical 
component of disaster recovery, especially in the immediate aftermath of 
a disaster. Sociologists refer to such groups as emergent response groups 
(Sebastian and Bui, 2009), thus explicitly acknowledging their emergent 
nature.

• Some of the most successful software and web services have been created 
through distributed, emergent development (Schrape, 2019). For example, 
Linux is a widely used operating system that was created by developers 
around the world in the open-source software movement. Wikipedia was 
created and is maintained by a diverse, leaderless, and constantly changing 
community of individuals around the world who choose to donate their 
time. Open-source software and wikis are both emergent phenomena.

I explore emergence in depth in interlude 3. What is important to under-
stand right now is that emergence stands in contrast to the traditional process 
view of the world. The process view, fundamental to the Age of Reason, is 
based on the belief that you can understand a whole system by taking it apart 
and studying the parts, and all you need to design a system is to design the 
parts and put them together in a logical, orderly arrangement. That is the view 
that has informed business and leadership development for centuries, but it 
is no longer serving us. Let’s see how the notion of emergence might help 
resolve the confusion.
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The most fundamental characteristic of all emergent phenomena in living 
systems is that they arise from cooperation and collective action. This is their 
essence. I propose it is also the essence of leadership, that the common root of 
everything we call “leadership” is the same as the common root of emergent 
phenomena: the need to cooperate and take collective action. I propose we 
define leadership as the means by which two or more individuals develop 
the ability to cooperate and take collective action. With this definition, 
any means that give rise to cooperation and collective action is leadership. 
The army ants, human emergent response groups, and open-source software 
development all exhibit leadership, though it looks quite different from our 
traditional view that locates leadership exclusively inside a leader. The defi-
nition I propose does not exclude all the excellent work that has been done 
to understand and develop leadership in our organizations. Rather, it is a 
unifying principle that brings together and makes sense of all that has been 
developed and written about leadership and shows how leadership can arise 
in the presence or absence of an individual leader. 

THE SPECTRUM OF LEADERSHIP

This definition suggests that leadership manifests along what I call the Spec-
trum of Leadership. At the opposite ends of the spectrum are emergent lead-
ership and intentional leadership. I use the word intentional because leader-
ship at the right end of the spectrum requires consciousness, a view of the 
future, the ability to make choices, and intention. In human systems, it may be 
that neither extreme exists in pure form, but there are certainly circumstances 
under which we approach the extremes. 

This definition emphasizes that the essential characteristic of leadership, 
its fundamental purpose, is to enable cooperation and collective action. Thus, 
leadership is implicit in all emergent phenomena and explicit in intentional 
leadership. We tend to assume that consciousness and an intentional future 
are essential elements of leadership. But if the essence of leadership is to 

Figure 1.1. The Spectrum of Leadership
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establish cooperation and collective action, consciousness and an intentional 
future are not necessary for leadership to arise. 

 The earliest manifestations of cooperation and collective action appeared 
in simple bacteria (Igoshin, 2013) and were based entirely on hardwired rules 
coded in genes. These were the first, primitive forms of leadership, and they 
were strictly emergent. But when more complex organisms developed, con-
sciousness emerged, a sense of self developed, and social relationships arose. 
With a sense of self comes the ability to form a vision of the future, have 
specific desires for what that future looks like, and have opinions about how 
to get there. And the minute two conscious individuals encounter one another, 
conflict can arise because different individuals have different desires and 
opinions. Conflict can be healthy because it enables differing points of view 
to be expressed. But left to itself, conflict can be destructive to cooperation 
and collective action. With conflict comes the need to resolve it in a way that 
maintains cooperation and collective action. 

All of this creates enormously greater complexity in social interactions 
than is experienced by bacteria and insects. New leadership capabilities were 
needed to address the new level of complexity. As the social capabilities of 
organisms became richer and more complex, leadership also became more 
complex. One way of resolving conflict while maintaining social cooperation 
and collective action is to enable one or a few individuals to have outsize 
influence over the group—to have leaders and followers. That was the path 
nature took. A new set of behaviors was layered over the primitive behaviors, 
and intentional leadership began to develop. Intentional leadership is a more 
specialized and evolved form of leadership than emergent leadership; it ap-
peared quite late in the evolution of leadership. Intentional leadership confers 
enormous advantages to social organisms, but it also brings with it a new set 
of challenges. 

Leaders today must move fluidly along the spectrum. In some circum-
stances, optimal leadership is more intentional, in others more emergent. 
Different contexts call for landing in different places on the spectrum. A 
carefully planned dinner party is at the intentional end. A potluck is nearer 
the emergent end. Both result in a dinner party. 

THE FOUR FIELDS OF LEADERSHIP

The notion of fields is fundamental to much of modern science. As we all 
learned in grade school, magnets can repel or attract one another and draw 
metal objects to themselves. This was deeply puzzling to scientists: how can 
two things that are physically separated affect one another? Isaac Newton, 
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born just one year after Galileo died, struggled with the same question with 
respect to gravity: how could two objects, like the Earth and the moon, affect 
each other without any apparent connection? Scientists described these phe-
nomena as “forces” exerted by objects, but that begged the question of how 
such a force could pass through empty space.

We’re all familiar with electricity, magnetism, and gravity, so it’s easy to 
take them for granted. But when you study them closely, they quickly become 
confusing. If I kick a ball that is lying on the sidewalk, it will fly away—the 
result of the force of my foot encountering the ball. But if the ball is sitting 
a few feet away and I kick at it without touching it, it won’t move. That was 
the conundrum in which scientists found themselves. Electricity, magnetism, 
and gravity all influence objects at a distance from where the electricity, 
magnetism, or gravity originates. How could that be?

Michael Faraday was born to a blacksmith in 1791. He had minimal early 
education—just the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. At around the 
age of twelve, he was apprenticed to a bookbinder. This gave him the op-
portunity to read the science books that came through the shop. When he was 
nineteen, still working for the bookbinder, a kind customer gave him two 
tickets to attend a series of lectures being given in London by Sir Humphry 
Davy, a brilliant professor of chemistry at the Royal Institution of London. 
Faraday attended the lectures, and his life was changed. He wrote up exten-
sive notes on the lectures and sent them to Davy, expressing his interest in 
becoming a scientist. Davy hired him as a laboratory assistant, and his career 
was launched (MacDonald, 1964). He would become one of the most impor-
tant scientists of the nineteenth century.

Faraday studied electromagnetic phenomena extensively and was the first 
scientist to develop the notion of a “field.” The term first appears in his note-
books in 1849. He suggested that electromagnetic objects have fields that 
arise around them. Fields extend infinitely in all directions, but their strength 
diminishes rapidly as you move away from their source. We cannot see them 
directly any more than we can see the wind. But just as waves on the water or 
branches swaying on a tree reveal the presence of the wind, we can detect the 
presence of fields. The interactions of these fields explains how objects that 
are not visibly connected can influence one another. James Clerk Maxwell, 
a contemporary of Faraday’s, built on his work to develop the mathematics 
that describe the behavior of fields. The work of Faraday and Maxwell stands 
today as fundamental to much of our understanding of the physical universe.

As scientists examined the basic building blocks of the universe in ever-
greater detail, the field concept became ever more important. In the first half 
of the twentieth century, it was used to explain gravity and the interactions 
of subatomic particles. Today, some scientists believe the universe consists 
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only of energetic fields (Hobson, 2013). A physical object is just the center 
of a field, the point where the energy is most concentrated. Like so much of 
modern science, the view of the universe as being made of nothing but fields 
is profoundly counterintuitive. But it actually explains many phenomena that 
are otherwise confusing, even paradoxical, and it has been supported over and 
over by experiments. 

You can think of a field as the spread of influence that emanates out from 
an object. Of course, that influence is strongest at its source. Like a ripple in 
a pond emanating out from where a stone is dropped, a field influences ev-
erything it encounters. The further you are from the source, the less influence 
it has, but to some degree, the influence extends forever. This gives truth to 
the ancient wisdom that ultimately all things are connected, and every action, 
no matter how insignificant and local it may seem, has ripple effects that go 
far beyond what is easily noticed. 

What does all of this have to do with leadership and business? Living or-
ganisms—and human beings in particular—also have fields of influence. The 
fields of physics are mediated by strange phenomena with names like gluons, 
quarks, and leptons. The fields of human beings are mediated through our 
sense organs—sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch. 

Have you ever been in a room full of people and noticed when one or two 
start laughing, others join in? Noticed when someone smiles at you, you may 
smile back without even thinking about it? That is the interaction of human 
fields. When you laugh, you change your field and the fields of those around 
you. Your emotional state changes your field and the fields of those around 

Figure 1.2. Magnetic Field Around the North 
and South Poles of a Magnet
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you. Everyone has had the experience of walking into a room of people and 
immediately knowing the mood of the people. It may be worried, festive, an-
gry, frightened, or thoughtful. This is the field of the gathering showing itself, 
emerging from the interacting fields of the individuals in the room. 

Just as scientists could not make sense out of two distant objects interacting 
over empty space, our view of leadership as residing in an individual person 
creates a quandary. Leadership only emerges in the context of multiple peo-
ple, so it cannot be an attribute of a single person. The field view of leadership 
resolves this paradox. When leadership is seen as arising from the interacting 
fields of multiple individuals, there is no disconnect between how we think 
about leadership and our observed experience of it. There is no “empty space” 
between people being led and the source of leadership. It is all around them in 
the interactions of their fields. Leaders play a specific and vital role in giving 
rise to this field, but everyone participates. In a meeting, the role of the leader 
is to shape the field as a whole so the meeting is successful.

You can find examples of a field view of leadership throughout nature. 
Flocks of birds fly with remarkable collaboration and efficiency. Yet what we 
think of as leadership in our organizations is often partially or entirely absent 
in flocks. Flocks of starlings appear to fly without any bird in a leadership 
role. In others, the role of leader rotates among the birds, with even those 
lowest on the pecking order sometimes leading. From a field perspective, 
leadership emerges from the flock as a whole, regardless of whether or not 
there is an identifiable leader.

Traditional approaches to leadership development fail to address the col-
lective nature of leadership and instead address it solely as an attribute of 
the leader. For example, they may focus on developing listening skills, self-
awareness, or emotional intelligence in the leader. But in a hyperconnected 
world, they overlook a vital truth: everyone contributes to the collective 
nature of leadership. Thus, the skills necessary for leaders must be cultivated 
in everyone. 

Viewing leadership as a field is a powerful concept. And it can be over-
whelming. Physicists know that while the universe can be conceived as a 
single vast energetic field, it is useful to recognize that there are subfields that 
collectively give rise to the universal field. It appears that a small number of 
fields are all that is needed to understand the physics of the entire universe. 
The subfields in physics include the electromagnetic and gravitational fields. 

In the same way, it is vital to understand the following four subfields of 
leadership. From the collective interactions of these four fields, leadership 
emerges. The four subfields are:
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• The Field of the Self 
• The Interpersonal Field
• The Field of Teams
• The Enterprise Field

These four fields form embedded circles. 

The Field of the Self is the product of how you show up and conduct 
yourself in your life. It is the foundation of the other three fields. The Inter-
personal Field is the product of two people interacting with one another in 
an interpersonal relationship. The Field of Teams is the product of individu-
als and interpersonal relationships coming together to form teams. And the 
Enterprise Field is the product of individuals, relationships, and teams col-
lectively coming together to form entire organizations. 

These are the Four Fields of Leadership. Leadership development must 
therefore address all of them, and leaders must cultivate all of them.

From this perspective, leadership effectiveness is determined by the extent 
to which everyone, not just leaders, masters all four fields. Leadership in a 
simple, hierarchical world may function reasonably well with a leader com-
manding others to carry out tasks and people who follow orders. For effective 
leadership to emerge in a complex world, everyone must be creative, inspired, 
accountable for making decisions, and able to interact effectively with one 

Figure 1.3. The Four Fields of Leadership
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another in all four fields. An individual leader cannot mandate that to happen, 
though they can inspire it and create a context from which it will emerge.

The Field Leadership model also provides a useful way of understanding 
the function of culture in an enterprise. In fact, the function of culture is the 
same as the function of leadership: to foster cooperation and collective ac-
tion. In the same way that leadership emerges from the interactions of the 
Four Fields, so does culture. To develop effective leadership, you must also 
develop effective culture, and vice versa. The same disciplines and practices 
that build leadership also build culture. In this book, I often refer to leader-
ship culture to reflect the deep relationship between the two. And I refer to a 
philosophy of leadership based on the four fields as Field Leadership.

Throughout this book, I suggest practices and exercises with which you can 
develop your Field Leadership skills. I also suggest that you keep a “field jour-
nal” in which to record your thoughts, reflections, and experiences as you go. 

THE SPECTRUM OF LEADERSHIP AND THE FOUR FIELDS

What is commonly referred to as “leadership” in business literature is what 
I am calling intentional leadership. It is embodied in one or a few individu-
als that cultivate an intention for where the group will go, what they will do, 
and how they will do it. Breakdowns in cooperation and collective action 
are common in human organizations and they are costly. It is the leader’s 
job to prevent them when possible and resolve them quickly when they oc-
cur. Keeping the emotional engagement of all the followers while resolving 
differences of opinion can be challenging. Integrating differing opinions and 
desires, resolving conflict, and maintaining healthy cooperation and collec-
tive action were not as significant in the old command-and-control approach 
to leadership. But it is one of the major challenges for leaders in a hypercon-
nected world, where complexity overwhelms the ability of a leader to take 
a command-and-control approach. That is where the disciplines of the four 
fields become essential tools in the leader’s toolbox.

Establishing shared purpose, establishing behavioral rules, and cultivat-
ing the ability of people to function effectively in the four fields: these are 
the capabilities required of leaders in a hyperconnected world. How these 
are established and maintained is a function of where leadership falls on 
the spectrum. At the emergent end, you might have just a few simple rules 
and tremendous autonomy for individuals to decide how they will follow 
those rules. An example is open-source software, in which the behavior of  
participants is similar to that of insects or birds: the simple rules that are 
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followed dominate the overall field, and leadership is relatively obscured. 
Attempts to assert intentional leadership are discouraged, so to the extent it 
happens, it is subtle and may not even be conscious. Nonetheless, it is there 
to a degree: certain individuals will have greater influence than others. 

For most human endeavors, this is too far to the left on the Spectrum of 
Leadership. It relies too heavily on just the Field of the Self, trusts what 
will emerge will be desirable, and does not permit sufficient intentionality 
and cultivation of the other three fields. Individual creativity can thrive in 
this environment, but collective reflection, intentionality, and planning are 
severely inhibited. 

At the other extreme is command and control, potentially going all the way 
to despotism. This destroys the rich potential of the community by starving it 
of the insights and talents of its members. It suppresses the greatest capabili-
ties of human beings: complex relationships, creativity, passion, experimen-
tation, learning, discovery—all of the elements required for an organization 
to thrive in a hyperconnected world. Field Leadership requires a balance 
and the ability to move up and down the Spectrum of Leadership in various 
circumstances. 

The Four Fields of Leadership are present along the entire Spectrum of 
Leadership. They are hidden and implicit at the emergent end, just as leader-
ship itself is hidden and implicit at that end. But they are functioning even 
in primitive bacteria. Bacteria sense the world, differentiate between food 
and nonfood, and move toward nutrients. That is the Field of the Self in its 
infancy. In time, those bacteria developed the ability to sense one another and 
respond to one another’s signals; the Interpersonal Field emerged. And as the 
interactions among the bacterial cells became more complex, they formed 
teams and enterprises. Primitive, simple, and thoroughly unconscious though 
they were, the four fields were there not long after the beginning of life.

They have also remained largely hidden and implicit at the intentional end 
of the spectrum because we have not previously named them as fields. But 

Figure 1.4. The Four Fields of Leadership and the Spectrum of Leadership
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they have been poking their heads up in the literature for some time. Since 
the late twentieth century, leadership literature has hinted at them more and 
more. Books like Servant Leadership, Emotional Intelligence, and The Seven 
Habits of Highly Successful People were tremendous bestsellers. These books 
continue to be in print some thirty years after their publication because they 
reveal vital aspects of leadership and culture that had not previously been 
identified. But they also helped build the Tower of Babel, showing us seem-
ingly disparate phenomena that all relate to leadership.

The breakdowns organizations face today in leadership, culture, and hu-
man effectiveness stem from a lack of awareness and skill in moving along 
the Spectrum of Leadership and in applying the disciplines of the four fields. 
Leaders can no longer afford to leave these distinctions hidden and implicit. 
They must understand them and learn to leverage them. As we go from emer-
gent to intentional leadership, the Spectrum of Leadership and the disciplines 
of the four fields must also become intentional.

Before diving into the four fields, we need to take a look at the scientific 
foundations of complexity and the challenges of understanding a hypercon-
nected world.
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How is it that we have arrived at this place, where hyperconnectivity and 
complexity have turned our traditional ways of thinking upside down and left 
leaders adrift? The answer goes back to the time of Galileo. This chapter lays 
out the conceptual foundations for the Spectrum of Leadership and the four 
fields. It will serve us well throughout the book.

Before Galileo’s time, our senses and emotions overwhelmed our intellect, 
leading us to believe in magic and unknowable forces. Bad weather, illness, 
and misfortune were believed to be caused by curses, witches, gods, or ma-
gicians. Life appeared mysterious and beyond comprehension or control. 
Galileo was a voice for combining careful observation with rigorous analysis 
and for choosing reason over magical thinking. He and his contemporaries set 
the stage for the period known as the Age of Reason, during which scientists 
and mathematicians threw off the shackles of mythology. They developed 
rigorous methods of observing the world and analyzing data, prying open 
nature’s secrets and learning to leverage the power hidden within. Looking 
through microscopes, they could see that what looked like one thing—a drop 
of water, a leaf—was actually many things. The drop of water contained 
many, many microorganisms. The leaf was constructed of many parts. We 
became aware of organisms and heavenly structures we had never dreamed 
of. And we learned how to use those insights to control and manipulate the 
world, sparking a long period of explosive discovery and invention. Business 
as a dominant force in shaping the human race and the planet was also begin-
ning its rise. The first corporation—the British East India Company—was 
formed on December 31, 1600, just thirty-three years before Galileo would 
be charged with heresy.

The clear, logical thinking Galileo and his contemporaries promoted 
mitigated the interference of our emotions, physical sensations, intuition, and 

Chapter Two

Strange Things
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magical beliefs, enabling us to focus on using just our intellect. Ever since, we 
have seen the world as mechanical, following strict, logical laws that could be 
understood with reason alone. Logical thinking is the method par excellence 
for solving mechanical problems because mechanical problems are entirely 
rational, yielding to careful observation and analysis. Emotions can distract 
us from the pure thought that is so effective for solving mechanical problems.

With the power of our intellect unleashed, the world no longer seemed 
magical and beyond comprehension, governed by the whims of magicians 
and gods. We became convinced it was purely mechanistic, governed by the 
laws of physics and logic. The success of mechanical thinking made life seem 
comprehensible and controllable. The behavior and output of mechanical 
systems are perfectly predictable: if everything can be understood through 
mechanical thinking, then when we have enough data and can analyze it suf-
ficiently, everything will be predictable and controllable. 

Galileo and the founder of Netflix, Reed Hastings, bookend an era of aston-
ishing progress, an era filled with vast possibilities that transformed the human 
race. In less than four hundred years, the human population went from about 
500 million to approximately 7.5 billion. We developed the ability to peer into, 
understand, and manipulate matter and energy on the tiniest of scales and to 
observe the cosmos on the grandest of scales. We connected virtually every 
human being on the planet with radios, televisions, telephones, and now the 
internet, and we developed an extraordinary ability to understand and influ-
ence our own bodies, our health, and our minds. We discovered and learned to 
manipulate the fundamental molecules of life, and we are building machines 
that outperform us in many domains. We may even be on the verge of creating 
machines that outperform us in our intellectual, intuitive, and creative capaci-
ties. We have come to dominate the physical world, and we can make every-
thing work according to the laws of logic—or so we would like to believe.

Since Galileo’s time, the problems people wanted to solve, and on which 
businesses made their money, have typically dealt with taking things apart, 
moving things around, and putting things together. Those are mechanical 
problems. Agriculture, manufacturing, information technology, telecommu-
nications, transportation, healthcare—virtually everything we have done for 
the past four hundred years has been done through the lens of mechanical 
thinking. During this period, the world was awash in opportunities for people 
who could solve mechanical problems. Doing so yielded untold riches.

The Age of Reason could also be called the Age of Certainty and Control, 
for the driving impulse was to eliminate uncertainty and to control the world 
through the power of our intellect. We became convinced that by breaking the 
world down into its parts and understanding the interactions among the parts, 
we could predict with perfect precision how events would unfold. 
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Throughout the Age of Reason, the mechanical view of the world must 
have been extremely seductive, even irresistible. Emotions could cause suf-
fering, conflict, and wasted time and effort. Worse yet, they could lead to 
irrationality and magical thinking. If we indulged in such things, chaos could 
rear its ugly head, and we could lose the sense of certainty and control we 
had worked so hard to establish. So we struck a deal. There was a wild side 
to nature and to humanity that we chose to ignore. We suppressed our emo-
tions and our spirituality, and scientists and mathematicians restricted their 
methods to only those fitting with the mechanical model of the world. While 
we couldn’t deny the existence of the wild side, it was off limits to scientific 
study. We split the world in two and believed that by making that trade, we 
could rule the world with reason alone.

But ignoring something doesn’t mean it’s not there. As we pursued me-
chanical thinking to ever-greater extremes, strange things began to happen. 
Nature’s wild side reared its head, revealing itself in unexpected and baffling 
ways that I explore later in this book. To understand nature more deeply and 
to address the opportunities and challenges we had created, we had to expand 
our thinking and discover new and richer mental models. We could no longer 
think of everything as a machine.

And that takes us full circle, back to what we so intentionally ignored dur-
ing the Age of Reason—our emotions, spirit, and the wild, unpredictable side 
of life. We have entered a new age, an age of chaos and possibility—the Age 
of Connection—in which our wild side is as essential to leadership and the 
design of our organizations as is reason and logic. In the age of connection, 
the full spectrum of leadership must be leveraged for organizations to thrive. 
Emergent leadership accesses our whole selves—our minds, bodies, and spir-
its—releasing extreme creativity and wild possibilities, which are necessary 
and inevitable in a hyperconnected world.

The limitations of mechanical thinking started catching up with scientists 
and mathematicians in the mid-1800s. While business was reaping the benefits 
of mechanical thinking and transforming the world, mathematicians and scien-
tists were gaining profound insights into nature’s deeper secrets. This did not 
go smoothly. Some of the most brilliant scientists and mathematicians clung 
to the belief that eventually all problems would yield to mechanical thinking; 
they just needed to improve the accuracy or skill with which they wielded it. 
In 1814, the great mathematician and scientist Pierre Laplace wrote:

Given for one instant an intelligence which could comprehend all the forces by 
which nature is animated and the respective situation of the beings who com-
pose it—an intelligence sufficiently vast to submit these data to analysis—it 
would embrace in the same formula the movements of the greatest bodies of the 
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universe and those of the lightest atom; for it, nothing would be uncertain and 
the future, as the past, would be present to its eyes. (LaPlace, 1902)

This was the ultimate statement of confidence in mechanical thinking 
and in the possibility of certainty. But while science had given birth to the 
certainty of mechanical thinking, science would also be its executioner. The 
death knell was sounded by four seismic discoveries in science and math-
ematics. They were among the first indicators that the world is fundamen-
tally uncertain and complex and that mechanical thinking is insufficient for 
understanding how the world works. These insights are reverberating today 
throughout the world of business. 

An important distinction explains the limitations of mechanical thinking and 
reveals the potential in transcending it. This distinction has only become appar-
ent in relatively recent years. It is the distinction between phenomena that are 
complicated versus phenomena that are complex. Complicated phenomena can 
be understood by breaking them down into their parts, understanding the logic 
of each part, then building up a view of the whole from that understanding. 
This approach is termed reductionism because it reduces things to their parts in 
order to understand the whole. There may be many parts, and they may interact 
in many ways, but it can all be understood as a machine that follows the laws 
of physics and logic. Complicated phenomena yield their secrets to mechani-
cal thinking. Virtually all of humanity’s success up through the late twentieth 
century came by applying mechanical thinking to complicated problems.

Complex phenomena, on the other hand, cannot be understood by mechan-
ical thinking. Every attempt to do so meets with frustration and confusion be-
cause complex systems as a whole behave in ways that cannot be understood 
or predicted from an understanding of their parts. In the past, when scientists 
and mathematicians were running up against this limitation, they assumed the 
problem was that they didn’t yet have sufficient understanding of the parts. 
We now know that is not the case; no amount of knowledge of the parts will 
enable us to understand or predict the behavior of a complex whole. And our 
hyperconnected world is exceedingly complex. Uncertainty is built in.

The unspoken holy grail of business—to have sufficient knowledge to an-
ticipate all significant changes and always come out a winner—can never be 
attained. In fact, we can’t even get close. The loss of the principle of certainty 
undermines the premise that the world can be fully comprehended. And the 
science of complexity tells us we need a fundamentally different approach to 
understanding and leading our organizations because they are not only com-
plicated, they are also complex. 

What were the four discoveries that led scientists and mathematicians to give 
up on certainty? What are the limits of mechanical thinking, and why are they 
important to business? To answer those questions, we have to explore briefly 
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these discoveries in the more recent history of science and mathematics. These 
discoveries are often glossed over in business books because they get a bit 
technical, but I think that does a disservice to business readers. Without a basic 
understanding of key scientific and mathematical discoveries and insights of 
the past century and a half, you cannot make sense of the current state of the 
business world. If you can’t make sense of it, you will struggle to lead in it. 

EVERYTHING IS RELATIVE

In 1905, Albert Einstein published his famous paper on relativity, in which 
he made the astonishing claims—now supported by many experiments—that 
objects in motion become physically shorter and move through time at a dif-
ferent rate than objects standing still. These are profoundly counterintuitive 
claims. Compared to how we experience the world, it sounds crazy. With the 
work of Einstein, our grasp on reality—the correspondence between how we 
think the world is versus how the world actually is—was threatened, just as 
it had been by Galileo. 

 When Laplace articulated his view that with sufficient data it would be 
possible to fully comprehend all aspects of reality, including the past and the 
future, he assumed “reality” would be the same for all observers. Einstein 
showed us reality is not the same for all observers. The world is relative: what 
is real for one person might not be real for another. If that is the case, then 
certainty is a lost cause.

Einstein’s work may seem abstract, hard to understand, and even harder to 
connect to business. But consider the basic notion here: what is real for one 
person may not be real for another. One of the few constants in today’s busi-
ness world is the steady increase in customer expectations. Amazon, Netflix, 
and Google, among others, have all driven this change. But assessing those 
expectations—obtaining the appropriate feedback from customers and inter-
preting it accurately—is a challenge. Different realities show up all the time 
in sales conversations. Customers have one set of expectations—one “reality” 
about what they need—and salespeople have a different reality. The sales 
conversation is one of resolving the differences and together crafting a reality 
that works for both parties. Reality is not fixed; we create it.

UNCERTAINTY IS BUILT IN

The second event occurred in 1927. It was called, appropriately, the Uncer-
tainty Principle. 
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(Copyright 1927, by the New York Times Company. By Wireless to the New 
York Times)

LEEDS, England, Sept. 1.—Of thirty addresses delivered today before the vari-
ous sections of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, one of 
the most important was that of a young German, Dr. W. Heisenberg. Fully 200 
mathematical physicists listened to his brief exposition of a conception which 
will make it necessary to modify belief in what we are pleased to call “common 
sense” and “reality.” (Kaemppfert, 1927)

The Uncertainty Principle comes from physics and shows that it is impossi-
ble to fully know all aspects of the state of a physical object. For example, the 
more accurately you know an object’s position in space at a particular point 
in time, the less accurately you can know its momentum. And the more accu-
rately you know its momentum, the less accurately you can know its position. 
These effects are not apparent at the scale most of us observe—people and 
cars and baseballs—but when scientists developed the tools to study things at 
very small scales, the effects became apparent. Heisenberg proved that even 
if Laplace was right, that with complete knowledge we could perfectly predict 
the future, it is not possible to acquire complete knowledge. Another nail had 
been pounded into the coffin of certainty. 

Realizing you can never have complete information about anything is 
humbling, especially when you lead an organization and have to make deci-
sions on which people’s livelihoods depend. We live today in an ocean of 
information, and for decades we believed that the promise of that ocean of 
information was to finally give us all the data we would need to make perfect 
decisions. Heisenberg showed us that no matter how much data we have, it 
will never be sufficient to deliver a complete picture of reality. Every decision 
involves some guesswork. The most rigorous application of knowledge, data, 
and reason would never lead to perfect predictability.

AMBIGUITY AND PARADOX ARE INEVITABLE

The third event in the demise of certainty occurred in 1931. 
More than any other field of human endeavor, mathematics has been the 

standard bearer for certainty. It is also the ultimate form of mechanical reason-
ing. It is based on pure logic and leaves no room for ambiguity or paradox. At 
least that’s what mathematicians believed at the dawn of the twentieth century. 

Mathematicians labored long to demonstrate that mathematics could meet 
two criteria: there is no ambiguity, and paradox never arises. This was the 
holy grail of the Age of Reason, the ultimate expression of a perfectly ordered 
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world. Alfred North Whitehead and Bertrand Russell were leading math-
ematical philosophers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
They labored for over ten years to produce their monumental work, Principia 
Mathematica, a three-volume treatise intended to prove mathematics is free 
of ambiguity and paradox. 

The final volume was published in 1913. The work has such depth and 
rigor that proving one plus one equals two takes over 360 pages (“Russell 
and Whitehead,” 2016). Imagine their surprise when, in 1931, an unknown 
twenty-five-year-old Austrian mathematician named Kurt Gödel not only 
proved them wrong but also proved that what they were attempting was im-
possible. He proved, using the tools of mathematics, that within any system of 
mathematical thinking, it is possible to make ambiguous statements—state-
ments that cannot be proven true or false—and it is also possible to make 
paradoxical statements. These fundamental limitations in the nature of math-
ematics can never be overcome. Gödel demonstrated that even in mathemat-
ics, we cannot find certainty. 

Gödel’s theorems were a major blow to anyone seeking proof that science 
and mathematics could lead to certainty. And if mathematics can be uncertain, 
think about how much less certain we can be about a statement like, “This 
project is going well.” Ambiguity and paradox are inevitable conditions of life.

In other areas, equally strange things were happening. Mathematicians 
were creating formulas that violated fundamental beliefs about the very na-
ture of mathematics. They were, for the first time, seriously exploring chaos 
and complexity. The products of their work were seemingly impossible 
structures that made no sense in the usual ways of thinking about math-
ematics. For example, the Swedish mathematician Helge von Koch wrote a 
formula for creating a circle that could enclose an arbitrarily small area, yet 
have a circumference that was infinitely long. (Don’t try to picture this in 
your head; you can’t.)

Other mathematicians termed these creations “monsters” and claimed that 
their creators’ intent was to destroy the foundations of mathematics. That left 
them with a quandary: they were insisting on sticking to the age-old tradition 
of mechanical thinking, but if you tackle complex problems with mechanical 
thinking, the problems become increasingly difficult and solutions never ap-
pear. The more they tried, the more confused and frustrated they became. The 
only way forward was to brave chaos and plunge into complexity. The mod-
ern sciences of fractal geometry, cellular automata, and complexity theory all 
emerged from this work. These sciences are essential in myriad applications, 
including the design of computer chips, materials science, and understanding 
the nature of heart attacks. And, as it turns out, developing an effective model 
of leadership in a hyperconnected world.
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THE BUTTERFLY EFFECT

The fourth event in the end of certainty was the discovery that complexity is 
ubiquitous and profoundly shapes every aspect of our lives and our organiza-
tions. You live in the midst of more complexity and closer to chaos than you 
could ever know. But we have also discovered that complexity and chaos can 
be studied, understood, and managed, though not with mechanical thinking. 
The recognition of complexity’s importance came about over a long period 
of time, through the work of many mathematicians and scientists. Let’s see 
how they came to understand it.

In the early 1800s, scientists and mathematicians believed they could 
model and predict any phenomena using the same kind of mathematics used 
to predict the motion of the planets and the force of falling objects. Biolo-
gists had been trying to use these methods to predict how animal and human 
populations would vary in size over time, but they continually met with 
failure. In 1838, a Belgian mathematician named Pierre Verhulst had taken 
issue with this approach. He saw the problem was too complex for traditional 
mathematics, so he tried something new. He created a mathematical function 
he called the logistic function. This function was far more effective at predict-
ing changes in populations than anything anyone had previously achieved. (In 
1840, he used it to make a prediction of what the population of the United 
States would be one hundred years later, in 1940. His prediction was off by 
less than 1 percent [“Logistic Growth, Part 1,” 2016].)

The logistic function (today, it is also known as the Verhulst function) re-
mained obscure for over eighty years until 1920, when the biologist Raymond 
Pearl began to experiment with it (Kingsland, 1982). He publicized its utility 
widely. Over the ensuing decades, an increasing number of mathematicians 
and scientists studied this type of function, discovering that it applied to a vast 
range of natural phenomena. 

What was unique about the logistic function was that it employed feedback. 
More traditional types of functions are straightforward—you put in a value, and 
the function produces a new value. For example, if the function is f(x) = x + 2,  
the function adds 2 to whatever goes in. If you put in a value of 3, then f(x) 
produces 5. Each time you put in a value, it produces a new value and then it’s 
done. There are two things that are unique about a feedback function: it takes 
whatever it produces and feeds it back into itself, and it runs forever. These 
two characteristics are what make feedback functions powerful, threatening, 
and full of possibility. I explain feedback and its relevance to business and 
leadership in a hyperconnected world in more detail in interlude 1.

Verhulst was studying the behavior of a population. That is very different 
from studying the behavior of an individual. It ignores all the specifics of 
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biology and biochemistry that occur at the level of the individual and instead 
focuses on the population as an entity unto itself. This is precisely the way 
we think about businesses. Senior executives, boards of directors, the stock 
market, regulators, customers, and other constituents all focus primarily on 
the behavior and performance of the entire enterprise, and not so much on the 
behavior of individuals. What Verhulst learned about the behavior of animal 
populations—that it is complex and follows patterns dictated by feedback—has 
immediate relevance to anyone concerned with the performance of a business.

One hundred and twenty-two years after Verhulst, in 1960, a young math-
ematical meteorologist at MIT named Edward Lorenz was attempting to 
model something quite different from animal populations. He was creating 
computer simulations of the weather. He wanted to come up with a way to 
forecast the weather with greater accuracy than had ever been possible. He 
ended up doing the opposite—proving there are severe limits to how well we 
will ever be able to predict the weather. As you will see, in the twenty-first 
century, his work is also helping us understand leadership and organizational 
design in a complex, hyperconnected world.

Lorenz was curious about why the weather varies so dramatically even 
though the large-scale patterns that determine the weather—the Earth’s 
movement around the sun, the four seasons, global wind patterns, ocean cur-
rents, and more—were consistent year after year. Just as Verhulst knew that 
animal populations could not be understood using mechanical reasoning, Lo-
renz knew the weather could not be modeled using traditional mathematical 
functions. So, like Verhulst, he used feedback functions.

Because his computer was quite primitive and slow relative to today’s 
computers, it took a long time to run one of his simulations. One day, he saw 
an interesting weather pattern develop near the end of one of his runs, and he 
wanted to run it again for a longer period of time. Rather than start all over, 
he looked at the printout and chose the numbers the program had generated 
shortly before the interesting pattern began. He used those as the starting 
point for the program and ran it again. However, the printout he used had 
truncated the numbers slightly, from six decimal places to three. For example, 
one of the original numbers was 0.506127, but on the printout it showed as 
0.506, which is what he entered for the rerun. It was a minuscule difference, 
less than three hundredths of a percent.

Lorenz went to get a cup of coffee and came back about an hour later. To 
his surprise, the weather patterns that were coming out were different from 
the first run. At first they were similar, with only a slight divergence, but the 
longer the simulation ran, the more the patterns changed from the original run. 
By the time the computer had simulated two months of weather, the pattern 
of the second run bore no resemblance whatsoever to the pattern of the first. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



32 Chapter Two

Initially, Lorenz thought something was wrong with his computer, but as 
he studied the output, he discovered the truncation. He realized his computer 
was working properly and was revealing something quite unexpected and 
profound. Changing the starting numbers by a minuscule amount had a huge 
effect later in the model. He referred to this phenomenon as “sensitive depen-
dence on initial conditions.” By this he meant that for some systems, very tiny 
changes in the starting conditions result in wildly different outcomes. He later 
coined the now well-known phrase “the butterfly effect,” proposing that a but-
terfly flapping its wings in South America could cause a hurricane in Texas. 

This was a defining moment in the science of meteorology. In fact, it was a 
defining moment in the study of all complex systems. It proved there are se-
vere limitations to how accurately we will ever be able to predict the behavior 
of complex systems. Feedback allows a very small change to feed back into 
the system, where it gets amplified slightly each time around. After numerous 
cycles, the change can become enormous. The butterfly effect graph uses the 
Verhulst function and Lorenz’s original and truncated values to show this. 

The function generates a nearly identical pattern for both starting numbers 
up to time step 11. But after that, they begin to diverge. If you look at the 
left side of the chart up to time step 11, you can see the patterns appear to be 
identical. But from time step 12 on, they are quite different. The actual data 
behind these graphs shows that after the first iteration of the function, the dif-
ference between the two is less than three hundredths of a percent; after the 
twentieth iteration, the difference is over 252 percent. 

Figure 2.1. The Butterfly Effect
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Lorenz published his results in 1963 in what is considered one of the most 
important scientific papers of the twentieth century (Lorenz, 1963). His dis-
covery went largely unnoticed for some time; in the next ten years, it was ref-
erenced in only three scientific papers outside the field of meteorology. But in 
subsequent years, the implications of his discovery were recognized in virtu-
ally all fields of science. In James Gleick’s wildly popular 1987 book Chaos: 
Making a New Science, the importance of Lorenz’s work and the creativity of 
his thinking reached a vast audience of general readers. Lorenz became some-
thing of a cult hero, invited to speak at conferences far and wide. By October 
2016, his original article had been cited in over sixteen thousand papers by 
scientists working in all disciplines all over the world (Siegfried, 2013).

Predicting the behavior of animal populations, the weather, and human 
organizations seem like very different kinds of problems, and in many ways 
they are. But they share a common foundation: all are complex and driven by 
feedback. Feedback determines which behaviors are—and are not—possible. 
Understanding feedback is the key to unlocking the potential of complexity. 

For business to unlock that potential, business leaders must catch up with 
science. Long ago, business leaders wholeheartedly embraced the mechanical 
thinking of the Age of Reason. The business version of mechanical thinking 
is process thinking. Process thinking views a business as a collection of parts 
interacting through logical sequences of events. Just as scientists picked apart 
the physical universe, businesses have picked apart their processes, analyzing 
them down to the finest detail, striving to control them completely. For cen-
turies, organizations have refined the ability to design and execute processes 
for everything from the management of materials to the management of ideas 
and people. There is a vast industry of process improvement methodologies, 
including TQM, Six Sigma, Kaizen, flowcharting, BPM, and numerous other 
methods. All of these are well suited to tackling the complicated problems 
faced by larger and larger businesses and global value chains. They have pro-
duced tremendous value for businesses, creating efficiencies and minimizing 
costs across all industries. But process thinking ignores the complexity of 
human beings and their relationships with one another, and those are the roots 
of the challenges and opportunities of a hyperconnected world.

 Consider Blockbuster and Netflix. Antioco’s decision to reject Hastings’s 
offer probably didn’t seem like a big deal. Blockbuster was booming and the 
future looked certain. Netflix was a struggling startup; rejecting Hastings’s 
offer was just one of many business decisions Antioco must have made every 
day. But it took Blockbuster into one set of feedback loops and Netflix into 
another. Those feedback loops led to the demise of Blockbuster and to Netf-
lix becoming a global force in the world of entertainment media delivery—a 
great example of the butterfly effect.
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Communication loops are feedback loops that arise in living systems. Com-
munication loops go round and round, back and forth, evolving and changing 
as people interact. They are dynamic and alive and are much more than the 
sum of their parts. Communication loops make human relationships possible. 
They are the source of creativity and innovation. Understanding their behav-
ior is essential for understanding the four fields and how leadership emerges 
from them in a hyperconnected world. 

To understand how communication loops work, we should briefly revisit 
the logistic function of population biologist Pierre Verhulst. Studying a math-
ematical feedback loop is useful because in the pure realm of mathematics, we 
can see more clearly the essence of how communication loops work. We can 
then use that insight to understand how communication loops shape behavior 
in the four fields and determine where you are on the Spectrum of Leader-
ship. And when we understand that, we can see how leaders can choose their 
position on the spectrum and cultivate the four fields so that the people and 
organizations they lead can thrive. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

Verhulst’s logistic function is a deceptively simple example of a feedback 
function. Anyone with a basic understanding of algebra can see at a glance 
how it works. The logistic function takes an initial value, multiplies it by one 
number and subtracts it from another, and feeds the result back into itself to 
start over again with the new value. 

Consider a conversation you might have with another person. We’ll call 
her Michelle. Suppose you start the conversation with the question, “How do 
I get to the grocery store?” 

Michelle replies, “You go straight down this street and turn north on Main 
Street. You go two blocks, and the grocery store will be on your left.” 

You say to Michelle, “Do I turn right or left on Main Street?” 

Interlude One

Leadership Lives in  
Communication Loops
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Michelle replies, “You turn right on Main Street.”
And the conversation is over. This is a communication loop. The starting 

point of the conversation was your request for directions to the grocery store. 
Michelle took the question, did something with it, then fed the result back to 
you. You did something with her reply and then fed the result back to her. 
Feedback functions work the same way: you start them with some kind of 
input, and they operate on it and then feed the result back as the next input. 

But understanding how feedback functions work and how they behave over 
time are two very different things. Depending on the starting values that go 
into a feedback function, it can exhibit behavior ranging from the mundane 
to the vastly complex and chaotic. 

Think of how differently the conversation with Michelle might have gone if 
the initial conditions were different. Let’s say she is your daughter, home from 
college, and you say to her, “How could you have run up such a big credit card 
bill? And why aren’t your grades better?” This conversation would likely be 
quite a bit more complex, potentially going through many phases. Feedback 
functions can do that too. Their behavioral complexity can be daunting. But 
mathematical research has revealed a surprising property of feedback func-
tions: all of the behaviors in which feedback-driven systems can engage fall 
into just five categories (Radzicki and Taylor, 1997). They are:

• Grow
• Reach steady state and stay there
• Oscillate, shifting back and forth among a set of values
• Explode in chaos, becoming utterly unpredictable in what they will do in 

the next moment
• Die

These are the possible behaviors that can arise from any communication loop, 
and thus they are the behaviors that can arise in all of the four fields.

The five behaviors are broad categories, and each has subsets. For example, 
there are many types of oscillation patterns. And one feedback loop may ex-
hibit more than one behavior. But all the behavior of feedback-driven systems 
ultimately comes down to some combination of these five possibilities. That 
can be reassuring: because complexity arises from feedback, it is not as daunt-
ing as it might seem. Let’s look at some examples of communication loops.

• A CEO opens her remarks to the all-employee meeting with an announce-
ment of a large sale the company has just closed. Enthusiastic applause 
breaks out. She laughs and thanks the audience, then launches into a short 
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unplanned history of the company and the important role the employees 
play in its success. The mood of the audience goes even higher, and she 
becomes more animated.

• As her dog charges across the field, a young woman releases a Frisbee with 
a powerful flip of her arm. The dog’s head arches back as he leaps into the 
air, catches the Frisbee, lands, and returns to the young woman, who looks 
at the dog and exclaims, “Let’s do it again, Beau!” sending the dog back 
down the field, and the cycle repeats.

• A student works hard at his homework and receives a good grade. He 
slacks off, not working so hard, and his grades go down. Then he starts 
studying hard again, and his grades go up. He becomes complacent, and his 
grades go down. This pattern continues throughout the year.

• A manager gives an employee harsh criticism. The employee becomes de-
fensive and makes a disparaging remark back to the manager. The manager 
gets angry, and the conversation escalates into a full-scale argument. This 
pattern repeats over time, and eventually the employee resigns.

These seemingly disparate events are all examples of communication 
loops. The CEO and her audience are in a communication loop of growing 
enthusiasm. The young woman responds to her dog’s exuberance with her 
laughter and by throwing the Frisbee again, which keeps the dog in the game. 
The dog’s behavior keeps the young woman engaged in the game. This is a 
stable communication loop. The student is in an oscillation: when his grades 
go down, he is motivated to work harder; when his hard work pays off and 
his grades go up, he loses his motivation, causing them to go down again. 
The manager’s anger at the employee pushes the employee into anger, which 
causes the manager’s anger to increase. This is a rising feedback loop that 
escalates into chaos, with both of them shouting at each other. The pattern 
repeats until the employee resigns and the relationship ends, at which point 
the communication loop dies. 

In each of these examples, the interacting parties influence each other 
through their responses and communication loops, following the hidden but 
well-defined behaviors I described earlier. The breadth of these examples 
demonstrates the pervasive role communication loops play in all human sys-
tems. It is no wonder that a vast industry has grown around communication 
training. Communication loops cause some things to go well, some to go 
terribly, and some to just chug along at an unremarkable pace. Understand-
ing and effectively managing communication loops is one of the most under-
realized opportunities available to leaders today. It is essential for managing 
behavior in the four fields.
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I coached Carlos, a team leader, and Amina, his boss, over a period of 
several months. Consider the following conversation I observed when I first 
started working with them:

Carlos (nervous, speaking rapidly): “We need to talk about the product 
development project. It’s running seriously behind schedule.” 

Amina (angry tone): “What the hell happened?” 
Carlos (more nervous, defensive): “I’ve done everything I can, but some of 

the team members don’t pull their weight.”
Amina (even angrier): “I put you in charge of this project, and I expect it 

to be managed well. Don’t come to me blaming other people.”
Carlos (fear and anger dominating his voice): “I told you from the start this 

team wasn’t working out. You ignored everything I said.”
Amina (frustrated, angry, defensive): “First you blame the team, now 

you’re blaming me. When are you going to take accountability for your job?”

And so it went.
This is a classic example of a communication loop gone bad. It’s a loop 

of anger and defensiveness that could keep growing. The forces shaping the 
conversation are not well managed. Let’s look at how this communication 
loop operates. 

Carlos’s initial statement triggers an angry response from Amina. Amina 
doesn’t manage her response; she allows her emotions to drive it, mostly un-
consciously. Carlos feels threatened by her anger. His intention had been to 
immediately get into a problem-solving conversation about the team, but now 
he responds with defensiveness—and also without much awareness. His de-
fensiveness is driven by unchecked emotion. This cycle continues, each time 
around reinforcing and escalating their emotional states. Carlos and Amina’s 
Fields of the Self are creating a toxic communication loop and thus a toxic 
Interpersonal Field. To rectify this dynamic, they both have to develop better 
self-management. Until they are each managing their Field of the Self, there 
is no hope of working on their Interpersonal Field. In Section 2, I provide 
practical strategies for managing the Field of the Self. Section 3 explores 
methods for developing effective interpersonal relationships.

Consider just a few of the ways communication loops are important. They 
are foundational to:

• Learning: it is the mechanism through which you are able to explore the 
world, discover what works and what doesn’t, and build new neural path-
ways that give you new options in how you respond to events. 
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• Conversation: it is impossible to converse effectively with another person 
if you cannot sense how they are responding to your words and actions. 
Conversation always has the possibility of ambiguity and misinterpreta-
tion. These cannot be corrected without communication loops. Com-
munication loops enable you to test the accuracy of your listening and to 
confirm that you are being accurately heard.

• Cooperation and collective action among individuals, teams, departments, 
and organizations: every interaction that takes place in the living world is 
based on communication loops. We are all embedded in multiple layers of 
communication loops, many of which we are often entirely unaware. Com-
munication loops make cooperation and collective action possible.

• Trust: it is our response to one another’s requests, needs, and concerns that 
trigger trust. In other words, trust arises from the communication loops we 
have with one another.

• High performance: high performance arises through a constellation of 
communication loops acting in concert, synchronizing and supporting one 
another. Constant adjustments are required to keep them in harmony.

• Poor performance: just as communication loops can create all of the desir-
able effects listed here, they can equally create undesirable effects. Gossip 
is a communication loop that engenders cynicism. Mockery is a commu-
nication loop that engenders shame and resentment. Dishonesty is a com-
munication loop that engenders mistrust. 

In short, communication loops are the means through which order emerges 
in human organizations. “Communication training,” “team building,” “leader-
ship development,” and “relationship skills” are really just various approaches 
to managing communication loops. That’s good news because it tells us all of 
the various phenomena that affect organizational performance and all of the 
complexity present in organizations can be understood in simple terms. 

The scientists and mathematicians of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
resolved confusing, paradoxical observations by discovering simple underly-
ing patterns like feedback functions and fields. In the same way, understand-
ing communication loops, the Spectrum of Leadership, and the Four Fields 
of Leadership can resolve the complexity that sometimes seems paradoxical, 
confusing, and incomprehensible in organizational performance. 

All too often, we think of “giving feedback” as meaning a one-way com-
munication: “This is what I think . . .” You don’t actually “give feedback.” 
Rather, you enter into a communication loop with another person. To be ef-
fective, you must be aware of how their behavior influences your inner state 
and how your behavior influences theirs. That means being aware of your 
physical, emotional, and cognitive responses to the other person’s words and 
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actions. Only then will you accurately understand them and they understand 
you. The question for leaders is: what will be the nature of the communica-
tion loops that occur in the organization you lead? Will they give rise to trust, 
accountability, high performance, and value creation? Or will they lead to 
mistrust, blame, poor performance, and waste? 

Human beings have internal communication loops as well as those that 
arise between people. There is a constant inner dialogue among your body, 
your emotions, and your thoughts. This can be deeply habituated, uncon-
scious, and uncontrolled or can be made conscious and managed with inten-
tion. That regulation happens in the Field of the Self. I explore it in section 2.

In simple organisms like bacteria and insects, communication loops are dic-
tated entirely in the programming of their DNA. The rules dictating their be-
havior are hardwired. They have no choice and little or no learning is possible.

Human beings and organizations have the capacity to learn. Many of our 
communication loops are hardwired, as they are in insects, but many are not. 
They change naturally over the course of our lives in response to experience. 
Often they change unconsciously and not always in ways that serve us. But 
they can also be changed intentionally. We can unlearn old habits—even ones 
that have become buried in our unconscious—and we can learn new ones. 

Habits are communication loops. When it’s a habit that is local to you, 
it emerges from internal communication loops in your body, emotions, and 
thoughts—the Field of the Self. When it is a habit in a relationship, it arises 
from the communication loop between the two individuals in the Interpersonal 
Field. Habits also appear in the Field of Teams and in the Enterprise Field.

Habituated reactions and behaviors are largely, often entirely, unconscious. 
That is both a strength and a weakness. It is a strength because it frees us to 
focus on the things that are important to us. Habituated behavior happens 
automatically—it takes virtually no conscious effort to open an email or click 
on the reply button. The habits are formed, the internal communication loops 
between your intention and your muscles are in place, and it happens without 
thought. This is highly efficient. Your conscious mind can focus on writ-
ing your reply. But there is also a downside to habituation. We are complex 
creatures driven by complex emotions that are sometimes at cross-purposes 
to our values and the things we want to achieve with our lives. Our complex 
and sometimes primitive emotional reactions to one another can habituate us 
to behaviors that actually prevent us from getting what we want. That’s what 
was happening with Carlos and Amina. Neither of them desired or sought out 
conflict. Neither of them got up in the morning, looked in the mirror, and said, 
“I think I’ll go pick a fight with Amina/Carlos today.”

The power of altering habituated communication loops that give rise to 
suboptimal behavior is evident when you interrupt or change one of these 
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loops, thus altering a recurring pattern. You then have the opportunity to 
establish a new pattern through a new communication loop that gives rise to 
optimal behavior. You replace an old habit with a new one.

For example, consider a person who is always late for meetings. You could 
address the behavior at the specific meeting level—you could call them fif-
teen minutes before the meeting and tell them it’s vital they be there on time. 
You may succeed in getting them to that meeting on time. But these “in-
stance” solutions are exhausting, always requiring effort to get the person to 
the meeting on time. On the other hand, if you can help that person discover 
the internal communication loops—the physical predispositions, the emo-
tions, the beliefs—that make them late all the time, and help them find ways 
to break those loops, you can stop worrying about them being late because 
they stop being late.

Human beings and human organizations are extremely complex networks 
of communication loops. Each of the four fields has its own particular com-
munication loops that determine its behavior, so each has its own unique 
challenges for leaders. By understanding and working with communication 
loops in the four fields, leaders can guide their people to develop habits that 
optimize the performance of the whole system, freeing the leader from wor-
rying about the details.

Let’s explore the Field of the Self, where it all starts.
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THE FIELD OF THE SELF
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Everything starts in the Field of the Self. The origins of leadership are here, 
where the behavior of individuals and how they relate to one another is 
rooted. As a leader, your Field of the Self determines how you will behave 
and the presence you will create with others. And for those you lead, their 
Fields of the Self determine how they will respond to your behavior and 
follow—or not—your direction. The Field of the Self is thus the foundation 
of how people will cooperate and take collective action. Field Leaders must 
cultivate the Field of the Self in themselves and establish the conditions for 
others to do so as well.

The Field of the Self is as rich and varied as your inner life. It fluctuates 
from moment to moment with the flow of your physical sensations, emotions, 
and thoughts. It is what establishes your influence on others. The Field of the 
Self is your inner state emanating out beyond the boundaries of your body. In 
leadership literature, it is often referred to as your presence. Some would call 
it your spirit. In the Interpersonal and Team fields, your Field of the Self—
your presence—determines how you influence others.

Developing presence may sound like a simple challenge—stand tall, speak 
with authority, exhibit confidence and clarity, and so on. But that is an intel-
lectual approach focused on controlling the mechanics of your behavior. It is 
not authentic and others will see through the façade. The art of cultivating an 
authentic leadership presence begins with the authentic inner state of a leader. 

Presence is a tricky word, one that’s in vogue in leadership training but is 
difficult to define. In this book, the word presence is synonymous with the 
Field of the Self. Recall that a magnet’s field extends out in space and deter-
mines the influence of the magnet on objects that enter its field. In the same 
way, your Field of the Self extends out from you and determines the influence 
you have on those who come into your field. That is why leadership begins 

Chapter Three

The Disciplines of the Self
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in the Field of the Self and why it is so important for leaders to do the hard 
work of developing it. 

There’s a lot wrapped up in these concepts, and there are benefits far be-
yond your role as a leader. As you cultivate your Field of the Self, you may 
find that you become a better spouse, parent, and friend. You may find your 
life imbued with more meaning and a greater sense of purpose. Your emo-
tional life may become deeper and richer. You may worry less and take more 
joy in the present moment. Your physical health may improve. And while not 
all of these transformations are directly related to leadership, they all impact 
positively on your presence as a leader.

An executive client of mine, we’ll call him Joseph, went to work straight 
out of college in the IT group of a small light manufacturing company. He 
was bright, technically skilled, outgoing, and gregarious. When others saw 
problems, he saw opportunities. As the company grew, so did Joseph’s career.

I met Joseph when he was in his mid-forties. Married with three children, 
he was a devout Christian. His faith was his guidepost for how he lived. By 
that time, the company had grown to fifteen thousand employees with plants 
in North America, South America, Europe, and Asia. It was generating over 
$2 billion a year in revenue and growing rapidly. Joseph had risen to the level 
of CTO. He was proud of his success, but he also felt he was capable of more, 
though he wasn’t sure what “more” was.

Joseph had advanced through the ranks with the combination of a sharp 
mind and a demanding personality. Those who worked for him respected him 
and were loyal to him. He built team camaraderie by hosting team gatherings 
at his house and buying tickets for his team to attend sporting events. He was 
generous with others and a great conversationalist. He let people know he 
liked them and respected them. But Joseph also had a dark side.

Joseph liked to say he did not suffer fools. He was known to dress people 
down in front of their peers when he was not happy with their performance, 
and one-on-one meetings with him could be agonizing. So while people re-
spected him and were loyal to him, they were also afraid of him. His direct 
reports often kept bad news from him. They avoided bringing their direct re-
ports to meetings with him out of concern they would witness, or even be the 
target of, his abusive behavior. Which, to Joseph’s credit, was why he asked 
me for help. He knew his actions were not creating the leadership presence 
that would best serve those he led and the company for which he worked.

The inner state of human beings is extraordinarily complex, with millions 
of communication loops interacting continuously. Nonetheless, throughout 
my career I have seen it effectively managed with a simple model. Think of 
your inner state as being composed of three “minds”: 
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• The physical mind (your body) 
• The emotional mind (your emotions) 
• The analytical mind (your intellect) 

Your body—the physical mind—is your interface with the world. It is 
where you sense what is happening around you, and it enables you to take ac-
tion. The emotional mind is the place of rapid assessment, where you initially 
interpret what you have sensed and where meaning and intention first arise. 
The analytical mind is the powerhouse of analysis and reasoning, where you 
can scrutinize more carefully what you have sensed and adjust your inter-
pretation of it, study logical relationships, and predict logical outcomes. To 
establish the most effective leadership presence, you must be skillful in all 
three minds. 

Managing your inner state means managing these three minds and the core 
communication loop that connects them. 

Your core communication loop consists of the continuous dialogue that 
connects the three minds. Your body influences your intellect and emotions, 
your emotions influence your body and your intellect, and your intellect influ-
ences your body and your emotions. Your body might trigger an emotion that 
triggers a thought that reinforces or diminishes a physical sensation—or initi-
ates an entirely different physical sensation. Within this “three-part” loop, any 
two minds may also have a loop. Your intellect and your body may go back 
and forth, or your body and emotions, or your emotions and your intellect. 
These loops may exhibit any of the behaviors I identified in section 1—they 
may die off, they may escalate, they may oscillate, they may go into chaos. 
All of these loops collectively are what I refer to as your “core communica-
tion loop.” All other communication loops in the four fields emerge from it. 

The model of the three minds and the core communication loop is simple, 
so it may seem simple to manage them, but learning to do so is a lifelong jour-

Figure 3.1. The Core Communication Loop
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ney. The three minds interact in complex and often unconscious ways. For 
example, imagine you are approaching an intersection in your car. You have 
the right of way; the cross street has a stop sign. Someone runs the stop sign, 
appearing out of nowhere in front of you. Your foot will be on the brake be-
fore your analytical mind has any idea what’s going on. As your body reacts, 
adrenaline and cortisol flood into your bloodstream and emotions surge—fear 
and anger, among others. When you stop in time and the other car speeds 
away, relief mixes in with the fear and anger. And at some point, thoughts and 
words spill out, your intellect awakened. Perhaps you shout out what an idiot 
that driver was. You immediately think of what might have happened to you, 
and what the other driver deserves to have happen. And there, in a nutshell, 
you see how the three minds of body, emotion, and intellect create your inner 
state, and your core communication loop drives your thoughts and behavior.

This is a dramatic example, but it plays out in small scenarios all day long. 
Your body senses the world, stimulates emotions, and responds with actions. 
Eventually, consciousness catches up. We are exquisitely designed to respond 
to dangerous situations with tremendous speed and efficiency. That’s because 
for most of human history, the world has been a dangerous place, with life-
threatening encounters sometimes happening multiple times a day. But many 
of us no longer live in that world, and our design hijacks us. Joseph never 
intended to intimidate or shame the people who worked for him, but it hap-
pened over and over again. When he felt let down, he also felt threatened, 
and he lashed out. Have you ever said something to another person, or sent 
an email, only to regret it afterward? Of course you have; it’s part of being 
human. The same design that saved your life in the car can hijack your be-
havior in interpersonal relationships. And therein lies the conundrum: how 
do you allow these remarkable capabilities to serve you in the places they 
do and keep them from hijacking you in the places they don’t? How do you 
tame the beast within without killing it? That is what mastery in the Field of 
the Self is about.

WHOLE THINKING

In section 1, I used the term mechanical thinking to describe the logical 
thought that dominated the Age of Reason. The business version of mechani-
cal thinking is process thinking. Mechanical, or process, thinking attempts to 
work exclusively in the analytical mind, using the intellect alone and shutting 
out any interference from the physical and emotional minds. I have enormous 
regard for the scientists, mathematicians, and philosophers who focused their 
lives on mastering the analytical mind. They devoted themselves to articulat-
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ing profoundly elegant logical explanations, models, and insights about how 
the world works, and they created enormous value for humanity. But their 
approach ignores much of what it is to be human. 

In more recent times, the term critical thinking has become popular in 
the business and leadership literature. It is written about extensively and is 
widely recognized as an essential leadership trait (Baldoni, 2010). But it is 
also a confusing and poorly defined term. The word critical has negative con-
notations, and it is strongly oriented toward mechanical thinking. As such, it 
fails to tap some of our greatest capabilities for addressing the challenges and 
opportunities of living and leading in a complex, hyperconnected world. For 
that, we need our whole selves.

In this section, I will explore the notion of thought more deeply, particu-
larly as it relates to leadership. To do that, I introduce another kind of thought: 
whole thought. Whole thought involves your whole self; it engages all three 
minds. Whole thinking includes accurately perceiving all relevant aspects of 
a situation, including the complex relationships and communication loops 
that arise in all four fields, accurately interpreting what you have perceived, 
and making the best possible choices based on your interpretation. Whole 
thinking is adaptive, enabling you to adjust your interpretations to differ-
ent situations. Whole thinking includes mechanical thinking, but it involves 
much more as well. Because whole thinking involves thinking with all three 
minds, it requires being aware of all three minds. 

MENTAL MODELS

To understand the Field of the Self, you need to understand the notion of 
mental models. Though not a difficult concept, leaders often overlook its 
importance because it can seem abstract and irrelevant to their day-to-day 
challenges. Nonetheless, mental models have a profound effect on your abil-
ity to lead effectively, particularly in a hyperconnected world.

A mental model is the construct you hold in your mind of the world in 
which you operate. You are able to drive to work because you hold in your 
mind a mental model of the route to work. You have a mental model of how 
your email software works, so you know where to click to open an email. 
But mental models have far more depth than just images of the physical 
world. When you are driving to work, your mental model includes the level 
of urgency that you arrive quickly and what will happen if you are late. That 
will influence how you drive. Most of your mental models are entirely uncon-
scious. Scientists have studied these unconscious mental models and learned 
much about how mental models in general work, how they serve you, and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



50 Chapter Three

how they might undermine you. Optical illusions are a great way to quickly 
get a sense of them. 

Consider parallel lines. Your brain knows that when two lines are paral-
lel and you look down their length, they appear to converge. If you’ve ever 
looked down the length of train tracks or up the sides of tall buildings, you 
know what I’m talking about. It takes a lot of brainpower to figure out that 
lines that appear to converge are actually parallel. Brainpower is a precious 
resource, so rather than expend that brainpower every time you encounter 
parallel lines, your brain has a shortcut. When it perceives two lines converg-
ing as they recede from you, it assumes they’re parallel. Conversely, when 
it sees two lines that are not converging, it assumes they diverge. There’s no 
processing necessary for this because it’s built into the brain’s model of the 
world. This assumption is not just an idea or belief. It’s hardwired into your 
brain. The image created in your mind is a result of this hardwiring. 

You can see what I’m talking about in figures 3.2 and 3.3. 

Look at figure 3.2. The railroad tracks appear to converge as they get far-
ther away. Your brain interprets this to mean that they are parallel—and it’s 
right. When you look at this image, you have no confusion about whether or 
not the tracks get narrower as you walk down them. You know they don’t, 
and you don’t need to think about it.

Figure 3.2 and figure 3.3 appear to be shot from somewhat different angles. 
The tracks in figure 3.2 appear angled more to the left than in figure 3.3. 
Compare the left-hand track in figure 3.2 with the left-hand track in figure 
3.3. If I asked you if those two tracks were parallel, you would say obviously 
not. In figure 3.3, the left-hand track appears to be angled much more to the 
right—not at all parallel to the left-hand track in figure 3.2. These two cor-
responding lines obviously diverge.

Figure 3.2. Figure 3.3. 
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In fact, these are the same image. If you copy them and lay one on top 
of the other, you will see that they are identical. The image formed in your 
brain of diverging lines is an illusion, but no matter how much you know that 
intellectually, you can’t change how it looks. You will always see them this 
way when they are arranged side by side. Your brain forms its images of the 
two copies using its hardwired model of how parallel lines occur in the real 
world. Because parallel lines in the real world appear to converge, and the 
tracks in figure 3.2 don’t appear to converge with the corresponding tracks 
in figure 3.3, the shortcut your brain uses says that they must diverge. Your 
brain therefore forms a mental model in which they do.

This is just one example of the hardwired models that are deeply embed-
ded in your brain. As you can see, the interpretations your brain makes based 
on those models do not always correspond to reality. But these shortcuts, 
while not perfect, enable your brain to dramatically speed up processing and 
make fast decisions so you can successfully navigate the world. Your brain 
takes in billions of bits of information every second. Anything it can do to 
speed up processing gives you a survival advantage. From an evolutionary 
perspective, it’s a good tradeoff. These deeply hardwired models developed 
over hundreds of millions of years. They are extremely effective for navigat-
ing the real world—we have to go to considerable length to create artificial 
conditions that reveal them. We wouldn’t have survived as a species if they 
didn’t work so well. 

I refer to these models as hardwired because they are built in and you can’t 
change them. But there are other models that are not so hardwired. These 
are models you create through your experiences as you live and grow. They 
are based on much less experience and on much less data than the hardwired 
models. They didn’t have hundreds of millions of years to experiment and 
perfect themselves; they’ve only had the short span of your lifetime. And 
they didn’t have billions of generations of brains to work out the kinks and 
perfect them. They just have your brain. Consequently, these models contain 
significant distortions, missing pieces, and inaccuracies. Fortunately, they are 
also malleable. They can be changed. I refer to them as softwired models.

These softwired models are models of the specifics of your life—the 
people you know, your relationships with them, your job, the things you own, 
where you live, all the specifics of all of your experiences. They are unique 
to you. And they can affect you just as profoundly and unconsciously as the 
hardwired models. It seems that once a model is formed, your brain uses it in 
much the same way as any other model—as a shortcut to bypass costly infor-
mation processing and jump to a quick conclusion. It doesn’t matter whether 
the model is hardwired or softwired.
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Joseph’s mental model of people who disappointed him was that they were 
irresponsible, or lazy, or didn’t care enough to do good work. Even when 
there was good evidence to the contrary—that things had gone awry because 
of circumstances beyond their control—he interpreted their behavior based 
on his habitual mental model.

Many softwired mental models are a direct reflection of your inner state. 
Because these softwired models are malleable, you can change them as new 
information comes in—if you are willing to invest the time and effort. Chang-
ing mental models is not easy. It takes time, patience, and humility. All of 
those were in short supply for Joseph. But the ability to change your mental 
models is an essential capability for leading in a hyperconnected world, and 
Joseph was willing to learn.

The softwired models your brain creates through experience often live 
more in your physical and emotional minds than in your analytical mind. 
Many of them are embedded deep in your being and are accessible only 
through practices of introspection and self-awareness. Logical analysis often 
doesn’t make a dent in them when you cling to them emotionally. It may be 
hard to admit that your view of the world is inaccurate or incomplete, but the 
cost of clinging to these mental models can be enormous. Certainly if you 
want to lead, you cannot indulge yourself in such avoidance. It is up to you 
to clear up any distortions and fill in the missing pieces so that your mental 
models are as complete and accurate as they need to be for you to arrive at 
the best decisions. 

Softwired mental models often reveal themselves in words—“He’s not to 
be trusted,” “She’s competent”—but that’s just the tip of the iceberg, emerg-
ing from the emotions and sensations constantly coursing through you. The 
tip of an iceberg goes wherever the mass hidden beneath the water goes. In 
the same way, your thoughts are inclined to go wherever your emotions and 
physical sensations take them. However, unlike an iceberg, you have the re-
markable ability to become conscious of your mental models and of the prein-
tellect emotions, sensations, and beliefs that form them. Because of that, you 
can change them. You can have agency over your inner state and thus your 
life. As you uncover these hidden forces and make them visible, you can see 
how they influence your decisions and affect your behavior. As your aware-
ness of these models and their inner sources grows, you develop the ability to 
choose whether and how they affect you. This takes courage, integrity, and 
humility. You must observe and take accountability for your emotional at-
tachment to these models, and you must be willing to give up that attachment 
when you know, in your heart, it doesn’t serve those you lead. This is hard 
work, and leading in a hyperconnected world will require it of you every day. 
But the more you practice, the easier it gets. 
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THE THREE DISCIPLINES IN THE FIELD OF THE SELF

The three disciplines in the Field of the Self are awareness, choice, and ac-
countability. Together, they form a cycle of learning. It is a communication 
loop, rich with the possibility of ever-increasing effectiveness.

• Awareness: the ability to awaken your consciousness to the physical sen-
sations, emotions, and thoughts that determine the quality of your inner 
state, your “self.” Awareness makes you conscious of your inner state and 
helps you accurately assess the state of others. It is the first step in estab-
lishing a leadership presence.

• Choice: the ability to accurately perceive the choices available to you and 
make the best choice possible. Choice is where awareness comes alive, 
where you take action and make a difference. Your leadership presence 
takes form in the choices you make.

• Accountability: the ability to fully acknowledge that the results of your 
choices are the results of your choices, to make corrections when neces-
sary, and to learn from your experiences without pointing fingers or blam-
ing others. Accountability is the ability to reflect on your actions, take 
ownership of the results, learn, and move on. Leaders who take account-
ability for their actions establish a compelling presence.

Figure 3.4. Cycle of Learning
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Purely emergent leadership works fine for organisms with little conscious-
ness or sense of self, such as bacteria and insects. But with a sense of self, 
different individuals develop emotional investments in different outcomes. 
Conflict becomes inevitable. As life evolved, consciousness, conflict, and dif-
ferences of opinion, desire, and need made leadership much more complex. 
Purely emergent leadership was no longer sufficient. Intentional leadership 
became necessary to maintain cooperation and collective action.

SPIRIT MEETS SCIENCE

Throughout the centuries in which scientists and mathematicians were study-
ing the world in ever-greater detail, exploring how everything from the 
vanishingly small to the unimaginably immense works, another group of 
researchers and explorers turned their attention in the opposite direction—to 
the inner lives of human beings to study the spirit, or soul. These individuals 
had minds as deep and powerful as those of the scientists and mathematicians, 
and they applied themselves to their study with equal rigor. But their methods 
were radically different. While scientists and mathematicians sought to take 
the human observer out of the equation and understand how the world works 
independently of us, spiritual seekers sought to ignore the rest of the world and 
learn how human beings function by studying their inner states. To be clear, I 
am not talking about religion, though many spiritual masters come from reli-
gious traditions. You can follow whatever religion is meaningful to you, or not 
follow one at all, and still draw on the lessons of diverse spiritual traditions. 

Our hyperconnected world is bringing these two previously distinct 
avenues of study together. For scientists, the baffling discoveries of the 

Chapter Four

The Discipline of Awareness
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nineteenth and twentieth centuries forced them to acknowledge the role 
consciousness plays in the acts of observation and analysis. They realized 
you cannot study the world outside of yourself without studying your inner 
world. How they observed the world and interpreted their observations was 
not just a function of the mechanics of the world, it was equally a function 
of the consciousness of the observer. As scientists’ observations became ever 
more detailed and accurate, they realized their mental models played a role 
in everything they observed. You don’t experience the world directly. Your 
experiences are the product of your mind interacting with the world. You 
can’t separate your mind from the world; your mental models are profoundly 
influenced by your inner state. 

Similarly, teachers in spiritual traditions are coming to understand that hu-
man beings only exist in context. If you want to live a full and meaningful 
life, understanding the way the world works is as essential as knowing your 
inner life. The hyperconnected world is bringing all of this together, and 
none too soon because you can’t lead effectively in a hyperconnected world 
without being a whole human being, in touch with both your inner life and 
the outer world.

To some, this may sound like the pop psychology and pop spirituality that 
conflates misinterpretations of science with misinterpretations of spiritual 
traditions. Quackery is alive and well and thrives on the internet, where sham 
scientists and sham spiritual teachers make considerable money leading 
people down blind alleys. That’s not what I’m talking about. The scientists 
and mathematicians I reference were and are rigorous thinkers and leaders in 
their fields. So were and are the spiritual teachers. Their teachings are based 
on careful study and analysis of the inner lives of people, no less rigorous 
than the analysis of the scientists and mathematicians studying the external 
world. Just as scientists and mathematicians devoted themselves fully to 
their practice and study, enlightening the intellect, spiritual teachers devoted 
themselves fully to the rigorous and difficult path of studying the human 
spirit. They were no slouches; these were not new age dabblers looking for 
platitudes to secure an easy path to emotional comfort any more than Einstein 
was a snake oil salesman. They are as committed to understanding the inner 
lives of people as scientists and mathematicians are to understanding the 
mechanical workings of the universe. Where scientists and mathematicians 
teach us how to master the external world, spiritual teachers teach us how to 
master the self. 

Here’s what a few of them have said:
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• Rumi, Islamic poet and scholar: “Yesterday I was clever, so I wanted to 
change the world. Today I am wise, so I am changing myself.”

• Abraham Maslow, American psychologist and author: “What is necessary 
to change a person is to change his awareness of himself.” 

• Thirteenth-century Zen master and philosopher Dogen Zenji: “To study the 
way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self.”

• Psalm 46:10: “Be still and know that I am God.” 
• Marianne Williamson, American spiritual teacher, author, lecturer, and 

activist: “No one will listen to us until we listen to ourselves.”
• Rabbi Rambam: “Kabbalah is known as the teaching of the hidden because 

it can only be grasped by a person to the degree that he is able to alter his 
inner qualities.”

All of these point to the primacy of the Field of the Self as the origin of ev-
erything else in human life. My own self-awareness practice is rooted in Zen 
Buddhism. I was drawn to Zen in my adolescence because I wanted to see 
the world clearly and without distortion from my inner state. I have a strong 
analytical mind but realized early on that my intellect would not be sufficient 
for that journey. Zen meditation is a highly evolved and refined practice 
aimed at direct experience and ultimately transcendence of your inner state. I 
had no idea what I was getting into, but I have been blessed with some gifted 
teachers whose patience has guided me well.

Leading in a hyperconnected world demands as much spiritual discipline 
as it does intellectual rigor. Leaders must become masters of themselves in 
all three minds—the physical, emotional, and analytical—not just the intel-
lect. When I said that leading in a hyperconnected world is not for the faint 
of heart, I meant it. It requires far more than intellectual rigor and a drive to 
succeed. It requires fully cultivating your finest qualities as a human being 
and overcoming your darkest tendencies. That is the path of a Field Leader.

This reflects an emerging challenge and opportunity for today’s organiza-
tions: more and more employees are looking for more than a paycheck. This 
shows up in the millennial generation (Vesty, 2015). They are looking for 
meaning and a sense of purpose in their work. In a study commissioned by the 
Career Advisory Board and conducted by Harris Interactive, more than seven 
in ten millennials ranked meaning as one of their top three essential factors 
when looking for a job, and three in ten ranked it as the single most important 
measure of a successful career. But only 11 percent of their managers thought 
meaningful work was important to millennials. This is a huge gap in percep-
tion, and it’s costing companies money. When millennials don’t find work 
meaningful, they are apt to move on to a job where they do (Unruh, 2018).
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SELF-AWARENESS

Self-awareness is the fundamental first step for cultivating the Field of the 
Self. The deepest and most powerful practices human beings can employ are 
self-awareness practices. They tap your greatest resources and release your 
greatest potential. They are also the most difficult and often take a while be-
fore you see the fruits they bear.

Self-awareness begins with a careful self-examination, observing your 
inner state without judgment to see how it influences your behavior. If you 
aren’t aware of your inner state, you can’t change it. If you are aware of it, 
you can change it—with practice. Self-awareness is, therefore, the fundamen-
tal first step for cultivating the Field of the Self. Spiritual traditions are a rich 
resource for learning to study and manage your inner state. 

If you’ve encountered spiritual masters, you may have noticed they have 
a presence that reflects an inner state of calm imbued with great strength. 
In their actions, they have tremendous fluidity and adaptability while never 
compromising their core principles. They are like giant sequoias. Their inner 
state projects a presence that is at once massive and unassuming. They can 
bend with the wind because they have deep roots that hold them steady. That 
is the leadership presence called for in our hyperconnected world. Leading in 
this world does not require you to become a fully enlightened spiritual master 
or a saint any more than you must become an advanced scientist or mathema-
tician. But you must be on the path to develop your whole self with humility, 
courage, and a commitment to self-transcendence and service to others. This 
is as essential as a well-developed intellect capable of drawing meaning from 
data. You must be a whole person. 

To be aware of something means to have a conscious perception of it, to 
take note of it, and to have a mental model you can observe and test. Con-
scious perception is different from thinking. Thinking about joy is different 
from experiencing joy. The skills of self-awareness are, therefore, different 
from the skills of scientific analysis. Scientific analysis is primarily a disci-
pline of thinking about things; awareness is primarily about consciously no-
ticing and experiencing things. Thinking can be a distraction from awareness. 
To develop self-awareness, you must focus on consciously experiencing your 
inner state. Once you have developed the capacity to experience it, you can 
begin working on it. That may include thinking about it, but thinking is far 
from the only path to understanding and managing your inner state. In fact, it 
is often the least effective path.

Your awareness at any point in time is actually much less than you prob-
ably realize. Researchers have found the processing capability of the con-
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scious mind appears to be between 50 (“Information Theory,” 2018) and 120 
(Levitin, 2015) bits per second. That’s less than it takes to track what two 
people are saying at the same time. And it appears we can only hold some-
where between 4 (Cowan, 2001) and 7 (Saaty and Ozdemir, 2013) discrete 
“chunks” of information in our consciousness at one time. (A “chunk” might 
be a person, a color, an object—anything you might hold in your mind as a 
discrete “thing” in your world.) In other words, you are always much less 
conscious—less aware—than you think. The brain does a remarkable job of 
moving information in and out of consciousness and rapidly shifting what 
you are aware of in any given moment, thus giving the illusion that you are 
aware of much more than you actually are. 

One hundred and twenty bits of information per second is pretty slow 
processing, considering your body is sending about eleven million bits of 
information to your brain every second. So your conscious mind processes at 
most about one one hundred thousandth of what’s coming in. The rest gets 
handled beneath the surface.

The challenge, then, is to have more control over where your attention 
actually goes—what is loaded into your consciousness and what is left out—
so you can accurately perceive what is happening at any point in time and 
make the best possible choices in any situation. If you approach this as an 
intellectual exercise, you will quickly become overwhelmed. Your intellect 
will never be able to parse all those incoming flows of information and de-
cide where to focus. For that, you need spiritual discipline, and that is where 
wisdom traditions come in. 

CULTIVATING SELF-AWARENESS:  
THE PRACTICE OF CENTERING

As you develop self-awareness, you will become more and more attuned to 
the dynamic quality of your inner state, and you will begin to discover where 
and how you can influence it. Current leadership literature is full of refer-
ences to self-awareness and centering. To be centered means to be in balance. 
If you are off balance, you are easily knocked over; if you are balanced, you 
can respond to perturbations with equanimity, grace, and strength. To be 
centered means your body, emotions, and intellect are unstressed, clear, and 
aligned. There is no internal churn; you know where you stand and can re-
spond quickly to whatever happens. You adapt readily to circumstances with-
out giving ground on your purpose and principles. You maintain calm and 
equanimity in the midst of stressful challenges—a vital leadership capability. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



60 Chapter Four

When you are centered, your core communication loop is alert and alive with 
energy, taking in information from all three minds and sharing it among them, 
but with a kind of remove—you observe this happening, no mind dominates 
any other, and you don’t engage in changing what is happening with any 
mind. In this state, there is no inner turmoil or struggle, there is just aware-
ness. You may move off center to engage in intentional thought or analysis 
of sensations, emotions, and thoughts, but if you are skilled at centering, you 
will return to center quickly. 

People who are not familiar with centering practices often think being 
“centered” is a state you get to and then stay in. Nothing could be further from 
the truth. I once watched a fifth-degree black belt martial artist demonstrate 
her skill by fending off several students attempting to attack her at the same 
time. She moved like the wind, and no one laid a hand on her. I later asked 
her how she managed to stay so centered in the midst of such intense, nonstop 
challenges. She smiled and said, “Oh, I don’t. I’m constantly getting off cen-
ter, but I get back really fast.” An Olympic figure skater I spoke with put it a 
little differently. She said, “People watching us think we go from one move 
to the next, from a spin to skating backwards on an outside edge to a flip and 
so on. What they don’t see is between every move, every time we shift from 
one position to another, we go to a point of balance. If you miss the point 
of balance, you fall down.” Long-term meditators will tell you if you expect 
meditation to give you a fully centered life all the time, you will end up living 
in frustration and disappointment.

Centering is something you practice, and mostly you practice returning to 
center, not staying there, because staying there can be quite difficult. When 
your body moves, emotions stir, or thoughts arise, you may quickly move off 
center. When that happens, you want to get back as quickly as possible so 
you can accurately perceive what is happening around you and respond in the 
most effective way possible. 

Bill Russell was a center for the Boston Celtics. A five-time winner of 
the NBA Most Valuable Player Award and a twelve-time All-Star, Russell 
led the team to eleven NBA Championships, the most of any player in NBA 
history (Rose, 2017). In his memoir Second Wind, he describes experiences 
when two opposing teams would spontaneously enter into a heightened state 
of awareness. He writes:

At that special level, all sorts of odd things happened. The game would be in 
a white heat of competition, and yet somehow I wouldn’t feel competitive—
which is a miracle in itself. I’d be putting out the maximum effort, straining, 
and yet nothing could surprise me. It was almost as if we were playing in slow 
motion. During those spells, I could almost sense how the next play would 
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develop and where the next shot would be taken. Even before the other team 
brought the ball in bounds, I could feel it so keenly that I’d want to shout to my 
teammates, “It’s coming there!”—except that I knew everything would change 
if I did. My premonitions would be consistently correct, and I always felt then 
that I not only knew all the Celtics by heart, but also all the opposing players, 
and that they all knew me. There have been many times in my career when I felt 
moved or joyful, but these were moments when I had the chills pulsing up and 
down my spine. (Russell, 1978)

How do you know when you are centered? It’s not an easy state to describe 
because it is not an idea; it is something you experience. It’s like trying to 
describe hearing a great piece of music. But when you talk to people who 
have practiced centering techniques, there are many commonalities. They 
report that when they are centered, they feel calm but energized, their mood 
is light and open, their thinking is clear, and they aren’t pulled off balance by 
unexpected events or outbursts of emotions in others. Their breathing is slow, 
deep, and regular. Other people experience them as clear headed, focused, 
caring, and effective. Meditation is one of the most common practices people 
use to achieve this state. 

When Mary Barra became CEO of GM in January 2014, she took the helm 
of a stodgy, bureaucratic company with a culture of denial and finger point-
ing run by an old boys’ network (Colvin, 2015). It had just come to light that, 
for over ten years, managers and employees had known some GM cars had 
faulty ignition switches. By the time the crisis was behind them, it would be 
revealed that over one hundred people had died in accidents caused by those 
switches (News, 2017). The cost to GM would exceed four billion dollars 
(Isidore, 2015). The challenges Barra faced were daunting.

Self-awareness, connection to purpose and principles, and a calm center 
were essential for Barra to salvage GM. In videos of her testimony to the US 
Congress, where she was grilled relentlessly on the ignition switch problem, 
she never gets rattled. When you listen to her in speeches and interviews, 
she never goes off center and she never compromises her purpose and prin-
ciples. She is straightforward, holds her ground, and is clearly committed to 
taking accountability for the problem and making sure nothing like it ever 
happens again.

By all accounts, Barra thoroughly remade GM’s culture and turned the 
company around. By 2016, GM was reporting record profits and had em-
barked on bold plans that reimagined the company, shedding unprofitable 
businesses and focusing on ride-sharing markets, electric cars, and autono-
mous vehicles. She has accomplished this in part by fostering open, honest 
dialogue throughout the company. She encourages conversations in which 
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people identify behaviors that need to change and commit to developing 
new behaviors (Reingold, 2016). In short, she exemplifies self-awareness, a 
centered presence, and all the qualities of the Field of the Self demanded of a 
leader in a hyperconnected world.

An internet search on how to develop self-awareness will provide you with 
more articles, blog posts, and websites than you could read in a lifetime. But 
most if not all of them boil down to a handful of simple methods: 

• Centered breathing
• Meditating
• Journaling
• Listening openly to how others experience you

While these may seem distinct, in fact, they work in concert, each extend-
ing and deepening the others. The effective leaders that I know use most or 
all of them. The first three—breathing, meditating, and journaling—are prac-
tices in the Field of the Self. I provide guidance for starting these practices 
in chapter 5. The fourth, listening to others, lives in the Interpersonal Field. I 
explore the practice of listening to others in section 3.

The goal of self-awareness, then, is to manage your core communication 
loop and arrive at a centered inner state from which you can focus your 
attention where it is needed and respond efficiently and effectively to what-
ever situation you are in. That is an essential capability for establishing the 
presence of a Field Leader. Let’s see how that’s done in each of the three 
minds.

AWARENESS OF THE THREE MINDS

To manage the three “minds” from which whole thinking emerges, you must 
first be aware of them. You must learn to consciously note what is happening 
in all three minds.

• Physical Mind—The signals your body is sending—muscles that are tight 
or relaxed, the quality of your breathing, your posture and facial expres-
sion, your heart rate, the feeling of your feet on the ground

• Emotional Mind—Your emotional state—excited, frightened, joyful, calm
• Analytical Mind—Your thoughts—clear, focused and directed, scattered, 

churning, silent
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Self-awareness also includes observing how these three minds constantly 
interact and influence one another—the core communication loop I described 
earlier. 

Because the three minds are so interconnected, you cannot develop deep 
awareness in any of them without developing awareness in all of them. Your 
inner state is highly dynamic. The more you study it, the more you will see it 
never stands still. This is one of the intersections of science and spirit: masters 
of both traditions understand that everything is dynamic, constantly changing. 
This is as true of your inner state as it is of the external world.

Self-awareness is the tool that enables you to go off autopilot and notice 
when the usual pattern of your core communication loop isn’t serving you. 
As you observe your emotions, they calm down; as you observe your breath-
ing, it becomes deeper and steadier; as you observe your churning intellect, 
it becomes quieter. The simple act of self-awareness alters your inner state 
because it regulates the inner communication loops.

As your self-awareness skills grow, you will be able to make these adjust-
ments faster and with greater ease. The more you practice awareness, the 
more freedom you will acquire. You learn to notice in real time when your 
patterns of interactions with yourself and others start to break down and to 
address that immediately rather than letting unproductive behaviors propa-
gate. The boss who habitually blows up and creates fear and chaos with their 
people can find ways to lead more effectively; the team member who is al-
ways late can notice their impulse to squeeze in that one last email, lower the 
impulse before it takes over, and get to the meeting on time. The salesperson 
can notice that they are not resonating with a particular customer and explore 
other ways of engaging them. I have often seen that organizations whose 
people develop heightened self-awareness have a rate of learning and sustain-
ability that far outstrips organizations whose people don’t have it. 

Figure 4.1. The Core Communication Loop
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Many people have described to me the experience of leaving a meeting 
with a vague sense that something was left unclear. On a subtle level, they 
knew the lack of clarity could lead to problems down the road. Nothing was 
said about it either in the meeting or afterward. Yet when asked, many people 
who were in the meeting will say yes, upon reflection, there was a sense 
something needed clarification. The awareness was sitting just below the 
threshold of consciousness. Typically, people report that once they become 
aware of these almost conscious sensations, they discover actions to take that 
they would otherwise have missed.
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Being out of touch with our body limits our capacity to learn and evolve, 
and it dramatically reduces the possibility of meaningful relationships, 
as well as an authentic spiritual presence—surely all foundations for a 
fulfilled, satisfying life. 

—Richard Strozzi-Heckler

Just as the four fields all start in the Field of the Self, everything that happens 
in the Field of the Self starts in the “mind” of the body—which I am calling 
the physical mind. The physical mind shines in its ability to sense the world 
and to interact with the world—to take action. All action happens through 
the physical mind. Thus, if you are not able to center the physical mind, your 
actions will be less than optimal.

When I first met Joseph, he was struggling with Margaret, whom he had in-
herited as an employee when a team from the marketing department had been 
absorbed into the IT group. With the move to IT, Margaret’s job changed 
considerably, and she was struggling. In the marketing group, Margaret had 
been in a very tactical role. She could list out her tasks for the day, lay down 
a plan of attack, and check them off as she got them done. In Joseph’s group, 
she was in a more strategic position. She was expected to set direction for 
complex projects and deal with constantly changing circumstances. There 
were no daily tasks she could check off. As I got to know Margaret, it became 
evident that she was very task oriented and took great satisfaction in checking 
off tangible accomplishments. She was neither comfortable with nor drawn to 
the more fluid and less tangible world of strategic thinking.

Joseph told me that he felt he had behaved poorly toward Margaret, and his 
behavior may have been part of the reason she was struggling. As we talked, 

Chapter Five

Whole Thinking  
and the Physical Mind
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it became clear that while Joseph’s self-awareness was not high, he did real-
ize that his behavior was, at times, hurtful to others.

Like many leaders with whom I have worked, the behaviors that had 
helped Joseph advance to his current position were now holding him back. 
Joseph had always demanded high performance from his teams and didn’t 
hesitate to let people know when he was disappointed or unhappy. That had 
resulted in a string of successes that moved him up the organizational chart. 
But with a team of high performers whose jobs demanded creativity and col-
laboration, his aggressive style was not working. “And,” he said, “it doesn’t 
fit with my Christian values. The problem is I don’t know any other way to 
get results, and I won’t sacrifice performance for kindness. That would be 
a failure to serve the company, and I won’t compromise that. But I just feel 
there has to be a better way. I don’t want to go home anymore feeling bad 
about how I treated someone.”

There were a few things I noticed about Joseph right away. He was tall, sol-
idly built, and had a deep and commanding voice. He tended to lean forward, 
especially when he was getting frustrated. This gave him a little more height 
but also threw him off balance. I conducted part of our first session standing. 
With his permission, I would occasionally approach him, place my hand on 
his sternum, and push gently. He would immediately stumble backward. I 
suggested to him that though he was thinking he needed to learn to manage 
other people better, he actually had to start by learning to manage himself 
better. We had to begin our work in the Field of the Self.

The first thing I taught Joseph was how to breathe. You might be thinking, 
“We all know how to breathe; we’d be dead if we didn’t.” You’re right that 
we all know a way of breathing. But we don’t all know how to breathe well. 

In the Field of the Self, centered breathing is the foundation of managing 
the physical mind. Many people find this practice has a surprising impact 
on virtually everything they do. In some situations, it can literally save your 
life. Soldiers being prepared for battle, SWAT teams, emergency responders, 
and others who routinely have to function at their peak ability in high-stress 
situations are taught combat breathing (Kennedy, 2011). It is similar to the 
centered breathing practice I taught to Joseph. 

Your diaphragm is a muscle that lays horizontally beneath your lungs and 
above your belly. If you’ve ever watched babies breathe, you will have no-
ticed their bellies gently rising and falling with each breath. Even when they 
are stressed and cry out, you can see their bellies move. Their bellies move 
because their diaphragm moves down when they breathe in, causing the belly 
to move out and creating more room for the lungs to fill with air. When they 
breathe out, you can see their bellies move in as the diaphragm moves up 
and pushes air out of the lungs. This is the most natural way to breathe—the 
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way we are designed. But as adults, most of us have lost that natural way of 
breathing: our breathing has become shallower and faster. We have to retrain 
ourselves to breathe properly.

 Modern science is providing new evidence for what spiritual teachers have 
been telling us for millennia: centered breathing is foundational to mastering 
the Field of the Self. Here’s what I taught Joseph:

Find a quiet place where you can be undisturbed for about ten minutes. Stand 
quietly and let your thoughts settle. Close your eyes and do a brief body scan: 
focus your attention on the top of your head and relax any tension there. Then 
slowly move your attention down through your body, relaxing any tension you 
discover. When you have reached your feet and relaxed your entire body, place 
one hand on your belly with your thumb over your navel. When you breathe 
in, the area under your hand should move out, all the way down to your little 
finger. When you breathe out, that area should move in. If this does not happen 
naturally, it means your body has forgotten to use your diaphragm when breath-
ing. If that’s the case, you have to retrain it. Intentionally expand your belly 
with each in-breath, and contract it with each out-breath. With practice, this 
will become natural once again. I directed Joseph to spend five minutes each 
day in this practice.

Breathing this way affects your entire being. It seems simple, and it’s hard 
for some to believe it can make much difference, but it can significantly 
alter your inner state. With proper breathing, you can regulate your brain 
rhythm (Herrero et al., 2017), manage stress (Harvard Health Publishing, 
2018), lower your blood pressure, relieve anxiety, heighten your awareness 
(DiSalvo, 2014), and realize a variety of other positive mental and physical 
health effects (Bhasin et al., 2013). Centered breathing has been shown to 
lower the levels of cortisol and adrenaline, the stress hormones (Kim et al., 
2013). This is the breath of leadership.

When I first asked Joseph about the problems with Margaret, he immedi-
ately replied that he was terribly frustrated with her. “She just doesn’t seem 
to try. The things I ask her to do aren’t rocket science, but she futzes around 
and spins her wheels and never makes progress. I wonder if she’s just lazy 
or maybe not very bright.” There was disdain in his voice. I could see his 
frustration and anger rising up.

Joseph understood that Margaret’s new role was quite different from her 
old role. But his habit of pushing people for high performance was so strong 
he couldn’t see any way of responding to her other than demanding better 
performance. The idea that Margaret was, in fact, behaving in the only way 
she could, given who she was and how she operated, was not something he 
was ready to absorb.
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I sensed Joseph needed to change his inner state before he could change 
how he saw Margaret. Logic would not suffice, so I chose not to challenge 
his view of her. I began by working with him in his physical mind. We re-
turned to the standing practice I described earlier, in which I would check 
how grounded and centered he was. As he spoke about his frustration with 
Margaret, his breathing became faster and higher in his chest, and he leaned 
forward. I placed my hand on his sternum and pressed, and he would stumble 
backward. As he became aware of this tendency, he began to notice when 
his breathing and posture shifted, and when I approached, he would begin 
diaphragm breathing and correct his posture. He found that when he did this, 
he no longer lost his balance. 

I asked him to start monitoring himself and to keep a journal in which 
he could jot down his self-observations. Specifically, I asked him to make 
notes of any physical sensations—changes in his breathing, posture, muscle 
tensions—that he experienced when he encountered Margaret or thought 
about her. And when he found his breathing shortened and his weight was 
forward, I asked him to shift back to a grounded stance and practice dia-
phragm breathing. 

When I saw him a couple of weeks later, I asked him how it was going. He 
smiled ironically and said, “It’s a lot easier to get centered when you’re here 
to help.” He paused, then said, “I’m noticing these habits of frustrated behav-
ior with a lot more people than Margaret. And I’m seeing how they lead to the 
behaviors I want to change. But I don’t see any way to do that. Am I supposed 
to just let people not perform? Most of the time, I still just launch into criticiz-
ing and demanding. When I catch myself and reestablish my breathing and 
my balance, I just draw a blank. I don’t know where to go, and if there’s one 
thing I hate, it’s not knowing what to do. I got where I am by taking action 
and pushing others to do the same. I’m not going to give that up.”

I asked him to be patient and told him we’d explore alternative choices a 
little later in our work together, but for now I wanted to know more about 
what else he was observing in himself. “Not much,” he said. “I think even 
when I do the breathing you asked me to do, and get more balanced or 
grounded, I’m still tense and my mind is distracted. And I feel so strongly I 
have to do something that my usual behavior just pops out.”

I told him he was making progress, that in our first sessions he hadn’t had 
the ability to articulate his inner state so clearly. And the feeling of drawing 
a blank was actually a good thing because it showed he was creating a space 
for new choices to appear, choices he hadn’t previously seen. Before he could 
discover new behaviors, he had to decouple from the inner state that drove 
the old behaviors.
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I asked him to continue what he was doing—recentering when he caught 
himself off balance, adjusting his breathing, relaxing tense muscles, observ-
ing his inner state, and making notes about what he observed. And I asked 
him to add one more practice: when he found himself frustrated to the point 
of becoming angry or disrespectful, he should stop the conversation and tell 
whomever he was talking to that he needed some time to reflect. He could 
take a few minutes on the spot to settle himself, or he could schedule a 
follow-up meeting. Joseph acknowledged this would be pretty uncomfortable 
for him, especially the part about leaving things unresolved, but he was game 
to give it a try.

I saw him again a couple of weeks later and asked him how it was going. 
He replied, “It’s been very hard to pull back and not be reactive. But I’m also 
noticing there’s a part of me that’s good with that because I’m choosing not 
to behave in ways I end up regretting.”

In summary, centering in the physical mind can be achieved through dia-
phragm breathing in which you feel your lower belly move out when you 
breathe in and move in when you breathe out. Developing a physically cen-
tered inner state involves three steps:

1. Become still and notice your body, tuning in to where it holds tension, 
where it is relaxed, and whether you are balanced or off balance.

2. Use diaphragm breathing to become physically centered. Placing your 
hand on your belly may help you feel the movement of your diaphragm.

3. Relax any tension and keep returning to a point of balance and diaphragm 
breathing.
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The heart has its reasons, of which reason knows nothing. 

—Blaise Pascal

Rene Descartes was a contemporary of Galileo. As one of the leading think-
ers in the Age of Reason, he was committed to eliminating all aspects of 
thought other than pure logic. While brilliant, his rigid commitment to logic 
was what the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio referred to as Descartes’ Error 
in his book of that title (Damasio, 1994). Descartes viewed emotion as a bar-
rier to understanding and a source of complexity and chaos. Damasio’s work 
suggests that rather than being sources of complexity and chaos, emotions 
are nature’s mechanism for managing them. Rather than opposing rational 
thinking, they make it possible. In evolution, the emergence of rich social 
structures and complex organizations arrive with the appearance of organisms 
capable of experiencing emotions. It may well have been that the emergence 
of the emotional mind, and the uniquely human ability to marry emotions 
with physical sensing and intellectual reasoning, made human cultures and 
organizations possible. While Descartes’s logical reasoning was brilliant, his 
error was turning his back on other ways of knowing.

While unmanaged emotions can create chaos, well-managed emotions can 
mitigate it. Field leadership involves establishing emotional relationships—
relationships that are not motivated by logic, though logic can help to explain 
them. Descartes, Galileo, and their contemporaries did not understand this, 
but they were not all wrong. Emotions can only manage complexity and avoid 
chaos when you can center your emotional mind. Otherwise, they often will 
create chaos. The Age of Reason thinkers were trying to avoid the risks of 
engaging emotions, but they failed to see their potential.

Chapter Six

Whole Thinking  
and the Emotional Mind
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Managing your emotions is essential to establishing an effective leadership 
presence. Just as the physical mind shines in its ability to sense the world, the 
emotional mind shines in its ability to take those sensations, create meaning 
from them, and direct your actions. Mastery of the emotional mind is called 
emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence has been recognized as a vital 
leadership skill and a critical aspect of corporate culture for over three de-
cades. A vast marketplace provides books, training, and coaching services to 
develop emotional intelligence in leaders, managers, and employees. Study 
after study has shown that when properly developed, emotional intelligence 
pays off (Goleman, 2005). In one study, incorporating emotional intelligence 
assessments into executive recruiting led to an 88 percent reduction in the 
number of executives who left for other jobs within two years of being hired. 
In mid-level jobs, those with the highest emotional intelligence are twelve 
times more productive than those with the lowest emotional intelligence and 
almost twice as productive as average employees (Cherniss, 1999). Sales-
people with high emotional intelligence outperform those with average or low 
emotional intelligence (Rojell, Pettijohn, and Parker, 2006). 

A 2015 study in the journal Pediatrics examined the performance of 
twenty-four teams of physicians and nurses. They found that when a team ex-
perienced even mild incivility prior to interacting with patients, it resulted in 
profound, even devastating, effects on patient outcome (Riskin et al., 2015). 
Research shows that interactions characterized by low emotional intelligence 
interfere with working memory capacity, which is where cognitive process-
ing necessary for planning, analysis, and management of goals occurs (Engle 
and Kane, 2003). In a study published in Harvard Business Review, research-
ers collected experiences from thousands of employees across multiple 
companies at all levels of the organization chart. They found that 98 percent 
reported experiencing uncivil behavior, and significant percentages of those 
individuals reported costly side effects. These included deliberately dimin-
ishing their work effort, reducing the time they spent at work, intentionally 
decreasing the quality of their work, losing time worrying about the incident, 
avoiding the offender, and more (Porath and Pearson, 2013).

Of the three minds, the emotional mind is the most powerful driver of your 
behavior, the choices you make, and the actions you take (Martino et al., 
2006). Leaders who fail to cultivate emotional intelligence pay a high price. If 
it were easy to develop, emotional intelligence would be prevalent throughout 
most organizations. But it is not easy. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Whole Thinking and the Emotional Mind  73

UNDERSTANDING EMOTIONS

To investigate the emotional mind, consider what emotions are and how 
they affect your inner state and mental models. From a purely biological 
perspective, you could say emotions are defined by the levels of hormones 
in your bloodstream, the mix of neurotransmitters in your brain, your heart 
rate, respiration, and a slew of other biochemical and neurological factors. 
But emotions also interact deeply with your thought processes and physical 
sensations. They are, after all, one of the three minds through which the core 
communication loop runs. Your body, emotions, and intellect are always 
talking to each other, often unconsciously. Because emotions alter your inner 
state, they alter your presence with others and thereby alter your effectiveness 
as a leader.

Emotions are powerful architects of your softwired mental models, chang-
ing them rapidly and dynamically as you go about your day. Strong emotions 
narrow your field of view and focus your attention on whatever triggered 
them, amplifying that event and diminishing your awareness of other events. 
This can cause you to selectively ignore important information—especially 
information that might contradict the legitimacy of your emotion. This can 
distort the Field of the Self, impairing your decision making and putting 
relationships at risk. If someone says something that angers you, everything 
you observe about that person will be filtered through your anger, and your 
mental model of that person will be distorted. Joseph’s frustration and anger 
distorted his perception of people who brought him disappointing news.

I asked Joseph if he could name the emotions he experienced when his dis-
respectful behavior was triggered. Specifically, I asked if he could name any 
emotions other than frustration or anger. He thought for a moment. “That’s a 
really good question. Emotions aren’t something I usually pay any attention 
to. I don’t know . . . why is this important?” I explained to him that we often 
have emotions of which we are not aware. When that happens, the emotions 
influence us without our noticing. That’s what caused him to behave in ways 
he would later regret. By becoming aware of his emotions, he could have 
more choice over how they influenced him. I asked him to begin jotting down 
whatever he noticed about his emotional mind as well as his physical mind.

If you want to change habits, beliefs, and impulses that diminish your lead-
ership presence, centered breathing and awareness of your emotions are the 
places to start. The next step is centering your emotional mind.
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ACCEPTANCE: THE PRACTICE OF  
CENTERING THE EMOTIONAL MIND

When you experience strong emotions, your core communication loop will 
likely run at full speed. With uncomfortable emotions, your analytical mind 
may strive to dominate your physical and emotional minds. But as your ana-
lytical mind replays the events that led to the emotions, your emotional mind 
will be triggered again by the memories, which can then trigger the physical 
and analytical minds, and the cycle repeats. 

Eventually, this cycle will weaken and fade away, but it can leave a resi-
due of stress, resentment, shame, or sadness that continues to diminish your 
energy, creativity, and capacity for joy. 

Regulating the core communication loop when your emotions are height-
ened is not easy, but you can learn to do it. People often think they must 
control emotions, and they equate control with suppression. To maintain a 
healthy Field of the Self, emotions must be experienced and accepted. Sup-
pressing them creates a toxic state of internal tension that negatively affects 
your physical and mental health. It also creates a numbness. Numbness inhib-
its your ability to notice any of your emotions and use them effectively, and 
it inhibits your ability to accurately notice and interpret what other people are 
saying and doing. When you do not honor your emotional life, you lose your 
emotional intelligence. Life becomes deadened, and you can begin to feel like 
a robot, going through the motions with no joy or engagement. Your Field of 
Self and the presence that emanates from it become stagnant. Leaders who 
exhibit no joy or engagement will inspire none in others.

I prefer the phrase “managing” to “controlling” emotions. Managing emo-
tions respects the fact that they are real and require attention while also assert-
ing your right to not be controlled by them. Managing them means entering 
into a partnership with your emotions, calming them when necessary but not 

Figure 6.1. The Core Communication Loop
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ignoring or denying them. Just as centered breathing does not deny the reality 
of your physical response to circumstances, centering your emotions does not 
deny their reality or importance.

As you become aware of your emotions, you can begin the centering 
practice of the emotional mind, which is acceptance. Just as diaphragmatic 
breathing calms and centers your physical mind, acceptance can calm and 
center your emotional mind. 

Acceptance is a tricky word. You might think it’s the same as approval, 
but it’s quite different. Approval is a judgment; acceptance is nonjudgmental. 
Approval is an inner state that says, “I like what happened. I will support the 
actions that led to it happening.” Acceptance is an inner state that says, “I ac-
cept that I cannot change what happened and will not focus my time or energy 
on resisting that truth.” When I speak of acceptance, I am simply saying it is 
fruitless to burn up time and energy complaining or in some way resisting the 
truth that someone said or did something you don’t like. 

Joseph struggled with the notion of acceptance. He told me, “When people 
don’t perform, I just have a hard time accepting that. It’s my job to keep them 
in line and let them know they need to step up.” Joseph was interpreting ac-
ceptance as approval, or at least acquiescence. Refusing to accept something 
you cannot change leads to resentment, an inner state in which your core 
communication loop gets stuck repeating its thoughts and feelings in a vi-
cious cycle, as though harboring those thoughts and feelings will somehow 
make things better. It’s a waste of time and energy. This is a toxic state for 
anyone, and it is especially toxic for leaders because emotions are contagious. 
You will, intentionally or not, spread your resentment around, diminishing 
performance in your peers and those you lead. A distorted, uncentered Field 
of the Self creates a distorted, uncentered leadership presence.

As Joseph’s self-awareness grew, he realized his core communication loop 
was reinforcing his anger, his belief he should not “suffer fools,” and his 
unwillingness to accept that the things that happened had happened. With 
practice and coaching, he learned to manage his core communication loop 
and intentionally center his inner state. He did that with centered breathing, 
meditation, and developing the habit of asking himself, when he became 
upset and resentful, “What do I have to accept in this situation so I can move 
on and become productive?” With these practices, he began to see new pos-
sibilities. Acceptance shifts your focus from the past to the present and future. 
Joseph discovered new choices for how he could respond in emotionally 
challenging situations. He became curious rather than resentful. He became 
a coach instead of a boss. And he learned to cultivate emergent as well as 
intentional leadership.
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This was not an overnight fix. Joseph worked for months to develop greater 
self-awareness. Changing his behavior took longer. It’s easy to write about 
it as though he learned a few things, made a couple of adjustments, and ev-
erything was fine. But it didn’t go that way. His path was full of bumps and 
potholes. He wrestled considerably with his emotional reactions to disap-
pointment, and in those first months, he frequently got thrown far off center 
and resorted to his old behavior. In time and with practice, though, he learned 
to catch himself, to recenter, and to get back on track faster, eliminating 
chaos, establishing a powerful leadership presence, and reducing stress for 
himself and others. 

Acceptance is not a concept or an idea. It is an internal shift, an emotional 
release, and a change of heart. It is a state of being, not a state of thinking. 
Acceptance centers you emotionally and enables you to experience your 
emotions and learn from them, rather than allowing your emotions to drive 
your behavior. With practice, you can use emotion to establish the leadership 
presence you want.

Clearing distortion out of your Field of the Self—your inner state—can be 
humbling. The biggest change for Joseph came when he saw that his most 
important struggles were with himself, not with others. Over time, the qual-
ity of his team meetings changed dramatically. Team members no longer 
avoided bringing problems to Joseph, and they were no longer concerned 
with having their direct reports in meetings with him. In fact, they began 
to look for opportunities to do so. And when it occasionally turned out that 
someone was truly underperforming, Joseph handled it with professional-
ism, respect, and compassion.

 Trying to change your behavior without changing your inner state is diffi-
cult. We’ve all experienced this. When you’re angry with someone, listening 
openly and responding to them with curiosity is difficult at best and often 
impossible. Listening openly and responding with curiosity doesn’t fit with 
who you are in the moment. But changing your inner state leads naturally 
to new behaviors. When you are calm and centered, listening openly with 
curiosity is easy.

Like many leaders with whom I have worked, Joseph initially thought that 
eliminating emotion and focusing on facts was the way to lead. Focusing on 
facts and clear thinking are critically important to field leadership. But it is 
equally important that you manage your emotions effectively, allowing them 
to reveal what is important without allowing them to drive your core com-
munication loop. The steps to doing that are:

1. Use diaphragm breathing to become physically centered.
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2. Reflect on what emotions you are experiencing. As they trigger physical 
reactions, recenter physically.

3. Ask yourself: What memories, thoughts, or physical sensations keep trig-
gering this emotion? 

4. Ask yourself: What do I need to accept to become centered emotionally?

The steps are simple but not easy.
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We should take care not to make the intellect our god: it has, of course, 
powerful muscles, but no personality. It cannot lead, it can only serve. 

—Albert Einstein

I suspect that the great thinkers of the Age of Reason were so drawn to the 
analytical mind  because as Einstein said, it has powerful muscles. Those 
powerful muscles could restrain the unruly chaos of the body and emotions, 
enabling mathematicians, scientists, and philosophers to make sense of an 
otherwise incomprehensible world. As they mastered the intellect, its muscles 
grew, unleashing the Age of Reason and then the Industrial Revolution, the 
Information Revolution, and now the Age of Connection. But for leaders, 
and especially Field Leaders, the analytical mind needs the personality of the 
physical and emotional minds to know how to wield that power effectively.

The power of the analytical mind comes from several capabilities that dra-
matically extend those of the physical and emotional minds. I think of them 
as the power tools of the analytical mind. They are:

• Curiosity—the drive to discover, learn about the world, and understand 
how it works. Curiosity engages all three minds. We all know the intense 
physical and emotional engagement that comes with studying and learning 
something that fascinates us. But the capability to satisfy curiosity lives 
largely in the analytical mind.

• Doubt—the ability to reflect on and question the validity of your mental 
models. The analytical mind can do this because, unlike the physical and 
emotional minds, it can hold conflicting views at the same time. It can 
consider the view it doubts and compare it to alternatives. This is where 

Chapter Seven

Whole Thinking  
and the Analytical Mind
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you can override the softwired mental models created by your physical 
and emotional minds and your past experiences and even question the 
hardwired mental models programmed into your genes.

• Reason—the powerful capability that Galileo, Descartes, and their succes-
sors developed into a fine art: the ability to study mental models, formulate 
questions, design and conduct experiments, and develop new, intentional 
mental models, and the ability to imagine a desirable future and develop 
plans to get there. 

These capabilities work closely together, each depending on the other. Cu-
riosity feeds doubt, doubt feeds reason, reason feeds curiosity. And reason en-
ables you to reflect on what you know, examine mental models, consider new 
ones, and test alternatives. These power tools become even more powerful with 
the capability to record what we have learned and share our insights and beliefs 
with others through the communication loops of a hyperconnected world. We 
can be curious about, doubt, and reason about what other people tell us.

But as neuroscientists have revealed, the analytical mind also has some 
drawbacks. For one, it is quite slow compared to the physical and emotional 
minds (Kahneman, 2011). Because the analytical mind is slow, it is useless 
in crisis situations in which split-second decisions are required. That is the 
tradeoff it makes for having the time to reflect, study a situation, take in more 
data, and explore different paths of logic and their potential outcomes.

Contrary to popular belief, the analytical mind does not make decisions on 
its own. It analyzes, but it does not decide. The actual process of deciding 
involves complex networks of communication loops that connect many parts 
of the brain (Bechara, Damasio, and Damasio, 2000). The analytical mind 
certainly plays a role, but it is far less than is commonly believed. This is 
hard for some leaders to accept because they like the feeling of control that 
comes from believing decisions are made with their intellect alone. But the 
emotional mind plays a significant role. It has to because decisions are made 
based on what you care about, and caring is fundamentally emotional. The 
physical mind influences both the analytical and emotional minds through the 
core communication loop. I explore the decision-making process in greater 
depth in chapter 9. Without the physical and emotional minds communicat-
ing effectively with the analytical mind, the analytical mind is adrift, mak-
ing poor decisions with little awareness of the outcomes of those decisions 
(Damasio, 1994). Curiosity, doubt, and reason can only be exercised effec-
tively in the context of the physical and emotional minds. We need all three 
working in concert.
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SELF-REFLECTION

A fourth power tool of the analytical mind is self-reflection. The physical and 
emotional minds together construct mental models based on their direct expe-
rience of the world. They do this quickly and with little or no reflection, ac-
cepting their mental models without question. By default, the analytical mind 
endorses the mental models formed by the physical and emotional minds. 
But with well-developed self-awareness, the analytical mind can examine 
these models, doubt their validity, exercise curiosity about them, and form 
questions and experiments to test their usefulness. This is extraordinarily 
powerful; it is what led to the enormous explosion in human knowledge and 
capabilities beginning with the Age of Reason. 

In addition to reflecting on mental models, the analytical mind can con-
sciously, intentionally examine the activity of all three minds—including 
itself—and of the core communication loop that connects them. It can notice 
when your breathing is shallow or rapid, and it can notice when you are 
churning emotionally. It can even notice when the mind is filled with spin-
ning, distracting thoughts. By focusing attention on your inner state, your 
analytical mind can engage your whole self in centering practices. This gives 
you the power to shift the state of all three minds and manage your core com-
munication loop. This ability for self-reflection integrates all three minds and 
gives rise to whole thinking. Self-reflection is perhaps the most remarkable 
feat of which our brains are capable. It breathes life into Field Leadership and 
the Spectrum of Leadership and gives you the ability to choose where you 
want to be on the spectrum at any point in time—assuming, of course, you 
have developed the appropriate centering skills.
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While the analytical mind has the capabilities to guide you to whole thinking, 
it does not do so naturally. Just as it is necessary to center the physical and 
emotional minds to tap their potential, it is necessary to center the analytical 
mind to tap its potential. Where diaphragm breathing centers the physical 
mind and acceptance centers the emotional mind, silence centers the analyti-
cal mind. Silencing your analytical mind is difficult—perhaps impossible—to 
do unless you can also arrive at center in the physical and emotional minds. 
Silence stops the incessant chatter of thought, enabling you to accurately as-
sess your situation without bias or emotional sway. 

Silencing the analytical mind does not mean you give up thinking. It means 
that when your thinking is ineffective, returning to silence can help you get 
back on track, back to focusing on what’s important and not being distracted 
by what isn’t. One of the most effective practices for doing this is meditation.

Meditation is an ancient practice. Archaeologists believe that people were 
likely meditating at least seven thousand years ago (Puff, 2013); some believe 
it goes back much further (Jaffe, 2007). It emerged in all major religions 
and in cultures around the world (Simonnes, 2014). In modern times, it has 
developed as a powerful tool for increasing the quality of life and human ef-
fectiveness in the secular world. It is in widespread use in businesses of all 
sizes and types, where it consistently enhances leadership as well as the bot-
tom line. Goldman Sachs, Google, General Mills, Apple, and Medtronic are 
examples (George, 2014). 

Meditation programs are also showing great value in the military. As 
described in the New York Times article “The Latest in Military Strategy: 
Mindfulness,” Major General Walter Piatt was commander of the coalition 
forces in Iraq in the fight against ISIS. He is a battle-hardened soldier whose 
job often involved fighting intense battles. But his job also often involved 

Chapter Eight

The Practice of Meditation
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establishing working relationships with tribal leaders who were wary and 
mistrustful. He began many of his days meditating silently in front of a palm 
tree. That’s how he prepared himself immediately before entering a delicate 
diplomatic meeting with a local tribal leader in Iraq. Before the session, 
he said, he meditated in front of a palm tree and found himself extremely 
focused when the conversation began. In the New York Times article, he de-
scribed the meeting this way.

“I was not taking notes. I remembered every word she was saying. I wasn’t 
forming a response, just listening,” he said. When the tribal leader finished, he 
said, “I talked back to her about every single point, had to concede on some. I 
remember the expression on her face: This is someone we can work with.”

In the end, he said, mindfulness allowed him to “reduce conflict by better 
understanding.”

“I’m not saying, be soft,” he added. “I’m saying, understand how compassion 
and empathy can be used for real advantages. Peace takes a lot of hard work.” 
(Richtel, 2019)

Major General Piatt didn’t use intentional leadership with the tribal leader. 
Rather, he created the context for emergent leadership. He prepared himself 
using the disciplines of the Field of the Self to engage in emergent leadership 
in the Interpersonal Field. What emerged was a conversational dance between 
them, one that could not have been planned or predicted but brought them to 
the best result possible. 

An article in Harvard Business Review (Seppälä, 2015) reported numerous 
benefits of meditation for leaders, including: 

• Greater resilience
• Improved ability to reduce anxiety and manage stress
• Increased emotional intelligence
• Enhanced creativity
• Stronger relationship skills 

Neuroscience tells us why. Researchers around the world have been using 
advanced brain imaging technology to observe what happens in your brain 
when you meditate. Meditation enables neural capabilities that are essential 
for Field Leadership. In “The Mind of the Leader” (Ricard, Lutz, and David-
son, 2014), these include:

• Increased activity in areas of the brain associated with the ability to remain 
mentally present and clearheaded in the midst of uncomfortable, even pain-
ful, situations.
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• Increased activity in regions of the brain associated with the ability to 
maintain focus in the presence of distractions and to return to focus quickly 
when you become distracted.

• Diminished responsiveness to stimuli in regions of the brain that give rise 
to anxiety and depression.

Advanced meditators are able to engage all of these effects at will. This is 
where the masters of spirit and of science are finding common ground, ex-
ploring together the power of the human mind and showing us how to tap its 
potential. As the body of research grows, the power of meditation becomes 
increasingly grounded in scientific data. There are good reasons it’s showing 
positive results on the bottom line.

Many practices fall under the umbrella of meditation. Every religion has 
its own version, others have emerged in psychology, and the proliferation 
of teachers and practitioners continues, giving rise to new variations. The 
longest running and most evolved practices are those found in Buddhism, in 
which meditation has been practiced and studied intensely for 2,500 years. 
Because Buddhist practices have spread around the world, constantly adapt-
ing to new cultures, the practices have been distilled to the point that they 
can be applied in any context. They are the basis for most of the meditation 
practices in vogue today. Because Buddhism is a nontheistic religion (that is, 
it does not claim a relationship to a god; the Buddha explicitly stated he was 
no more than a human being), anyone can study its teachings and learn its 
practices without changing their religious beliefs.

The most common meditation practices fall into three categories: focused 
attention, compassion, and mindfulness (Ricard, Lutz, and Davidson, 2014). 
While with practice each of these will center all three minds, they also cor-
respond to the centering practices I describe for the three minds. Focused at-
tention typically focuses your attention on your breath, and as you have seen, 
regulating your breath is the way you center in the physical mind. Compas-
sion meditation is aimed at cultivating a sense of compassion for those with 
whom you interact. Compassion is closely related to acceptance—the center 
of the emotional mind. And mindfulness meditation, which is also referred to 
as open-monitoring meditation, correlates to silence in the analytical mind. 

HOW TO MEDITATE

The most common practice introduced in leadership and corporate settings is 
often referred to as mindfulness meditation, but it is really a combination of 
focused attention and mindfulness. It is a simple practice. As with any new 
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practice, you have to stay with it for a while before it becomes a habit and 
before you see its benefits. Here’s an approach to getting started:

• Find a quiet place to sit where you won’t be disturbed. It can be anywhere 
that is convenient. One leader I coached chose to do it every morning in the 
office parking garage. She was away from the hustle and bustle of home 
and hadn’t yet entered the hustle and bustle of the office. Others find a 
quiet place at home or reserve a conference room at work.

• Use a timer. A couple of problems arise without a timer. You may be dis-
tracted checking the clock to see how long you have been meditating, and 
you may be more likely to give up when it gets difficult even if the time is 
not up. A timer helps you give yourself fully to the practice. 

• Set the timer for however long you intend to meditate. Ten minutes is a good 
starting point. If ten minutes is too long for you, try five. As your practice 
deepens, you can choose to extend this. Some people also decide to meditate 
twice during the day, often once in the morning and once later in the day.

• You can sit in a chair or on a cushion on the floor. If you are on a chair, 
adjust the height so your thighs are parallel with the floor; this alleviates 
stress that could otherwise develop in your legs. Your back should be 
straight and your body relaxed. If you are in a chair and need back support, 
you can place a cushion between your back and the back of the chair. 

• Rest your hands on your thighs or on your lap. 
• Start your timer. Many people prefer to close their eyes; you can choose to 

keep them open if you like. Now bring your attention to your breath and 
practice diaphragm breathing. Your attention should not be intense and la-
ser focused. Rather, just let it rest lightly on your breath. Some people find 
it useful to count their breaths, starting over when they get to ten.

• Your mind will inevitably wander. When it does, just accept that it wan-
dered and bring your awareness back to your breath. Some people find it 
useful to label that experience by saying “thinking” to themselves as they 
come back to their breath. If emotions come up, don’t resist them and don’t 
engage them. Just accept them. If it’s helpful, you can label that “feeling.” 
If your breathing changes by getting shallow or rapid, accept that and re-
turn to diaphragm breathing.

• When your timer goes off, take another moment to settle. Reflect on how 
each of your minds reacted to the timer going off. Then get up, take a 
stretch, and get back to your day.

Real mastery comes when you can be fully present and centered in all three 
minds at the same time. Just as the physical and emotional minds can be quite 
unruly if left to their own devices, the analytical mind can fill with chatter, 
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race from one thought to the next, and spin unproductively. It becomes cen-
tered when it becomes silent. This can be achieved through meditation. 

As you monitor the state of the three minds, you will become aware that 
a thought triggers physical and emotional responses, an emotion triggers 
thoughts and physical responses, and a physical sensation triggers thoughts 
and emotions. As you develop greater self-awareness, you will be able to 
observe these interactions in real time and use centering practices to man-
age them. Regulating your breathing and becoming attuned to your physical 
presence will enable you to emotionally accept the current situation and quiet 
your mind. Acceptance will help settle your body and your thoughts. And 
silence in your thoughts will make acceptance and physical centering easier. 
Meditation trains you to regulate the core communication loop and bring all 
three minds into harmony.

As your meditation practice develops, situations that would normally 
throw you off center will be less likely to do so, and when they do, you will 
come back faster. You will maintain greater clarity of thought in the midst of 
turmoil, you will sense and focus on what’s important in any given situation, 
you will sense what is happening to others in the moment, and you will see 
the most effective ways to respond to them. You will make the best choices 
available to you. This is what mastery of Field Leadership looks like. 

Joseph experienced this with Margaret. When I began working with him, 
he found himself perpetually frustrated with her. His frustration would cause 
him to tense up and lash out. In response, she would resort to silence and 
resentment. As I coached Joseph, I encouraged him to practice a meditation 
in which he revisited one of these situations in his thoughts. As he experi-
enced the frustration and anger, he learned to stay present with his feelings. 
He found this quite difficult and resisted the practice when I first suggested 

Figure 8.1. Centering in the Three Minds
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it, insisting the result would be that he would get angrier and angrier. He was 
sure it would be worse than a waste of time: it would drive him to more of the 
behaviors he was trying to avoid. But he agreed to give it a go.

It took time and hard work, but one day, he came in to our session in a state 
of calm I hadn’t observed in him before. He said he’d been doing the medita-
tion practice the previous morning, visualizing a conversation with Margaret 
that had been particularly frustrating for him, and in his visualization, he’d 
become quite agitated. But for the first time, he was able to observe the frus-
tration rather than just engage in it. He described it as almost an out-of-body 
experience in which he felt both very frustrated and very calm at the same 
time, as though he’d split into two people: one his old self, the other a new 
observer of himself. And then, suddenly, he fully accepted Margaret for who 
she was. The frustration dissolved, and he had a sense of deep compassion for 
Margaret. He realized that an alternative to resisting her behavior was to truly 
accept it, trust that she was doing the best she could, and join her in trying 
to find a way for her to work more productively. He’d met with her shortly 
before our session, and for the first time, he felt he was able to genuinely 
understand her predicament. And, he believed, she sensed that for the first 
time he was on her side. His mental model of her and of their relationship had 
changed, and they both knew it.

Joseph and Margaret continued that conversation over the next few weeks. 
They decided the best solution was for Margaret to find a position elsewhere 
in the company that could leverage her strengths and provide work she found 
exciting. Joseph was a strong advocate for her, using his connections with HR 
and other leaders to find the best place for her.

The practice of meditation is simple, though some find it challenging to 
quiet their minds, center their breathing, and accept their situation. It takes 
time and practice. As much as you may want to center, what you get at 
first is more likely to be distraction. Letting go of the distraction can seem 
like an insurmountable task. One impulse is to think your way through it, 
but that is fruitless—it keeps you stuck in the analytical mind. Intellectual 
thought takes you off center, collapsing your awareness and keeping you in 
the communication loop of rumination. You may find yourself struggling 
strenuously, and seemingly fruitlessly, to stop. But the struggle is not fruit-
less, only long. Eventually, perhaps from exhaustion, perhaps from discov-
ery, insight comes. Abruptly, the distance between intellectual thought and 
whole thinking collapses. Gradually you learn to move between the two 
with less effort. The struggle diminishes as intellectual thought releases its 
intense grasp and you no longer cling to “knowing” in the analytical sense. 
In its place you have a kind of pure seeing and being. This is the essential 
source of a leadership presence.
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This is an emotional shift, an acceptance, a letting go. You no longer seek 
to be “right,” you simply seek to see what is. This reveals a new kind of 
knowing that comes from whole thinking, one that sees and embraces the 
vital dynamic nature of life and works effortlessly with its energy. From this 
place, you accurately perceive the state of other people; you regulate your 
own responses to effectively influence (not control) them, and you accept 
them for who they are. You allow yourself to be influenced by others, but 
wisely—influenced toward greater insight and synergy. And in this dance of 
mutual influence, you grow in wisdom and become something greater, richer, 
and more effective than you were when you began. This is Field Leadership 
in its truest form.

ENCOUNTERING YOURSELF

The greatest challenge any of us faces is encountering ourselves. For many 
people, sitting still is one of the most difficult things they ever try to do. Just 
sitting still, breathing gently, and being present to their own selves can be 
challenging, even painful. I see leaders particularly struggle with this because 
their world is so focused on action and outward results. They’ve lost the con-
nection between inner awareness and outward results.

Developing the Field of the Self requires clarity and centering in all three 
minds. You must throw out any ideas of mind over matter, of making deci-
sions based only on data, of ignoring your emotional and physical minds—
you must engage in whole thinking. The following questions are typical of 
what you might ask when engaging in whole thinking:

• What am I feeling physically and emotionally? What is it in me that gives 
rise to those feelings?

• What am I thinking? What is it in me that gives rise to those thoughts?
• How do my feelings and thoughts interact? 
• How much of my inner experience accurately reflects the world, and how 

much of it is distortion from my personal biases, concerns, and emotions?
• Am I centered in all three minds? If not, what do I need to do to get centered?

As you develop your ability to center in the Field of the Self and engage 
in whole thinking, you will establish a presence of integrity, authenticity, and 
honesty. For an organization to thrive in a hyperconnected world, these must 
be the ground of its leadership and its culture.
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Making effective decisions in an uncertain, complex, hyperconnected world 
is one of the most challenging responsibilities of leadership. It is the second 
discipline in the Field of the Self. We have long lived with a belief that deci-
sion making is primarily a logical process, but leadership and organizational 
science, psychology, and neuroscience are proving that to be false. Choice 
requires whole thinking—all three minds centered and working in concert.

How do human beings make decisions? Everything we have explored in 
awareness up to now lays the foundation for the answer. Awareness enables 
you to become intentional about your inner state and your mental models. It 
prepares you to act. Choice is the discipline of taking action; it is where all 
the elements of awareness come alive as you make decisions. Your physical, 
emotional, and analytical minds are all deeply involved in choice, even if you 
are not aware of their activity (Lacasse, 2017). But you can only make inten-
tional choices about things of which you are aware. If you are not aware of 
your own moods and beliefs—for example, you are angry or believe someone 
has a hidden agenda—then you will have no choice about how your anger 
or mistrust affects your behavior. Likewise, if you are not aware of another 
person’s moods and beliefs, you cannot interpret their behavior accurately 
and make wise choices about how to interact with them. 

As you have seen, the physical and emotional minds make many decisions 
on their own, and they make them fast. They rapidly generate interpretations 
like “safe” or “dangerous,” “like” or “dislike,” and those feelings generate 
high-speed decisions. Recall the near car accident I discussed in chapter 3. 
This is great in life-or-death situations in which fractions of a second can 
make the difference. But it’s not so great in a world that doesn’t conform well 
to our ancient, hardwired mental models. In certain kinds of problems, the 

Chapter Nine

The Discipline of Choice
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physical and emotional minds notoriously fall down—in spite of their power 
to convince you of their rectitude. 

The Monty Hall problem is a famous example. And it’s one at which you 
will fail miserably without serious engagement of your analytical mind to 
come up with the right answer. 

Monty Hall was the coproducer and original host of the TV game show 
Let’s Make A Deal. Hall would select someone from the audience to play the 
game. As the player, you would be shown three doors and told that behind one 
door was a high-value prize—say a new car—and behind each of the other two 
doors was a dud—say a goat. You would be asked to choose a door. Let’s say 
you chose door number one. Instead of revealing to you what was behind door 
one, Hall would open one of the other doors, say door number two, revealing 
a goat. So now you knew one of the doors you didn’t pick—door two—had 
a goat behind it. Next, Hall would give you the opportunity to switch doors: 
you could either keep whatever was behind door one, which you had already 
chosen, or you could switch to door three, which was still closed. 

How will you make this decision? Members of the audience may be scream-
ing which door to pick, perhaps you believe three is your lucky number, or 
your intuition tells you that it makes no difference which door you choose. All 
of that is driven by your physical and emotional minds, and it’s all useless. It 
turns out your analytical mind can answer this question. But it must apply real 
rigor to its thinking. On first blush, it would be easy to reason that there are 
two doors, so it makes no difference—each has a 50/50 chance of being the 
right door. In fact, two times out of three, you will win if you switch doors. 
There is a rigorous mathematical explanation for why this is true, and it is born 
out in experiments and computer simulations, though the analysis is difficult. 
The contestant who can do the analysis will always make the best choice.

In the Age of Reason, thinkers like Descartes believed you could make 
decisions with just the analytical mind. I sometimes hear the echo of Des-
cartes when leaders say, “Just give me the facts, then I’ll decide.” Facts are 
important. They enable you to establish the material state of your world; they 
provide you with data for analysis and reasoning, and they provide a com-
mon foundation with others on which to explore perspectives. But facts alone 
are never enough to arrive at a decision because the meaning and value of 
data are heavily influenced by your emotions. Without meaning and value, 
there is no basis for decisions. Even after fully understanding the Monty Hall 
problem, your choice is based on what you desire. If you desire the car, you 
should switch. If you desire the goat, you should not switch. It takes whole 
thinking to make the best choice.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 The Discipline of Choice 93

Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio is one of the world’s leading researchers 
in the area of emotions, reasoning, and decision making. He studied individu-
als whose emotional centers had been severed from the analytical centers of 
their brains due to illness or injury. He found that they became unable to 
make effective decisions. They were able to reason perfectly well; they could 
analyze complex situations and come up with appropriate predictions of the 
outcomes of different choices. But when they had to actually choose, they 
were at a loss. Though they appeared as thoughtful and intelligent as before 
their brain injury, after their injury their lives fell apart. They could not stay 
focused on tasks, made bad investments and lost all their money, and were 
susceptible to failed relationships. They could not engage in whole thinking.

Whole thinking leverages all three minds to come to intentional, conscious 
decisions, using each mind to balance the others. That doesn’t mean that with 
whole thinking you’ll always be right, but it does mean you have given it your 
best shot, and you’ll be well positioned to learn from the outcome. Without 
accessing all three minds, your ability to choose effectively is severely lim-
ited (Kahneman, 2011) because you will be missing valuable information. 
Your mental model is deficient.

As Damasio’s work shows us, the physical and emotional minds are essen-
tial for effective decision making because they imbue data with meaning and 
value. But they are unable to analyze data, consider different perspectives, 
or question their own mental models (Slovic et al. 2004)—all essential ca-
pabilities of the analytical mind for complex decision making. As the Monty 
Hall problem shows us, in a complex world, the analytical mind is equally 
important. Complex decision making requires heightened awareness of your 
inner state so you can manage the interplay of the three minds. With sufficient 
awareness, you can tap the meaning and value that your physical and emo-
tional minds ascribe to events while avoiding the distortions they can create 
through their rapid primitive interpretations. And you can allow sufficient 
time for the ponderous analytical mind to do its work and converse with the 
physical and emotional minds.

Let’s take a look at how the three minds work together. An event occurs—
say the near car accident I described in section 1 in which another driver ran 
a stop sign and shot across your path. Your physical mind responds far faster 
than you can possibly be aware, as shown in figure 9.1.
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Almost instantaneously, your core communication loop kicks in and starts 
a conversation between your physical and emotional minds, as shown in 
figure 9.2.

Your emotions heighten your physical response, which in turn drives 
your emotions into higher gear, which further heightens your physical re-
sponse. By now you’ve already begun to move—muscles throughout your 
body have tightened, your breath is shallow and rapid, your foot is moving 
toward the brake, you are turning the steering wheel. The car passes in front 
of you, the accident is averted, and finally your analytical mind joins the 
conversation, providing logical analysis to determine what to do next, as 
shown in figure 9.3.

Figure 9.2. The Physical-Emotional Communication Loop Is Fast

Figure 9.1. The Physical Mind Responds First and Fast
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In dangerous situations in which extremely fast responses are necessary, 
this works well. But the vast majority of decisions you make don’t require 
that speed. When talking with another person your physical and emotional re-
sponses may trigger you to say something you’ll later regret. A more thought-
ful response, mediated by your analytical mind, may be far more effective. But 
that requires overcoming the fast, emotionally compelling loops and making 
room for the slow, analytical loops. That cannot be done with willpower alone. 
The physical and emotional minds are stubborn and will not yield to the lum-
bering logic of your analytical mind. They will, however, yield to centering 
practices, which open them up to a more effective dialogue with the analytical 
mind. And with sufficient practice at centering, the physical and emotional 
minds will stay centered and respond more effectively, even in the midst of 
life-or-death events. That is why so many martial arts include meditation as a 
fundamental practice. This is hard, soul-searching work. As I have said, lead-
ership in a hyperconnected world is not for the faint of heart.

A METHOD FOR DECISION MAKING

David, the CEO of a global professional services firm, was on a video con-
ference with Alice, the head of his European operations. David had invested 
considerable time and energy over the previous year developing his ability to 
engage in whole thinking and instilling in his leadership team an appreciation 
of its importance. David was considering acquiring a firm in Germany that 
offered services complementary to his firm. He’d asked me to sit in on the 
video conference.

Figure 9.3. Communication Loops with the Analytical Mind Are Slow
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His question to Alice was, “How do you feel about that?” After a brief 
pause, she went into a monologue that lasted about ten minutes, in which she 
shared her thoughts on aspects of the new approach and its strategic implica-
tions. She shared data related to the German firm, its services, and its customer 
base. And she shared her analysis of how they might intersect with their own 
services and customers. It was articulate but dry, and in the end, it wasn’t clear 
where she stood. David restated his question: “That was helpful. And what I’d 
like to know now is how you feel about it, not what you think about it.” 

This elicited a much longer pause on Alice’s part. After reflecting, she said, 
“You know, it makes me anxious. While we have some data, there’s consider-
able uncertainty in it. I worry it will disrupt some exciting projects we have 
going, and it could have a negative impact on our European employees who 
are engaged in those projects. And because it represents a shift in how we 
are seen in the marketplace, I have some fear that our customers and inves-
tors may become confused about where we’re going. I guess I’m really not 
excited about it.” 

David replied, “Alice, thank you, I appreciate your honesty. And I learned 
more in the last few minutes than I did in the previous ten. We’ll keep talking; 
we may not move this forward.”

It’s not that there were no analytical thoughts in Alice’s second response, 
but they were framed in an honest expression of her emotional state, and that 
framing brought out significant aspects of her response that were not acces-
sible when she responded primarily with her analytical mind. 

Before reaching a decision, David had further conversations with Alice and 
other members of his team. Alice became clearer about her thinking. As she 
centered emotionally, she realized her reservations were real and supported 
by the data she had analyzed as well as her sense of how her team and the 
firm’s customers and investors would experience the acquisition. As David 
listened to Alice and others and reflected on his attraction to the acquisition, 
he realized he had an emotional desire to do something big and exciting. But 
the timing wasn’t right, and the pleasure of excitement is not a sufficient 
foundation for making substantial business decisions. As he accepted this, he 
felt an emotional release, felt very centered, and was able to get back to the 
business of running the company.

FIELD JOURNAL: A STEP-BY-STEP APPROACH

Decision making isn’t a process; it’s a conversation among your three minds 
that takes place through your core communication loop. It also often involves 
communication loops that arise in the Interpersonal Field as you explore pos-
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sibilities with others, as it did for David in his conversations with Alice and 
other members of his leadership team. 

What follows is one approach that can guide you in making decisions. It is 
not a rigid process but rather a series of reflections for engaging in your inner 
conversation, engaging others in conversations, and thinking about what you 
learn. Which reflections you choose to engage in and the sequence in which 
you do so are up to you. You may loop back and forth between two or three 
of them or you may find just one of them is useful in your particular circum-
stance. Use them creatively as a set of discovery tools.

Your response to each reflection will influence your responses to the other 
reflections. You don’t complete one step fully and move on to the next. 
Rather, you start reflecting on one activity, take notes, then reflect on another, 
then loop back or move on in whatever order makes sense to you.

Engaging in this internal conversation starts with centering. So as you go 
through the following reflections, stay tuned to your inner state, and when 
you go off center, use the three practices of breath, acceptance, and silence.

Preparation: To begin, identify the decision you are facing. Articulate the 
question. For David, the question was whether to acquire the German firm.

Organize your data. Consider what additional data you need to make an 
effective decision. David needed to know what his leadership team members 
thought and how they felt about the idea. And he needed more data about the 
German firm, the market implications, and the potential impact on his firm’s 
culture.

Center yourself. Notice what is happening in your inner state. Use dia-
phragm breathing; accept whatever you must to calm any emotional turmoil; 
and meditate. The value of centering is that it gives you access to curiosity, 
doubt, and clear-headed reasoning, the power tools of the analytical mind. 
The opposite of being centered—physical tension, emotional turmoil, and 
spinning thoughts—all suppress those capabilities.

Reflections: When you are centered, pick up your Field Journal and en-
gage in the following reflections. Depending on your circumstances, some 
of these may be more or less relevant to the decision you are contemplating. 
Use your Field Journal to record your thoughts and feelings as you engage in 
these reflections.

Reflection 1: What is the decision? Briefly describe relevant elements of 
the current situation and the decision you must make. Notice what happens 
to your inner state as you engage in this exercise. If you find yourself getting 
pulled off center—breathing gets short or rapid, emotions come up that dis-
tract you, thoughts start to spin—bring yourself back to center. As David did 
this practice, he became increasingly aware of his attraction to the excitement 
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of the acquisition and saw how that was distorting his ability to question its 
wisdom.

Reflection 2: Ask yourself what you deeply care about and define the 
broader purpose within which this decision fits. If you cannot connect a major 
decision with deeply held values, then you will find yourself adrift with no 
way of navigating all the possibilities. David deeply cared about the long-
term health of the firm and the well-being of its employees and customers. 
He saw the market was shifting, and it was not clear that the German firm’s 
services would fit with where the market was going. He also saw the impor-
tance of maintaining the firm’s culture and not overwhelming the staff who 
were already engaged in intense projects. Again, notice what happens in each 
of your three minds as you explore the larger purpose. If you are pulled off 
center, use your centering practices to return.

Reflection 3: Define the outcomes you want to create with this specific 
decision. A way of asking this question is the phrase “for the sake of what” 
would I do this? For David, this included the possibility of strengthening 
the company’s foothold in Europe, having an expanded customer base, and 
expanding the firm’s service offerings. As in reflection 2, he realized his 
desire for something big and exciting was distorting his ability to assess the 
importance of those outcomes and the likelihood this acquisition would actu-
ally produce them.

Reflection 4: Look at the data and use your analytical skills to draw con-
clusions. If the data is complex, run spreadsheets and statistical analyses. Jot 
down your thoughts and check them out with others.

Reflection 5: Engage others who might provide useful insights, reflections, 
and data. 

Reflection 6: Consider how this decision will enhance the lives of those 
you serve. This includes customers, employees, communities in which you 
do business, partners, and others.

At some point, having gathered all of this information and done all of this 
reflection, you must decide. This involves all three minds of your inner state, 
and it is sometimes quite challenging. In the end, you have to feel right about 
whatever decision you make. Emotional centering is essential here. Once you 
have decided, you must make peace with that decision and move forward. 
Second guessing and regrets will not serve you. 

FIELD JOURNAL: YOU ALWAYS HAVE CHOICES

When I conduct workshops on mastering the Field of the Self, I often hear 
people say something like, “I have to take my daughter to soccer tonight” in 
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a tone of voice that reveals resentment and a sense of lost opportunity for the 
other things they could be doing. As they develop greater awareness, they 
recognize they do, in fact, have choices. This leads to two important realiza-
tions. First, believing you don’t have a choice puts you at risk of resentment 
or hopelessness, which leads to internal stress, loss of joy, and underperfor-
mance. Second, this mood strains your relationship with those around you. If 
the best choice you can make is to do something other than take your daughter 
to soccer, then you can handle it in a way that mitigates damaging your rela-
tionship. On the other hand, if you fully choose to take your daughter to her 
soccer game, you can enjoy your time with your daughter and be fully present.

In every circumstance of life, you have choices. They may not be the 
choices you want, but they are choices nonetheless. Even people living under 
the most oppressive circumstances in prisons and concentration camps have 
choices. People lying on their deathbeds have choices. You can choose the 
attitude you have toward your death, and you can choose how you behave as 
your death approaches. This realization is both empowering and humbling if 
you have the courage to embrace it. It is humbling because you must accept 
that you don’t have full control over your life. It is empowering because it 
awakens your sense of agency. No matter your circumstances, you have the 
power to choose and to influence how your life unfolds.

Try this simple exercise in your Field Journal: 

1. Think of a circumstance in your life when you often say, “I have to . . .” 
(Fill in the blank with whatever it is you believe you have to do.)

2. Repeat to yourself a few times, “I have to __.” 
3. Make a note about how that statement affects your inner state; note the 

reaction you have in each of your three minds.
4. Ask yourself, “What choices do I have?” List them in your journal. Don’t 

edit as you go—put down every choice you can think of, even if it is 
impractical or something you know you wouldn’t do. The parent whose 
daughter needs a ride to a soccer game might include the following:
• Take her to the soccer game and stay for the game
• Drop her off and get on with other things, then pick her up at the end
• Ask someone else to drive her
• Arrange for a cab or ride-sharing service to take her to the game
• Ask her to find a friend she can ride with 
• Tell her she will have to miss the game
• Get her to the game late

When you have your list, go through the choices one by one and reflect on 
how each would feel. You might eliminate some quickly, but give yourself 
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the freedom to acknowledge that each of them is a choice. When you elimi-
nate one, say to yourself, “I will not do this.” This is a way of exercising your 
power to direct your life. Make a note of how this affects your inner state—
your physical mind, emotional mind, and analytical mind. 

Consider the consequences for you and anyone else involved in each 
choice that you can’t easily eliminate. Pay attention to all three minds as you 
think about each choice. Note what you observe in yourself.

When you have settled on what you will do, say to yourself, “I choose to 
. . .” Notice how different it feels to say “I choose to __” rather than “I have 
to __.” It can be an interesting experiment to try a few times both ways—“I 
have to” versus “I choose to.” Make a note in your field journal of what you 
observe in yourself in each of the three minds.

There are, of course, circumstances over which you have no control. You 
have no choice about whether or not it is raining outside or the choices oth-
ers might make. But even in those circumstances, you do have choices about 
how you will feel and behave given those circumstances. Awareness of your 
emotional reaction to events, and the ability to center emotionally by accept-
ing what you cannot change, enables you to see clearly the choices you do 
have. It is freeing to move from “I have to” to “I choose to,” but only if you 
truly accept that you are choosing freely.

Aisha, a manager I coached, frequently found herself disagreeing with 
Paul, another manager. These disagreements invariably ended in conflict. 
Aisha and Paul were stuck in a habituated communication loop that always 
produced the same result. Aisha saw only two possibilities for these conver-
sations: remain mostly silent and resentful and don’t tell Paul what she thinks, 
or tell Paul what she thinks, which always leads to conflict. Aisha sincerely 
wanted this dynamic to change, but she could not see that there were other op-
tions. When I pointed out to her that her range of options was pretty narrow, 
she asked me what other options there were. Rather than answer her question, 
I taught her the meditation practice described in chapter 8. She began medi-
tating for ten minutes a day, seven days a week. Another centering practice I 
taught her was to pause briefly before she spoke, giving her time to center and 
become aware of her inner state before speaking. The pauses were usually 
brief enough that they did not create a gap in the flow of her conversations 
but made her aware of what she was about to say and enabled her to make a 
choice before speaking. The meditation practice enhanced Aisha’s awareness 
of her inner state; the pause practice enabled her to make use of this aware-
ness when she was in conversations. 

These practices paid off quickly in Aisha’s relationship with Paul. Her first 
step was accepting that Paul would be pushy and would insist that his view 
was the only right view. Accepting this, she was able to center herself emo-
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tionally. When she was stuck in silence and resentment, her emotional state 
shut down her analytical mind. But as she centered emotionally, a new choice 
appeared: to engage her analytical mind in curiosity. She began asking Paul 
questions to better understand his perspective and concerns. She left these 
conversations with insight. With that shift, their relationship changed from 
mistrust and adversity to gradually growing trust and respect.

The most powerful choice Aisha discovered was to talk to Paul about the 
tension in their relationship. By the time she discovered this choice, the ten-
sion had already begun to dissipate, but this conversation catapulted their 
relationship to another level. Because they were able to talk honestly about 
how they had both contributed to the breakdowns in their conversations, the 
trust between them grew exponentially. They continued to find themselves 
periodically in conflict about something on which they needed to work to-
gether, but they recognized the brewing conflict early and could acknowledge 
it, nipping it in the bud rather than allowing it to grow. 

As you have seen, logic and data are insufficient for navigating complex-
ity, and a hyperconnected world makes everything more complex and less 
predictable than it was in the past. So the question looms: how is a leader in 
a hyperconnected world to make decisions? 

The answer is to think like a scientist and a mystic. As a scientist, develop 
your analytical skill and challenge yourself with questions that require rig-
orous analytical thinking. Walter Frick, a senior editor at Harvard Business 
Review, advises leaders to learn basic probability to sharpen their decision-
making skills (Frick, 2018). As a mystic, develop your intuitive skill through 
centering practices like meditation.

The first step is developing emotional fortitude through acceptance, the 
centering practice of the emotional mind. Accepting that you cannot ever 
have complete information, and logic alone is insufficient for overcoming 
complexity, opens your mind to new possibilities. It frees you from the anxi-
ety and paralysis that can come when you feel you have to “get it right.” In 
anything but the simplest cases, you will never have that certainty, so stop 
worrying about it. If you are anxious and fearful that you might make the 
wrong decision, you will have a far more difficult time accurately perceiving 
your choices and making a good one. Daniel Kahneman, Nobel prize–winning  
psychologist and author of Thinking, Fast and Slow, says that if he had a 
magic wand, the first thing he would eliminate is overconfidence. In other 
words, instead of striving for certainty, accept uncertainty and go forward 
with humility and courage.

Seeing, acknowledging, and making the best choices is not always easy—
in fact, at times it can be gut wrenching. You may have deep-seated beliefs 
and emotional reactions that reject some choices before you even consider 
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them. Your friends, family, and community may exert pressure on you to con-
form to their beliefs and emotions. And in organizations, the cultural norms 
and power structure may work against you. Accurately seeing the available 
choices and making the right choices often require courage, wisdom, and for-
titude. These emerge from the centering practices introduced in the discipline 
of awareness. The discipline of choice relies as much on your spiritual self 
as on your intellect.

102 Chapter Nine
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The problem with juggling is that the balls go exactly where you throw 
them.

—Ron Graham, professor of mathematics at UC San Diego, former 
president of the International Jugglers Association, and sometime 

performer with Cirque du Soleil (Cole, 1999)

For the past two decades, the Gallup organization has followed employee 
engagement in the United States and around the world. They have consis-
tently found that only 32 percent of employees in the United States describe 
themselves as “engaged” in their work lives. Worldwide, only 13 percent 
do (Mann and Harter, 2016). Organizations everywhere are finding their 
employees do not find meaning in their work and do not have a high level of 
concern about the quality of their work. Lack of engagement translates into 
high employee turnover, suboptimal productivity, missed opportunities for 
innovation, and more (Bersin, 2014). Employee engagement, on the other 
hand, creates positive business results (Sorenson, 2013).

In a world with such low employee engagement, it is no surprise that in 
my work with leaders and organizational culture, the word “accountability” 
comes up all the time. I am told that people are not accountable and people 
must be “held accountable.” Organizations say they want “cultures of ac-
countability.” But few define accountability or say how they will know when 
they achieve it. 

Accountability and engagement are close cousins; accountability is the 
manifestation of engagement. If an employee is engaged, they find meaning 
and purpose in their work, care about the quality of their work, and will be 
accountable for the results they produce.

Chapter Ten

The Discipline of Accountability
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While it is common today to use the terms responsibility and account-
ability interchangeably, I draw an important distinction between them. Re-
sponsibility is easy to define. Being responsible means carrying out the tasks 
explicitly defined in your job description, because of promises you made, or 
because of social expectations. In a sense, it means being true to your word 
and conducting yourself with integrity. But responsibility goes no further 
than that. You can be responsible in your job while not caring about anything 
beyond meeting the requirements for a paycheck. 

Accountability is harder to define because it is not so much a concept as 
an inner state, one that involves caring about something and being committed 
to having a positive impact regardless of whether you are responsible for an 
outcome. Accountability is an orientation to your life, your choices, and the 
results of those choices. Being accountable means being consciously con-
nected to what you care about and choosing to look honestly at the effects 
of your words and actions on furthering those things. When understood this 
way, accountability is a choice you make. 

What you care about may go far beyond what is expected of you in your 
job description or the roles you play in various aspects of your life. For ex-
ample, with the exception of the CEO, no one in an organization is respon-
sible for the overall health and well-being of the organization. But anyone in 
the organization can take accountability for contributing to its overall health. 
When they do, the choices they make every day will be made in the context 
of their effect on the whole organization.

As a simple example, I often go for walks in a park near my house. Because 
it is against the law to litter, it is my responsibility to throw any trash I might 
have into trash bins. But it is not my responsibility to pick up other people’s 
trash. However, as someone who cares about the quality of life in my com-
munity and about the well-being of our parks and green spaces, when I see 
trash on the walking path, I pick it up and put it in a trash bin. It would be 
easy to walk on by, perhaps thinking to myself, “They need to get someone 
to clean this area up more often,” or, “What a jerk someone was for trashing 
the park.” But as a person who chooses to take some accountability for the 
well-being of the park, I stop and take care of the problem. If it becomes a re-
curring problem, I may go a step further and contact the park board to discuss 
how they might address the problem. Thus, it is possible to be accountable for 
things for which you are not responsible, and you can be responsible without 
being accountable. 

 Accountable employees are always looking out for the greater good and 
are emotionally connected to the mission of their organization. They are 
willing to sacrifice personally if it serves that mission. They don’t engage 
in blame or finger pointing. Finger pointing is an avoidance tactic; it moves 
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the focus from you to someone or something else. That’s the opposite of ac-
countability. Accountability brings the focus to you and to the issue at hand. 
Choosing accountability means taking a stand for something.

The disciplines of awareness and choice are the necessary prerequisites, the 
foundation, for accountability. Without awareness and a broad view of pos-
sible choices, accountability cannot emerge. For Aisha, awareness broadened 
her perspective from defending her turf to the larger issue of how she could 
have a productive relationship with Paul. As she turned her focus inward, she 
saw how her emotional state affected her interpretation of Paul’s behavior. 
That helped her to see how she contributed to the pattern of fruitless argu-
ments and revealed choices other than silence and defensiveness. With these 
new insights, she chose to take a stand for forming a productive relationship 
with Paul and to become curious instead of defensive when he said something 
that troubled her. This was a highly accountable choice because it focused on 
changing herself rather than blaming Paul for the problem. 

Whenever you change one element of a communication loop, the entire 
loop changes. The communication loop that kept recurring between Aisha 
and Paul was one of a power struggle and defensiveness. When Aisha re-
sponded to Paul with genuine curiosity instead of defensiveness, she changed 
the loop. In that new loop, his historical pattern of aggression and loudly 
repeating what he had already said no longer made sense. He became more 
thoughtful and respectful. Aisha’s accountability led to a new and more pro-
ductive communication loop.

This may sound easy. It often isn’t. Systems driven by communication 
loops tend to maintain stability, so inertia always resists change in estab-
lished systems. No matter how committed you are to changing a pattern, 
habituated communication loops may kick in to maintain the status quo. That 
is why accountability is so often raised as a desirable state in organizations 
and yet is so rarely achieved. It requires persistence to stay the new course 
long enough for new results to manifest and for new communication loops 
to become the norm. Aisha had to first overcome her internal communication 
loops that raised her emotional resistance to Paul’s behavior. Then she had 
to overcome her behavioral patterns of responding to Paul with defensive-
ness. For Aisha and Paul, there were plenty of speed bumps along the way, 
but with persistence and coaching, they were able to shift to a new and more 
productive pattern.

This notion of accountability is powerful because it connects you to what 
you care about and gives you the sense of power that comes with knowing you 
are making choices freely. People who are connected to what they care about 
and choose their actions freely are wholeheartedly engaged and therefore far 
more effective than people who are just punching a time clock for a paycheck. 
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I have worked with many organizations in which blame and finger pointing 
were the norm and accountability was absent from the culture. This sometimes 
shows up as an attitude of “everyone for themselves.” These toxic behaviors 
are common in underperforming organizations. In fact, one of the reasons I am 
asked to work with organizations is because they have struggled and failed to 
make the transition from blame to engagement and accountability. 

Consider the communication loops that occur in organizations in which 
people avoid accountability. You see something outside your area of re-
sponsibility that is not going well. That stimulates your core communication 
loop to cause you to look away and pretend you didn’t see it or, worse yet, 
to gossip with others about someone who’s not doing their job. Pretending 
you didn’t see something may influence others to also pretend not to see. 
Engaging in gossip can reinforce communication loops that spread the gossip 
further. In such an environment, people will feel unsafe, trust will be low, and 
accountability is nearly impossible. 

Compare this to the communication loops in organizations in which people 
consistently choose to be accountable. You see something outside your area 
of responsibility that is not going well. You practice awareness, noticing your 
response to the situation and the interpretations you form about it. You may 
be angry, defensive, or worried. You notice how your emotions and your 
beliefs affect the choices you perceive, and you practice centering, letting 
your emotions settle down so you can see a broader set of choices. Then you 
act: you make a choice, either addressing the issue yourself or bringing it to 
someone else’s attention. In organizations with a culture of accountability, 
others respond to your action, considering ways they can help. Perhaps you 
need support in raising awareness of the issue. If others don’t understand your 
concern, they ask questions to clarify; perhaps they step in to take care of the 
issue themselves. In all of these cases, the scope of everyone’s concern is big-
ger than their own area of responsibility and their own identity. The scope of 
their concern is the overall mission around which everyone is aligned. These 
are the behaviors of Field Leaders and of those who follow them.

Accountability, when seen as an inner state, challenges you to take risks. It 
is easy to just think, “That’s not my problem.” It is much harder to risk tak-
ing an action. “That’s a problem, and because I care about the success of the 
enterprise, I am willing to speak up.” All kinds of uncomfortable experiences 
could spring from that simple act. You could be told you are out of line or 
you don’t know what you’re talking about. People could label you as nosy or 
intrusive. Or you could discover that your perception was off, what you saw 
as a problem wasn’t a problem, or that it was already being handled. Remain-
ing silent and saying nothing risks none of that; it feels safe.
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Except it isn’t. Remaining silent is actually riskier, just not in such a so-
cially visible way. It’s risky because by remaining silent, you collude with 
everyone else who fails to speak up in a conspiracy of silence that perpetu-
ates blame, finger pointing, and avoidance, the opposites of accountability. 
And you sacrifice your integrity, perhaps the greatest risk of all. In choosing 
silence, you choose to live with the knowledge that, day after day, you fail 
to do what you know is right, you fail to live up to your potential to be the 
most valuable contributor you can be. You live with a lifelong accumulation 
of small disappointments in yourself. It’s certainly easier in each moment to 
choose silence, but the price for you is a life lived half-heartedly. The price 
for your organization is that it fails to thrive.

Anyone who sits through a meeting with some awareness that important 
concerns are being left unspoken or unaddressed plays a part in the aftermath 
of the meeting: the wasted time, increased costs, emotional disappointments, 
and injured relationships that result from the collective silence.

People who choose to cultivate an inner state of accountability make two 
distinct choices. The first choice is to speak up and take a stand when they 
sense the need, even if they know they may stumble and be less than perfect 
in their speaking. The second is to acknowledge the ways in which they have 
contributed to a problem. Accountability is soul-searching work. As a Field 
Leader, your responsibility is to cultivate accountability in yourself, role 
model it for others, and develop a culture in which those you lead also choose 
to be accountable.

If you accept my definition of accountability as a choice to cultivate a 
particular inner state, an attitude that shapes your behavior, then the notion of 
holding someone other than yourself accountable is meaningless. As a leader, 
you can only hold people responsible. I realize this flies in the face of how 
the word is used dozens of times every day. But when you speak of holding 
someone accountable, you lose the distinction of accountability as an inner 
state, and it becomes synonymous with responsibility. I prefer to speak of 
holding people responsible, meaning there are consequences for their failure 
to fulfill the tasks they have promised to fulfill. That leaves alive the vitality 
of accountability as an inner state that you actively cultivate in yourself and, 
as a leader, in others.

ADOPTING THE DISCIPLINE OF ACCOUNTABILITY

I worked closely with a logistics company, coaching several of their execu-
tives and senior managers. One of them, we’ll call him Carl, managed a team 
that served as a hub for coordinating the activities of several other teams. 
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Carl’s job was complex, interacting with numerous other leaders, and his 
team interacted with several other teams. Carl was an effective manager, and 
as the company adopted a field approach to leadership, he reached out to 
strengthen his relationships with other leaders. Together they were working 
to develop Field Leadership skills in themselves and in the teams they led. 

I asked Carl what he saw as his larger purpose in the organization, what 
difference he would like to make in his tenure at the company. He reflected 
for a while, then said, “I just don’t see myself that way. I don’t see myself 
as someone making a big difference in the company. That seems really ego-
centric. I don’t have that kind of vision.” But Carl also expressed frustration 
at the slowness with which some other leaders were adopting the methods 
of Field Leadership. He wanted them to show up wholeheartedly embracing 
the stronger relationships and greater transparency that Field Leadership re-
quires, and when they didn’t, he saw the impact it had on his team. 

As he got clearer about those concerns, I suggested he did have a vision 
for the company, and it was an important one. It didn’t involve his ego, but 
it did involve things he cared deeply about: the well-being of his employees, 
his relationships with other leaders, and the long-term health of the company. 
As Carl absorbed this, he began to see that if he didn’t take a stand for the 
changes he knew would benefit the company, he would be letting himself, his 
team, and the company down. That required Carl to engage people through-
out the company, including senior executives, about Field Leadership and 
understanding accountability as a personal choice. These conversations have 
not always gone easily, but he embraces the notion that difficult conversa-
tions are far better than silence.

An accountable person always asks:

• What did I do that contributed to the outcome? 
• What should I keep doing because it led to a desirable outcome? 
• What could I have done differently to make the outcome better? 

They focus on their own agency, their own power, and their own com-
mitment to address challenges and opportunities. An accountable leader also 
looks at how to cultivate accountability in others.

To practice the discipline of accountability, you must be aware of what 
you most care about and what your most deeply held values are. You must be 
aware of the impact you want to have on the things you care about—in other 
words, the difference you want to make—and you must commit to working 
toward making that difference. 
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FIELD JOURNAL

In your Field Journal, list all the things you can think of for which you are 
responsible at your job. These are the things that are explicitly defined in your 
job description, things on which your performance will be directly measured.

Now reflect on and jot down qualities or goals you care about achieving 
in the organization for which you work. What you come up with may or may 
not be in your job description. That doesn’t matter; what matters is becoming 
aware of what you care about. Think of these qualities or goals as “differ-
ences you want to make.” I’m not talking about wanting to move up the or-
ganization chart or get a pay raise. Those may be important to you personally 
but have no impact on the success or failure of the organization. Think of the 
difference you want to make in terms of the organization’s success. Consider 
a point in the future when you are no longer with the organization and reflect 
on what others could acknowledge as your contribution, how the organization 
became better because of the work you did. 

Reflect on how it feels to consider being accountable on this scale. In your 
journal, write down your thoughts, emotions, and physical sensations as you 
think about taking on this level of accountability. Consider why it matters to 
you and how it would feel to achieve this level of impact. Write down what 
resources you would need and what practices you would have to adopt.

Recall that your Field of the Self is the expression of your inner state; it 
establishes the presence you have with others. Leaders who cultivate an in-
ner state of accountability establish a presence of accountability. That is the 
first step in cultivating a culture of accountability in which those you lead 
also develop that inner state. As that happens, emergent leadership becomes 
possible. Leaders and followers alike can adapt quickly to any point on the 
Spectrum of Leadership, giving rise to emergent leadership where appropri-
ate and intentional leadership when called for.
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Because nature had to deal with complexity long before humans arrived, we 
should take a look at how nature manages it and how those lessons apply to 
leadership today. Nature had billions of years to experiment and the entire 
planet for a laboratory. With those resources, she was able to birth a remark-
able solution to meeting the challenges and opportunities of complexity: what 
scientists call “simple rules.” Simple rules are guidelines for behavior that en-
able organisms to make the right choice at the right time and to establish co-
operation and collective action without complex analysis or micromanaging. 

An elegant example is a flock of starlings. Though they consist of thou-
sands of birds, these flocks navigate across the sky as one organism. All the 
birds move in concert, the flock as a whole rising and dropping, turning and 
swooping in one continuously unfolding, highly coordinated movement. 
They do this under constantly changing conditions—shifts in the wind, the 
arrival and disappearance of predators, changes in the weather—adapting 
perfectly to each new situation. At every point in time, each bird is managing 
its relationships with its neighbors, adjusting its behavior in ways that opti-
mize the performance of the flock as a whole. 

We know a great deal about the biology and structure of birds, and we 
understand the mechanics of flight. But mechanical thinking sheds no light 
whatsoever on how the birds in a flock of starlings manage to cooperate so 
effortlessly. The flock is a complex system. Its behavior is unpredictable be-
cause it is constantly monitoring its dynamic environment and adapting, sec-
ond by second, to changing conditions. Mechanical thinking doesn’t address 
that kind of challenge. Flocks of starlings need a different kind of solution, 
just as do organizations that need their leaders, employees, and other stake-
holders to collaborate effectively in a hyperconnected world. 

Interlude Two

Taming Complexity with Rules
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We don’t know for sure what the actual rules are for starlings, but com-
puter simulations successfully mimic their flocks with just these three:

• Collision Avoidance: avoid collisions with nearby flockmates
• Velocity Matching: attempt to match velocity with nearby flockmates 
• Flock Centering: attempt to stay close to nearby flockmates (Reynolds, 

1987)

Remarkably, these simulations show that not only are these three simple 
rules sufficient, but each bird only needs to pay attention to its seven nearest 
neighbors for the entire flock to function (Young et al., 2013).

The first rules that appeared in living systems were encoded directly in DNA 
and made it possible for the orderly complexity of life to appear on Earth. 
These rules live in biochemical communication loops. They are hardwired, 
never changing throughout an organism’s lifetime, evolving only through 
genetic changes from one generation to the next. In organisms with more 
advanced central nervous systems, like humans, softwired rules also exist. 
As with softwired mental models, softwired rules can be changed and can be 
overridden. We can exercise the discipline of choice (Johnson and Lam, 2010).

The appearance of rules made cooperation and collective action possible, 
giving rise to emergent leadership. As organisms became more complex and 
consciousness developed, intentional rules and thus intentional leadership 
appeared. The nature of rules, how they are established, and how precisely 
they are defined varies dramatically at different points on the Spectrum of 
Leadership. At the intentional end, they are many, detailed, and specific. We 
are quite good at developing such rules, as evidenced by the reams of poli-
cies and procedures in organizations everywhere. But we are only beginning 
to understand how to apply broad simple rules at the emergent end of the 
spectrum in our organizations. 

RULES IN THE FOUR FIELDS

The simplest example of a rule is one that tells bacteria, when their energy is 
depleted, to move toward an environment that will reenergize them (Taylor, 
Zhulin, and Johnson, 1999). These types of rules preserve the cell and enable 
it to propagate. They are the most primitive kinds of rules in living systems. 
As I conceptualize the four fields, this is where the Field of the Self was first 
established.

At some point, bacteria became “aware” of other bacteria, and a new level 
of complexity appeared: the complexity of two organisms interacting and 
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cooperating to improve their chances of survival. The Interpersonal Field was 
born (Braga et al., 2016). Over time, these rules evolved further to enable co-
operation and collective action among groups of cells (Reid and Latty, 2016). 
This was another leap in complexity, giving rise to the Field of Teams. As 
these larger groups of bacteria began to interact, the Enterprise Field emerged 
(Choi, 2015). 

Simple rules allow rapid decisions in complex environments in which 
detailed policies and procedures can be paralyzing. Simple rules also enable 
rapid course corrections. 

With human beings, rules function best when they are internalized. When 
people accept a rule as their own, they don’t have emotional resistance or 
resentment toward it, and they don’t waste mental resources thinking about 
it. Like a softwired mental model, they simply follow it. Rules imposed from 
outside and never internalized lead to rigidity, apathy, and bureaucracy; rules 
that are embraced and internalized lead to adaptability, engagement, and cre-
ativity. The challenge for leaders is to develop rules that people internalize. 
In fact, that is what leaders are striving for when they encourage people to be 
accountable and for everyone to exhibit leadership. Leaders want individuals 
to take personal ownership of the outcomes of their actions and the well-
being of the organization.

Before stoplights were invented, traffic police stood in the middle of in-
tersections and directed traffic, telling people when to go, when to stop, and 
when to turn. People internalized and accepted the authority of the traffic 
police, and traffic flowed without incident. The rule people internalized was, 
“Do what the police officer tells me to do.” That system operated at the in-
tentional end of the Spectrum of Leadership, with an authority figure making 
decisions for the community of drivers. 

Once stoplights were invented, we learned another simple rule: stop on red, 
go on green. This rule requires no leader or director; it operates toward the 
emergent end of the spectrum. The orderly flow of traffic emerges naturally 
from it. 

This rule is also internalized. And like all effective simple rules, it serves as 
a guardrail on behavior. It doesn’t give a lot of specifics—how far in advance 
to start slowing down if the light is red, how to judge the likelihood of a green 
light turning red—it just tells me not to run a red light. Within that limit, I’m 
free to handle how I drive.

The stoplight rule is an example of an intentionally designed rule imposed by 
an outside force but internalized to the degree that it becomes automatic. While 
there are social consequences for disobeying it, it is effective not because of the 
authority of the law but because it is internalized. I have on occasion found my-
self sitting at a red light late at night, with no other cars in sight in any direction. 
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Although I believe there will be no consequences for running the light, deciding 
to do so is difficult. I viscerally resist because the rule is deeply internalized. 

A business example comes from Mary Barra, the CEO of GM. A couple of 
simple rules are evident in how she leads: keep it simple, and empower people.

Before becoming CEO, Barra had headed up human resources at GM. 
When she took that post, GM’s dress code was written in painful detail, 
attempting to cover every possible circumstance in which there could be a 
question about how one was to dress at work. It was ten pages long. This was 
at the extreme intentional end of the Spectrum of Leadership. Barra replaced 
the ten pages with two words: “Dress appropriately.” In one action, she 
shifted the dress code from the extreme intentional end of the spectrum to the 
emergent end where rules are few, simple, and broad.

When Barra implemented her two-word dress code, she received an angry 
email from a senior director complaining that “dress appropriately” was in-
sufficient. He wanted intentional leadership—rigid, detailed, command-and-
control instructions. She called him and asked him to explain his concerns. 
He ran a large area of the company in which government officials sometimes 
showed up on short notice. He was concerned that having people in jeans 
would not make a good impression. Barra listened to his concerns, then asked 
him to talk to his team and work it out. This sent a signal that he was not 
being given an order but rather was invited to participate in determining how 
the rule would be defined in his area. Not long after, he reported that his team 
had met, shared ideas, and decided that the few individuals who meet with 
government officials would keep dress pants in their lockers (Grant, 2018). 
He and his team had internalized the spirit of the rule and found a solution 
that gave people freedom and autonomy to dress comfortably while also be-
ing prepared for surprise visits from government officials. He had asked for 
intentional leadership, but what was most effective was emergent leadership.

Barra used intentional leadership in establishing the simple rule of “dress ap-
propriately.” What “appropriate” meant in different contexts was then handled 
at the local level, without the need for higher levels of the company to inter-
vene or control with complex policies and procedures. As people internalized 
the rule, orderly patterns of people dressing appropriately emerged throughout 
the company. That is how emergent leadership works. There is no leader; 
leadership emerges from the collective behavior of the community. In a 2018 
interview, she commented, “To me, the big ‘a-ha’ was that you need to make 
sure your managers are empowered because if they can’t handle ‘Dress appro-
priately,’ what other judgment decisions are they not making?” (Grant, 2018).

 If you accept that leadership is the means by which people develop the 
ability to cooperate and take collective action, then the job of the leader is 
to create an environment in which people do. Simple rules operate at the 
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emergent end of the Spectrum of Leadership and provide broad behavioral 
guidelines that apply in many circumstances. They loosely constrain choices. 
People then have a sense of autonomy and the freedom to be creative in how 
they address challenges and opportunities while not going so far as to violate 
the broad goals of the organization. The detailed policies and procedures that 
characterize the intentional end of the spectrum apply to specific, repeatable 
processes. When carrying out repetitive tasks in a stable and predictable 
environment, policies and procedures can ensure efficiency. But in complex, 
dynamic environments, overly specific policies and procedures create rigid-
ity—the opposite of the adaptability required in such environments. Orga-
nizations today need leaders who create environments in which leadership 
operates along the entire spectrum.

THE POWER OF SIMPLICITY

How much can we learn from nature’s simple rules? How powerful are 
they? We are just beginning to learn what they are capable of, but already 
mathematicians, scientists, and engineers are finding they can solve vexing 
problems. Physarum polycephalum is a large single-celled bacterium that can 
spread itself out over a large area in its search for food. But as it explores, it 
withdraws from areas with no food, leaves behind thin tentacles in areas of 
moderate food, and large tentacles in areas where food is dense. The result is 
a network of tentacles that provides the most efficient possible transport route 
between areas where food is found. It creates large tentacles to transport large 
food sources and smaller tentacles for smaller food sources. And it is fault 
tolerant, meaning if one route is disrupted or damaged, it can quickly adapt 
to use another route for the same food source.

A cross-functional group of researchers from fields including engineer-
ing, electronics, biology, and mathematics joined forces to see how they 
might apply Physarum’s skill to human problems. They recognized that the 
problem Physarum solves with its food-hunting strategy is the same problem 
cities face when they want to design a transportation network. Around large 
metropolitan centers, people want to travel between areas with high, moder-
ate, and low density. And there are physical barriers that make it difficult or 
impossible to build a railroad track or a road.

On a large, flat surface, the researchers replicated the conditions around 
Tokyo, placing more Physarum food in areas where the population was 
dense and smaller quantities of food in areas with a small population. They 
created conditions Physarum would avoid—where there were physical 
barriers that would make it difficult or impossible to build railroad tracks 
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or roads. Then they put a Physarum cell down on the board and watched  
what happened. 

In a short period of time, Physarum had spread itself out to cover all the 
areas it could reach. It then retracted itself from areas where there was no 
food and thinned out the tentacles to areas of low food density. It left larger 
tentacles with greater transport facility leading to areas of high food density. 
In short, it had mapped out the optimal design of a transport network in and 
around Tokyo (Tero et al., 2010).

The experiment has been replicated with transportation networks in cities, 
states, and countries around the world. The resulting networks that Physarum 
create often replicate what is already in place. When they don’t, Physarum’s 
solution is often better than what humans created (Adamatzky, 2016b).

Two immediate benefits can be seen in these experiments: Physarum could 
provide a very cost-efficient mechanism for designing transport networks, 
and it could be used to determine whether existing transport networks are as 
efficient as possible. The researchers who conducted the initial experiment 
are now working on understanding the rules Physarum follows and replicat-
ing those in software. 

We have only begun to scratch the surface. Nature has solved many 
problems that are fundamentally similar to problems we are facing today. 
Simple rules gleaned from nature’s examples are being applied in the design 
of telecommunications networks, robotics, warehouse automation, medicine, 
business strategy, leadership, culture, and much more. 

RULES LIVE IN COMMUNICATION LOOPS

Rules live in communication loops. When I see a traffic light go from green 
to red, it triggers a muscular impulse. If I ignore that impulse, it sends a sig-
nal to my emotional center that I’m getting into a dangerous situation. The 
emotional response of fear will amplify the impulse to move my foot. The 
longer I wait to put my foot on the brake, the stronger my fear grows, and the 
stronger my fear grows, the stronger becomes the urge to brake.

Figure Interlude 2.1. Physical-Emotional Response to Stop Light
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In the same way, walking into work at GM wearing worn-out jeans would 
likely trigger an emotional response that you were not dressing appropriately, 
triggering an urge to dress differently. The more inappropriate your clothing, 
the stronger your discomfort. In a culture of accountability, people follow 
rules because they have internalized them and have a visceral need to follow 
them. They also know that within the boundaries of the rules, they are free to 
behave in whatever ways they believe will best serve the enterprise. In a cul-
ture of command and control, the elegant system of emergent leadership that 
nature created is short circuited. Command-and-control rigidity blocks the 
internalization of rules, crushes creativity, and renders accountability all but 
impossible. Accountability requires choice, and rigidity takes choice away.

Donald Sull and Kathleen Eisenhardt described the use of simple rules to 
solve complex business problems in their 2012 Harvard Business Review 
article “Simple Rules for a Complex World.” They describe ALL, a railway 
company in Brazil that took over a nationwide network of freight lines that 
were in terrible disrepair. A fifth of the bridges were near collapse, ancient 
locomotives were still in use, and the organization was in serious financial 
straits. The railroad was in such poor shape that it was used for only about a 
quarter of the shipments for which it should have been used. The problems 
were complex, but the company’s leaders decided to implement simple rules 
rather than bureaucratic policies and regulations. Sull and Eisenhardt wrote: 
“ALL’s CEO assembled a cross-functional team to develop simple rules for 
prioritizing capital spending. Any proposal, the rules said, should:

• Remove obstacles to growing revenues
• Minimize up-front expenditure
• Provide benefits immediately (rather than paying off in the long term)
• Reuse existing resources.”

These simple rules enabled people throughout the company to exercise cre-
ativity and take accountability for their actions while staying within the broad 
guidelines defined by the executive team. Within three years, revenues had 
increased by 50 percent. When the company went public several years later, it 
was Latin America’s largest independent logistics company. It was renowned 
for its culture and was considered one of the best employers in Brazil (Sull 
and Eisenhardt, 2012). 

The internet is perhaps the most striking example of simple rules and 
how complexity’s wild side can unleash limitless possibilities. When the 
internet was being established, four simple rules were laid down to guide its 
development: 
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• If you divide the network into subnetworks, each subnetwork must be able 
to function on its own. And if you build a network outside the internet, it 
should be possible to connect it to the internet without making any changes 
to it. 

• If a message fails to get to its destination, the sender will wait for a brief 
period of time, then resend it. 

• The devices that connect different parts of the network together will do 
nothing but pass data along. No information will be stored at the connec-
tion points. 

• There will be no global control. In other words, the internet can grow and 
adapt freely in response to human needs and desires without constraint. 
(Leiner et al., 1997)

Adhering to those rules gave rise to all the wild possibilities of the internet. 
Simple rules can create effective emergent leadership, even in organiza-

tions that epitomize intentional leadership, like the US military. In a Harvard 
Business Review article, Daisy Wademan (2017) describes how the military 
improved the performance of soldiers by addressing the challenges families 
faced when soldiers are deployed away from home. A senior leader in the 
government’s office of Military Community and Family Policy told her, “The 
number one reason for military professionals not being battle ready is worry 
about the people at home.” So they developed a set of simple rules to enhance 
the ability for soldiers to maintain connections to their families. The rules are:

• Prioritize predictability. Ensure that when soldiers are not deployed away 
from home, their work schedules are consistent and reliable, so they do not 
miss planned family events.

• Keep work routines consistent. Maintain a moderate level of work or 
structured activity after a soldier returns from a long deployment. This was 
found to create a better balance in family connection than lots of unstruc-
tured time.

• Advertise and destigmatize the family resources the military offers. Sol-
diers sometimes felt that using family support and mental health resources 
was a sign of weakness. To counter this belief, the military developed ad-
vertisements and visual reminders of the resources and encouraged leaders 
to discuss them openly with their staff.

• Connect working parents to each other: families with similar challenges 
and stresses are often the best support resources. 

• Be present while away. Military families were taught how to create a sense 
of a soldier’s presence even when the soldier was away on a long deploy-
ment. For example, placing photos of the entire family in conspicuous 
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areas, keeping around toys that children enjoyed playing with the absent 
parent, and playing music the family enjoyed together all served to create 
a sense of the absent soldier’s presence in the home.

• Don’t talk. Do. Children often connect with parents best through activity 
rather than by talking. 

These rules, while simple and broad, have served effectively to increase 
the sense of connection that soldiers have with their families and thus allow 
them to focus more on their work, especially when they are deployed for long 
periods of time. Wademan points out these same rules could be effective for 
businesses to support working parents.

RULES IN A COMPLEX HYPERCONNECTED WORLD

Emergent leadership depends on people taking accountability for the results 
of their actions. If they do not—if the culture is one of keeping your head 
down, just doing your job, and blaming others when things go wrong—then 
emergent leadership will fail. Emergent leadership can only be cultivated in 
an organization in which trust is high and individuals feel safe making deci-
sions and taking risks. Mary Barra cultivated that sense in the manager who 
felt threatened by her broad dress code rule. The employees at the Brazilian 
railroad had to know it was safe to try different approaches and do things dif-
ferently than in the past.

There are three critical insights leaders must grasp in order to establish 
effective rules:

• Rules must be internalized so that people have a visceral feel for when they 
are breaking a rule.

• As you move toward the emergent end of the spectrum, rules must become 
broader and less specific. They should serve as guardrails that leave room 
for creative problem solving within the boundaries of the rules. They do 
not attempt to provide specific actions for every possible scenario.

• For emergent leadership, rules do not always follow logic; they are intui-
tive guidelines for behavior. You can’t figure out how they will work in 
advance. You have to use your best guess—your intuition—then try them 
out. If they don’t work, see what’s not working and modify them. That’s 
how nature does it.

The mechanical thinking of the Age of Reason and the process thinking of 
command-and-control leadership provide rigid rules for specific actions with 
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no room to adapt to circumstances and no individual empowerment. The pro-
cess version of a rule for starlings might be “Always stay twelve inches away 
from your neighbors.” If starlings rigidly followed such a rule, their flocks 
would collapse in chaos.

The management and organizational development literature of the past 
decade is filled with references to the need for employees to be empowered, 
find work meaningful, and be accountable for business results. None of that 
can happen in a rigidly intentional leadership environment because em-
powerment, meaning, and accountability require freedom of choice and the 
opportunity to be creative. In its desire to eliminate the potential for chaos, 
extreme intentional leadership often goes too far in diminishing the potential 
for creativity and adaptability.

Simple rules don’t give you the confidence about certain outcomes you can 
get from detailed, rigid policies and micromanaging. But they do free up cre-
ativity and cultivate attitudes of accountability, which are far more valuable 
in a dynamic world than rigid rules and policies that may be outdated before 
they are even printed. In any case, the confidence of certainty is a myth. Sci-
ence, spirituality, and business have all demonstrated that life is and always 
will be uncertain. The nearer we get to nature’s wild side, where possibility 
and chaos are close neighbors, the less certain the future seems and the richer 
the possibilities become. 

While many simple rules address specific challenges, like designing a rail-
road network or establishing a dress code, there are even more fundamental 
rules that nature established over the eons of evolution that led to modern 
humans. Those rules are reflected in the disciplines of the four fields. They 
emerged from nature’s endless experiments; they are the rules the mystics 
discovered in their exploration of the human spirit. They appear in myriad 
cultures, modern leadership literature, and studies of other conscious animals 
that exhibit intentional leadership (Conradt and Roper, 2003). They are the 
ancient rules of cooperating with others and contributing to collective action 
in ways that further the well-being of the community, rules that tell us to be 
trustworthy and accountable. These ancient rules are universal and are the 
foundation of all the other rules we create.
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Once individual organisms existed, simple rules made cooperation and col-
lective action between them possible, thus creating the interpersonal and team 
fields. The Interpersonal Field is the product of two individuals interacting 
with each other. When two organisms enter into an interpersonal relationship, 
the relationship is greater than the sum of the parts. The Interpersonal Field 
is richer and more complex than the sum of the two Fields of the Self from 
which it emerges. It is a new kind of entity.

From an evolutionary perspective, this was an extraordinary transforma-
tion that created vast new possibilities for complex living systems. In the 
Interpersonal Field, two organisms can communicate, cooperate, and take 
collective action without being in physical contact with one another. For hu-
mans, the hyperconnectivity of the internet makes it possible for interpersonal 
relationships to exist among all individuals on the planet.

In section 2, you saw that perceiving and managing your inner state and 
cultivating those abilities in those you lead are critical competencies for ef-
fective Field Leadership. In the Interpersonal Field, you must add to these 
capabilities, learning to sense the inner state of others and empathizing with 
them. Empathy is the ability to understand what another person feels and 
thinks from their perspective. It does not mean agreeing with them, and it is 
not feeling sorry for them. Rather, it is understanding their inner state—what 
they experience in their physical, emotional, and analytical minds—and how 
that leads to their beliefs and behaviors. 

Just as your Field of the Self emerges from your core communication loop, 
the Interpersonal Field you establish with another person emerges from the 
communication loops between the two of you. The Interpersonal Field is 
as rich and varied as all the relationships you have with other people. The 
quality of the Interpersonal Field is dependent on the quality of the Fields of 

Chapter Eleven

From the Field of the Self to the 
Interpersonal Field
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the Self from which it emerges. If the Fields of the Self are off center and 
distorted, so will be the Interpersonal Field that emerges from them. 

In section 2, I explored the internal communication loops that arise among 
your three minds and define your inner state. Those are powerful communi-
cation loops; they make possible your consciousness and personality. In the 
Interpersonal Field, communication loops grow more numerous and more 
complex because they now arise between individuals. The complexity of the 
Interpersonal Field includes the complexity of the individual Fields of the 
Self plus the complexity of the interactions between two individuals.

Just as there are three disciplines in the Field of the Self, there are also 
three disciplines in the Interpersonal Field: honesty, integrity, and trust. 
The three disciplines of the self enable you to manage your inner state; the 
three interpersonal disciplines enable two people to manage the state of their 
relationship. 

Business leaders are increasingly realizing that we have shifted from an 
economy driven by processes and operational efficiency to a relationship econ-
omy. Recall from chapter 2 the difference between complicated and complex 
phenomena. Complicated phenomena can be understood and managed with 
pure logic—the purview of the analytical mind. Complex phenomena are the 
product of communication loops; logic fails to explain them or predict their be-
havior. The analytical mind is thus insufficient to understand and manage them. 

Business processes are complicated. Human relationships are complex 
and have replaced business processes and operational efficiency as the driv-
ers for competitive advantage. This is not to say that business processes and 
operational efficiency are no longer important—they are absolutely essential. 
It’s just that they are no longer sufficient to compete successfully. Without 
excellent business processes and operational efficiency, you don’t have a 
chance: they’re the price to get in the game, but they won’t win the game. 
Winning will come to organizations that excel in relationships. And because 
today work itself is complex, requiring cross-functional teams and extensive 
collaboration, even operational efficiency depends on effective interpersonal 
relationships. In this economy, relationships drive everything. And the dis-
ciplines of the Interpersonal Field—honesty, integrity, and trust—determine 
the quality of relationships.

The Interpersonal Field is, for many, the most challenging of the four 
fields. It is so challenging because, to our neurobiology, it feels the riskiest. 
Establishing interpersonal relationships often requires significant vulner-
ability. You reveal yourself to others, letting them see how you feel and 
what you think. Especially as a leader, you must take accountability for how 
your behavior affects others. That doesn’t mean you are responsible for how 
they respond to your words and actions. But it does mean you must strive to 
behave in ways that maximize the likelihood that others will respond well. 
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The Interpersonal Field is also challenging because managing the dynam-
ics of the Interpersonal Field is more subtle and complex than managing the 
Field of the Self. In the Interpersonal Field, you have to deal with words and 
actions generated by others, and you must navigate not only the inner state of 
your thoughts and emotions but also the external state of your relationships 
with others. Their behavior is beyond your control and can trigger your three 
minds in many ways, upsetting your inner state. Communication loops in the 
Interpersonal Field can be harder to discern and manage consciously. For all 
these reasons, managing your inner state is essential if you are to establish ef-
fective interpersonal relationships. You don’t want inaccurate mental models 
or emotional hijacking to impair your ability to communicate effectively and 
build strong relationships.

WE ARE NOT AS SEPARATE AS YOU MIGHT THINK

People usually think of themselves as distinct, separate individuals. They op-
erate in the world autonomously from others, make their own decisions, and 
direct the course of their lives.

Many biologists today believe a beehive is best thought of as a single liv-
ing superorganism composed of thousands of individual organisms (Tautz 
and Heilmann, 2009). The superorganism is greater than the sum of its 
parts, capable of complex behaviors that individuals within the superorgan-
ism could not conceive, much less perform. In a similar way, two people 
interacting create a relationship that is more complex and richer than the 
two individuals separately. They become one system defined by the com-
munication loops of their relationship. You can think of an interpersonal 
relationship as a superorganism.

Figure 11.1. A Superorganism: Two People Form One Relationship
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This might seem far fetched, but consider that you—your body, your 
physical self—is a collection, or community, of many billions of individual 
cells, many of them radically different in form, function, and behavior from 
the rest. Furthermore, your body also consists of your microbiome—billions 
of bacteria that live in symbiotic relationships with the parts that are geneti-
cally “you.” And in addition to all these cells and bacteria, the living “stuff” 
that makes up you, there are billions of chemical molecules—water, proteins, 
hormones, and many more—that are essential to who and what you are. And 
we call all of this “you” and think of “you,” this vast collection of cells and 
bacteria and molecules, as an individual organism, an individual being. And 
consider how we refer to two people in a romantic relationship: they are a 
couple. A group of people who are aligned on a task and work together to 
achieve that task are a team. People who live near each other are a neighbor-
hood. Collections of neighborhoods are towns or cities. Whenever people 
interact with each other, they form relationships that create a new “superor-
ganism” that transcends the individual selves, similar to the superorganism 
of a beehive. In this sense, organisms are not defined by physical boundaries 
but rather by relationships through which individuals cooperate and take col-
lective action.

Where you draw the boundary around an organism and whether you con-
sider it a superorganism is a matter of how you look at it. There is no one 
“right” way. Individual people, interpersonal relationships, teams, and entire 
organizations can be understood as organisms or as superorganisms. If you 
look at an entity—say, a person—as an individual, then to you, that person 
is an organism. They are also superorganisms made up of the cells, bacteria, 
and molecules of which they are composed. And when they interact with 
others to form relationships, teams, and so on, they are members of super-
organisms that are greater than themselves. What distinguishes one from the 
other is that superorganisms are more complex and have an intelligence that 
transcends that of the individuals by themselves. With awareness, you can 
experience that in the Interpersonal Field and in the Field of Teams. Inter-
personal relationships and teams bring you into something that transcends 
you as an individual. 

So when you enter into a conversation with another person, it may be use-
ful to think of the Interpersonal Field you have created as a living organism. 
If you treat an interpersonal relationship as a living organism, each party must 
honor the relationship and take accountability for its health and well-being, 
transcending their individual personal concerns for the sake of the whole. 
This is one reason that behaviors like finger pointing and blame are so toxic. 
They break the organism of the Interpersonal Field down into its parts, losing 
the intelligence of the whole.
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It is one thing to talk about beehives as superorganisms, but that is a far 
stretch from the complexity and sophistication of the interpersonal relation-
ships observed in higher organisms and, in particular, in human beings. 

What made possible the rich variety and subtlety of human interpersonal 
relationships? At some point in evolutionary history, the limbic system of the 
brain began to develop. The limbic system is the source of emotions, and with 
emotions, interpersonal relationships took on a depth and breadth that would 
forever change life on the planet Earth. With emotions, organisms can change 
each other’s inner states in complex ways (Lewis, Amini, and Lannon, 2001). 
When someone looks at you a certain way, you may feel love; if they look at 
you another way, you may feel fear. This ability of two individuals to alter 
each other’s inner states deepened the connection between them, making the 
superorganism of the interpersonal relationship stronger and more powerful. 
As the limbic system evolved, the rich tapestry of human emotions became 
possible. Interpersonal relationships became vastly more complex, creating 
families, communities, businesses, and societies. 

With these capabilities, the size and complexity of human systems has no 
limit. As long as you can sense and communicate with another person, you 
can change one another’s inner states. Interpersonal relationships, teams, and 
enterprises can proliferate wildly.

All of this happened organically, with no one aware of what was emerging 
in human society. Today, scientists and spiritual masters together are giving 
us at least a basic understanding of these forces that shape everything we 
do. And we are learning just in time because in our ignorance of how nature 
works, we have created systems that do not work well at all and, in some 
cases, are doing grave harm. The vast inefficiencies so many organizations 
experience in their operations and the seemingly perennial and intractable 
problems of getting tens, hundreds, thousands, and tens of thousands of 
people to cooperate and take collective action all require that we use these 
insights, this new knowledge, to adjust our ways of thinking, deciding, and 
leading. And the Self and Interpersonal fields are at the root of it all.

In today’s workforce, because of the deeply collaborative nature of work 
in a hyperconnected world, relationships are your number one concern. All 
work today involves relationships—one’s relationship with one’s manager, 
coworkers, direct reports, customers, vendors, and others. Relationships have 
become the lifeblood of work. If relationships are not strong, everything done 
through them—cooperation, communication, teamwork, cross-functional ef-
forts—is compromised. Relationships are also paramount in the marketplace. 
Customers today have the freedom to obtain products and services from any 
provider anywhere on the planet. If they aren’t happy with their relationship 
with you, they can quickly go online, read reviews of other providers, and 
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switch. In a hyperconnected world, customer relationships are the lifeblood 
of business.
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Leaders frequently tell me that they want to promote honesty in the work-
place and want a culture of honesty. But rarely do they take the time to reflect 
on what the word actually means. Often they assume it means “saying what 
you think,” “speaking your mind,” or “not lying.” There’s some truth in all of 
these, but from a Field Leadership perspective, there’s a lot more to honesty.

The disciplines of the Field of the Self—awareness, choice, and account-
ability—are focused on managing your inner state. They involve introspec-
tive practices to enhance your effectiveness both personally and profession-
ally. Developing those disciplines is largely done in the space of your inner 
life. But they prepare you for the disciplines of the Interpersonal Field.

Awareness of yourself is, in a sense, a practice of becoming honest with 
yourself. In awareness practices, you peel back the layers of physical sen-
sations, emotions, and beliefs that prevent you from fully and accurately 
observing your inner state and becoming centered. Self-awareness reveals to 
you who you are at your core and what you care about. The more you prac-
tice self-awareness, the more honest you become with yourself. That is how 
honesty works in the Field of the Self. 

In the Interpersonal Field, honesty reveals your inner state to others and 
lets them see who you are at your core. From this perspective, interpersonal 
honesty is more than saying what you think because your inner state is com-
posed of more than thoughts. As you saw in section 2, your physical and 
emotional minds play major roles in your inner state. Interpersonal honesty 
is the revealing of yourself, your inner state, to another person. This immedi-
ately opens up a much larger conversation than simply saying what you think. 
Telling someone your surface opinion but not revealing your deeper beliefs 
or emotions is a shallow level of honesty. Real honesty requires courage, 
commitment, and a willingness to be vulnerable and to trust others to respect 

Chapter Twelve

The Discipline of Honesty
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what is true for you. And of course, if you want others to respect your truth, 
you must begin by respecting theirs. 

This understanding of honesty clearly links it to awareness; you can only 
reveal to others those things of which you are aware. The more honest you be-
come with yourself, that is, the more you allow yourself to see yourself fully, 
the more honest you can be with others. So honesty is a journey in awareness 
and vulnerability; it brings with it a good dose of humility as well because it 
requires that you let others see your flaws as well as your brilliance. 

While it is easy for leaders to say, “We’ll build a culture of honesty,” it’s 
not so easy to do. In a culture of honesty, you can’t cover up blemishes or 
pretend to believe something you don’t and still call yourself honest. And you 
must accept honesty from others. You must want those you lead to tell you 
what they think and how they feel about you as a leader. You want their hon-
est revelations about how their work is going, how effective their relationships 
with others are, and what they need to succeed. You must hear all of that with 
respect and openness. That level of honesty is at the heart of Field Leadership.

PERSONAL VERSUS PRIVATE

I sometimes hear people resist talking about emotions in a business environ-
ment. They object that emotions are personal and therefore shouldn’t be 
brought into the workplace. It’s important to distinguish between “personal” 
and “private.” Emotions are often both personal and relevant at work. Your 
inner state—how you feel and what you think—affects your relationships at 
work and your ability to perform your job. 

On the other hand, private matters relate to parts of your life that are 
outside of work. You only share those matters with another if you have a 
relationship with them that extends into the private sphere of your life. If 
you have formed a friendship with someone at work, you may choose to talk 
about private matters, but that is in the context of friendship, not work. It is 
important to make sure the person you are talking with is comfortable with 
the conversation and will honor your privacy when talking to others.

So it is absolutely appropriate to protect privacy in the workplace. Privacy 
is where you set up boundaries that say, “This part of my life is not relevant 
to the conversation we’re in and is not to be shared with you.” The nature 
and quality of your relationships with family members, how you manage 
your finances, and what you do with your free time are all examples of pri-
vate matters you may not choose to reveal to others. On the other hand, your 
emotional state and your thoughts in a business meeting are personal but very 
appropriate to share. In fact, it is appropriate for others to expect you to share 
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those, not because they are nosy or prying but because your emotional state 
and thoughts directly affect how you interact with them and can reveal valu-
able insights. If you are not willing to share with others how you feel, you 
hinder their ability to understand and interact with you.

Daniel Goleman, the author of the books Emotional Intelligence and Pri-
mal Leadership, says:

leaders cannot effectively manage emotions in anyone else without first han-
dling their own. How a leader feels thus becomes more than just a private 
matter; given the reality of emotional leakage, a leader’s emotions have public 
consequences. (Goleman, Boyatzis, and McKee, 2002)

That was written in 2002. Since then, organizations have become vastly 
more connected, with everyone influencing everyone to a degree not imag-
ined before. What Goleman said then about leaders applies today not only to 
leaders. Emotional leakage happens with all of us in every relationship we 
have, so your emotional state, while personal, is not always private. Your 
emotions need to be acknowledged and sometimes discussed, not as a matter 
of criticism but in the spirit of managing them when they put performance at 
risk and leveraging them when they can improve performance. Field Leaders 
must establish environments in which this is routine.

CONVERSATION IS THE LIFEBLOOD  
OF THE INTERPERSONAL FIELD

Interpersonal relationships are mostly developed and maintained through 
conversations. (I include email and voicemail exchanges, written commu-
nications, and other exchanges between individuals under the umbrella of 
conversations.) Conversations are interpersonal communication loops. They 
are how nearly all of our interpersonal exchanges happen. The quality of con-
versations determines the quality of leadership, team performance, individual 
contributor performance, and relationships with customers, vendors, and the 
rest of the world.

A critical capability for conducting effective conversations is the ability to 
distinguish opinions—your own as well as those of others—from facts. It is a 
vital distinction. In speech act theory, the word assessments is often used for 
opinions and the word assertions for facts (these definitions are derived from 
Speech Act Theory, which is an important body of work related to organiza-
tional performance). I have found this language useful and use it in this book.

Assessments express how you see something—your opinion or interpreta-
tion of a situation. They are neither true nor false in an objective way. As a 
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simple example, I have at times found myself arguing with my wife about 
whether it’s cold or hot in our living room. To me, it’s cold. That’s my as-
sessment of the room’s temperature. To her, it’s hot. We’re both right—for 
ourselves. There is no provable truth about whether the room is cold or hot.

Assertions, on the other hand, are statements of fact. They are definitively 
provable to be true or false. If my wife and I look at the thermostat and it 
says 70 degrees, we will both agree with the assertion that it is 70 degrees; 
we accept it as true. If I were to say it’s 68 degrees, that would still be an 
assertion, but it would be false. This distinction is important because an asser-
tion will always be either true or false, but an assessment can be changed. To 
continue my example, if I walk into the house in the middle of winter and it’s 
70 degrees, I may comment that it’s warm in the house, whereas in the sum-
mer, I might describe the same temperature as cool. The distinction between 
assessments and assertions is a simple one, yet failing to distinguish one from 
the other leads to many of the communication and interpersonal breakdowns 
that plague organizations and derail performance. Developing the abilities to 
recognize the difference between them, to use them appropriately, and to help 
others do so as well are critical to Field Leadership.

Assessments are closely tied to your emotional mind, assertions to your 
analytical mind. That is why people get into passionate arguments about 
things like politics and religion. Two people may easily agree on what a 
politician said on a Sunday morning talk show. You can prove that—just 
look at the video. But they may have profoundly different assessments about 
what the politician meant or what motivated the politician to say what they 
did. Assessments simply reveal how you see a situation; they don’t reveal an 
objective truth about the situation. Assertions, on the other hand, reveal an 
objective truth. 

I see this play out in organizations every day. One person will say a project 
is going well, another that it is going poorly. They will argue endlessly, each 
trying to prove the other wrong, sometimes leaving the conversation unre-
solved and damaging their relationship. The powerful, albeit more difficult, 
choice would be for each person to be curious about why the other person 
sees the project the way they do. Curiosity engages others by defusing their 
need for defensiveness. They go from defending to engaging and explaining. 

Knowing how to distinguish assessments from assertions and using them 
skillfully is vital for Field Leadership. In my work as an executive coach, I 
have often heard from leaders that this distinction is one of the most valuable 
skills they have learned.

Honest conversations are characterized by the ability to know what is true 
for you, to hear what is true for others, to respect both, and to commit to 
learning rather than to making your point or winning an argument. In an hon-
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est conversation, you take accountability for your own assessments without 
imposing them on anyone else, and you respect the assessments of others 
without feeling compelled to adopt them for yourself. This enables you to 
engage in conversations of discovery and arrive at a shared understanding 
rather than arguments that end in “agreeing to disagree.”

Conversations about assertions are usually easy because they are about 
data. They operate mostly in the realm of the dispassionate analytical mind. 
Conversations about assessments are not always so easy because they are the 
complex product of all aspects of one’s inner state—the confluence of all 
three minds. Emotions play a big part in assessments. 

The following questions are simple but powerful ways to keep yourself 
centered and curious in a conversation that is rich with assessments:

• What’s happening in my physical mind? Is my body relaxed or tense? Am 
I centered? Where is my breathing?

• What’s happening in my emotional mind? Am I centered? What do I need 
to accept?

• What is the essential question, problem, or opportunity at the heart of this 
conversation?

• What assessments do I hold about this? 
• What assertions can be made about this?
• What assessments are others holding?
• Why do I care about the assessments I hold?
• What leads me to hold these assessments?
• Why do others care about the assessments they hold?

These questions can help you get to a deeper level of honesty. They can 
cut through barriers that commonly derail performance and create mistrust 
and resentment. Just consider the impact of hearing someone say to you in 
a respectful tone, “Help me understand what leads you to that assessment,” 
versus saying in an angry tone, “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
Clearly, the communication loops that each of these statements creates are 
worlds apart, and the behaviors that emerge from them are in stark contrast 
to one another. The former statement reveals your sincere desire to under-
stand another’s perspective. It has a good chance of leading to a productive 
outcome. The latter reveals your immediate frustration and anger, and it 
could well result in blame and avoidance of one another. And because what 
is said in conversations is often repeated, the effects might be amplified by 
all the interacting individuals in a workplace. The impact of a conversation 
can be dramatic, spreading through the rumor mill in a flash. It’s the but-
terfly effect.
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THE PERSONAL COST OF DISHONESTY

Organizations pay a high price for dishonest behavior. Internally, dishonesty 
erodes trust and engagement, resulting in a dispirited workforce. Externally, 
in the marketplace, dishonesty results in lost customers, lawsuits, and regula-
tory fines.

But individuals also pay a high price for dishonesty. Joshua Greene is a 
psychologist at Harvard University who is interested in moral judgment and 
decision making. In 2009, he and Joseph Paxton, at that time a psychology 
graduate student, published a paper on the differences in brain activity in 
people who lie versus people who tell the truth (Greene and Paxton, 2009). 
The paper is fascinating to read both because of the elegance of their experi-
mental design and because of the results. 

They found that when faced with an opportunity to lie, dishonest people 
consume more energy, engage in greater brain activity, and make slower de-
cisions—whether they are lying or not. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. 
When someone tells a lie, the electrical conductance of their skin increases, 
their heart rate and blood pressure increase, their breathing accelerates, and 
other physiological changes occur (Bechara et al., 2005).

Biochemically, when people are dishonest, their cortisol level rises. Corti-
sol increases your blood sugar level to provide your body with more energy 
for a fight-or-flight response. But high blood sugar also leads to numerous 
chronic health maladies, including diabetes, stroke, heart disease, and more. 
Cortisol also suppresses your immune system and your appetite and sends 
signals to emotional centers in your brain that can trigger fear. Beyond the 
physical damage done by heightened levels of cortisol, your overall bio-
chemical response to elevated cortisol puts you in a state of mind in which 
you are more likely to behave in ways that are retaliatory and unethical. In 
other words, when you are dishonest, your brain and body become tuned to 
take increased risks and engage in unethical behavior (Brink, Lee, and Car-
ney, 2015).

The reverse has also been found to be true: when people engage in acts of 
even small honesty or virtue, positive emotions are elevated, anxiety is re-
duced, blood pressure diminishes, cellular aging decreases, and psychological 
well-being is enhanced (Brink, Lee, and Carney, 2015).

Dishonesty is costly, yet there are times when we all find ourselves being 
less than honest: it’s part of the human condition. But with practice, you can 
train yourself to be more honest more often (DiSalvo, 2014). The disciplines 
of the Self and Interpersonal fields will help—if you are willing to do the 
work to master them.
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LEVELS OF HONESTY

The process of becoming more honest involves shifting your attention from 
the person with whom you are interacting to yourself. As your self-aware-
ness grows, you become capable of greater honesty. The Levels of Aware-
ness and Honesty chart in figure 12.1 shows some of the major transitions 
on that journey.

When you have very low self-awareness, you are limited to reactions that 
are driven straight from your emotions. If someone says something you find 
upsetting, you may respond by saying something like “I think you’re a jerk.” 
That may be all the honesty you are capable of. With limited self-awareness, 
your focus will be on the other person and what they said or did, and you 
will not choose to take any accountability for how the conversation evolves.

Depending on the level of awareness and honesty of the person with whom 
you are talking, they may respond in kind, giving rise to a communication 
loop of escalating anger and resentment. Such communication loops can go 
on for extended periods of time and often infect others, leading to diminished 
performance throughout the organization. At the very least, such conversa-
tions generally lead to people avoiding one another, which in itself is a kind 
of communication loop that prevents cooperation and collective action.

Figure 12.1. Levels of Awareness and Honesty
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With a little more self-awareness, you have more choices. Your focus 
shifts to include at least some part of yourself, with a beginning recognition 
of your role in the conversation. Rather than responding with “I think you’re 
a jerk,” you might say something like “I’m angry because of what you said.” 
Your behavior still has elements of avoidance and blame, but at least there 
is an acknowledgment of your inner state and a hint of accountability. This 
begins to open up the possibility of a real conversation that can resolve the 
disagreement and lead to understanding.

As you continue to shift your focus off the other person and onto yourself, 
you will find you are increasingly practicing acceptance—the centering prac-
tice of your emotional mind. With acceptance of the other person, you see 
more clearly how you can influence the conversation, and it becomes easier 
to take accountability for how the conversation goes. Your focus now is more 
balanced on both you and the other person. You become aware that beneath 
your initial defensive response was a need that felt ignored or threatened, and 
you are able and willing to reveal more of yourself. You might be inclined 
to say something like “I want to feel valued on this team. When you spoke, I 
felt that I was not seen as a valuable member of the team.” 

Heightening your self-awareness still further shifts your focus to be pri-
marily on yourself, and you take a high degree of accountability for how the 
conversation unfolds. Eventually, you will get to something that is fundamen-
tally true for you. And when you find that truth, you will be able to speak 
it in a way that is both fully honest and fully respectful of the person with 
whom you are talking. You will have left distracting sensations, emotions, 
and thoughts behind. You will be deeply connected to the greater purpose that 
motivates you in your life. You will strive to engage with and understand the 
other person’s point of view, and you will seek common ground from which 
you can both strive to fulfill that purpose. At this level, you unleash truly cre-
ative collaboration, you build trust, and you establish a powerful leadership 
presence that will attract others.

Developing real honesty is a process of peeling back layers of emotions and 
beliefs that hide your true self and discovering what is at your core. When you 
peel back those layers and reveal your truth, you become authentic. This is 
the spiritual journey we explored in the Field of the Self. In the Interpersonal 
Field, that journey extends into your relationships, where you reveal yourself 
to others. This was the journey Joseph took in his relationship with Margaret.

In a way, this is the journey of a lifetime. No one ever achieves full and 
lasting self-awareness. No one fully transcends themselves and leaves all dis-
tracting sensations, emotions, and thoughts behind and stays fully connected 
to their purest sense of purpose. No one forms and manages relationships 
perfectly. But to become an effective Field Leader, you must strive to achieve 
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the highest levels of self-awareness and interpersonal honesty of which you 
are capable, and you must learn to cultivate them in those you lead. 

One of the biggest challenges with striving for honesty is that you will, at 
times, screw it up. You might have the perfect script planned out for what you 
will say to someone, and then it will come out all wrong. Or you will say it as 
you planned, but their response is completely unexpected and takes you so far 
off center that you fall into old patterns of being unaware and less than hon-
est. Your emotions can hijack you, leading you into words and actions that 
you later regret. This kind of experience is inevitable for anyone committed 
to becoming more honest. 

A good tip-off that you are settling for a shallow level of honesty is when 
you sense an element of disrespect, defensiveness, or hostility in your words 
or actions. In the short run, you may be able to achieve an immediate objec-
tive by being less than fully honest, but in the long run, it will catch up to you.

The good news is that the discipline of honesty also provides you with the 
tools to handle situations where you do screw up. The solution is straightfor-
ward. When you find yourself having slipped up on your level of honesty, 
you become honest about that. If you say things that, on reflection, you real-
ize were not fully revealing of yourself, you go back to the person you were 
talking with, acknowledge that, and pick up the conversation again. Any level 
of dishonesty diminishes the quality of a relationship and prevents people 
from achieving their maximum potential for collaboration.

Another aspect of honesty, for leaders, is accurately and respectfully nam-
ing how you see your team performing. When there are thoughts and emo-
tions that prevent people from engaging wholeheartedly, those thoughts and 
feelings will dominate the conversation until they are named and addressed. 
Learning to speak the truth and naming things that are often left unsaid, in 
ways that others will hear and address them, is essential for Field Leadership.

In a one-day workshop with the leadership team of a financial services 
company, we started the session with some simple games of coordination. 
The team was not very engaged and their performance reflected that—they 
were doing a pretty poor job of playing the games. At one point, I stopped 
them and asked how they thought they were doing. Elizabeth commented, 
“Not very well, but you know, I really don’t care.” 

There was some laughter and friendly banter in response to this comment, 
and when that settled down, I said to her, “You know, I can see you don’t 
care. And it’s reflected in how you guys are doing in this game. And you 
know, that’s really a good metaphor for the day. If you don’t care, the day 
will go the way this game is going, with similar results. But if you do care, 
then really good things can come from it. I’ve played these games with thou-
sands of people over the years, and I’ve seen people get real value from them 
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because they committed to doing them well. They learned things about them-
selves in the process, things they carried back to work. I can’t make today 
worthwhile for you. I can create a context where you can get a lot of value if 
you choose to care, but you have to make that choice.”

I had reflected—albeit quickly—before making my comment, knowing 
it could create tension and conflict, and I spoke it carefully, in a light tone 
rather than a heavy-handed or confrontational manner. But I knew I had to 
name what was happening because if I didn’t, it would create a background 
tone that would dominate the day. The mood shifted, and the day went well.

As high levels of honesty become the norm in organizations, the ability to 
have the straightforward conversations necessary to fulfill the mission of the 
organization increases. Collaboration happens more and more easily. When 
there are disagreements, they are surfaced quickly, handled respectfully, and 
are often the source of new ideas. 

Honesty inspires honesty. It’s harder to be dishonest with someone you 
know is being honest with you. When people are honest with one another, 
there is a high degree of trust. As long as the honesty is sustained, trust grows 
and the relationship can weather difficult conversations and challenging cir-
cumstances. Honesty spawns communication loops through which trust and 
performance grow. 

HONESTY AND AUTHENTICITY

Honesty is not only closely related to awareness, it is also the foundation of 
authenticity. When you reveal yourself to others, they experience you as au-
thentic. They know there is nothing fake about you; when you say something, 
you mean it, and you let them know where you stand. You do not manipulate 
others, and you have no hidden agendas; you are willing to be fully transpar-
ent and wholeheartedly respectful of others. You will establish a strong, at-
tractive leadership presence, with loyal followers.

When you are less than honest, there is an incongruence between your in-
ner state and your behavior. Dishonesty damages your leadership presence 
because people will sense that incongruence. They know when you are less 
than transparent. People gravitate toward leaders who are authentic; they 
avoid leaders who keep secrets and share less than they can.

Developing honesty with another person does not happen overnight. It 
typically grows gradually: as one person reveals more, it becomes safer for 
the other person to do so as well. In this way, over time, honesty grows. Trust 
and the capacity for cooperation and collective action follows.
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The hard work of developing honesty requires soul searching, self-exam-
ination, and seeing—perhaps discovering—parts of yourself that may not fit 
with your self-image. And it requires risk taking, revealing more of yourself 
without certainty that it will be reciprocated. When you do this hard work, 
you create deep and lasting change; you establish powerful behavior patterns 
that are at once highly efficient and deeply human. That is how you transform 
yourself, your relationships, and the groups within which you live and work. 
That is how you establish the presence required for Field Leadership.
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The discipline of honesty is about awareness and transparency. Honesty is 
proportional to how much of yourself you reveal. The discipline of integrity 
is about alignment between your inner state and your words and actions. You 
cannot have honesty without integrity, and vice versa. When you say you 
will do something without fully intending to follow through, you are being 
dishonest. Holding a value but doing things that violate that value is a viola-
tion of integrity. When you lead people to believe you are trustworthy and 
working in their best interest and then you are manipulative and undermining 
their interests in your actions, you are lacking integrity.

The word integrity comes from the Latin integritas; it means wholeness, 
completeness, and purity. When you exhibit integrity, your words and actions 
align with your beliefs and feelings. Your outer behavior is in accord with 
your inner truth. Dishonesty—whether outright deceit, making misleading 
statements, or withholding information—is a violation of integrity. If you 
are lacking integrity, your essential wholeness and coherence have been dis-
rupted. Your Field of the Self is distorted, and the choices you make are not 
coherent with your values.

Living a life of integrity is not easy. We all compromise our values at 
times. I am deeply concerned about the damage the human race is doing to 
the planet, yet some of my choices result in my consuming more resources 
than necessary. And there are times when I realize I have behaved toward 
others in ways that do not accord with the values I hold about human rela-
tionships. Growing your integrity is a lifelong practice, and perfection is 
never achieved.

The discipline of integrity involves aligning your actions with your core val-
ues. To have integrity, what you say and do must line up with what you know 
to be true, with how you feel, what you believe, and what you care about. 

Chapter Thirteen

The Discipline of Integrity
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Most people want to live lives of integrity. Yet for all of us, it is easy to 
violate integrity in ways that seem small and insignificant in the moment. 
If you become careless and slip into routinely compromising your integrity, 
over time, the fabric of integrity in your life and in the organization where 
you work deteriorates. Those compromises add up, and you find yourself in a 
life and in an organization in which the accepted behaviors consistently skirt 
around real honesty and create a culture in which every individual sacrifices 
their integrity in order not to rock the boat.

I have repeatedly seen organizations in which the norm is for people to 
not speak what they believe, not acknowledge their emotional states with 
one another, and behave in ways that don’t align with their core values. They 
have all kinds of reasons for these choices: “it wouldn’t be tolerated,” “people 
don’t want to know,” “we’re not a touchy-feely kind of place.” The end result 
is a culture in which integrity is not valued, dishonesty is the norm, engage-
ment is nonexistent, and performance is consistently subpar.

The biggest barriers to integrity are often fear and lack of self-awareness. 
People are afraid their truth will not be tolerated, they will be mocked, or 
they will find themselves in conversations that are messy and difficult and 
that lead to strife rather than trust. Sometimes they are even afraid of their 
own self-judgments. All of these are very real possibilities. I have witnessed 
each of these conditions in various organizations with which I have worked. 

I have also seen the price organizations pay for cultures in which integrity 
is not valued and honest conversations are not welcome. The quality of work 
in these environments is lackluster, people point fingers rather than take ac-
countability for problems, and employee turnover is high. There is a strong 
correlation between employee engagement and an environment in which in-
tegrity is valued (Engelbrecht, Heine, and Mahembe, 2017). But perhaps the 
greatest price is paid by the individuals who succumb to such a culture and 
sacrifice their own integrity in order to conform. The introspection required 
for self-awareness is far more difficult in an environment in which you must 
keep your true self hidden. In an atmosphere in which dishonesty is tolerated 
and integrity is not valued, self-awareness may be too uncomfortable. A high 
level of self-awareness makes it more painful to ignore such behaviors. This 
creates a steady stress and diminishing of one’s self esteem; the emotional 
toll can be significant. Cultures in which integrity is sacrificed may have 
functioned in the past, but it is the death knell for organizations in which 
interpersonal relationships drive performance.

A commitment to integrity means that when the going gets rough, you still 
operate according to your principles. You don’t bail on the disciplines of the 
four fields in order to avoid difficult situations. Integrity is what ensures your 
actions are always coherent with your values. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 The Discipline of Integrity 143

Maintaining integrity requires effort. There are thousands of opportunities 
every day, usually small and in themselves insignificant, to compromise your 
integrity. You say you are committed to honesty, but are you willing to ac-
knowledge your defensiveness when someone challenges you in a meeting? 
And are you willing to take accountability for the impact your defensiveness 
has on others? Each time you compromise your integrity, you erode it a little 
bit, and it becomes easier to compromise a bit more the next time you are in 
an uncomfortable situation. When you as a leader behave this way, you cre-
ate a toxic environment for everyone you lead, and you teach them to behave 
this way as well.

Field Leadership requires that leaders establish integrity as a cultural norm. 
When everyone works to foster and maintain integrity and acknowledges 
when they slip up, the four fields stay healthy and vibrant. Distortion that ap-
pears in any field is addressed quickly before it becomes acceptable.

The lack of integrity manifests as a distortion in an Interpersonal Field. As 
a participant in that field, you can often sense when either you or the other 
person is lacking integrity. It is felt more than thought, but once felt, it can 
be studied with your analytical mind. You can check your own level of integ-
rity with a simple question: Is there something I care about, need, or desire 
influencing my behavior that I am not sharing with others who are affected 
by my behavior?

If the answer is yes, you must examine carefully how that concern is in-
fluencing you, what is holding you back from sharing it, and how best to ad-
dress the concern with integrity. Doing so often requires a challenging level 
of honesty in which you acknowledge the concern to the other person and, if 
necessary, acknowledge that you have allowed it to influence your actions.

You can use a similar question if you sense the other person is lacking in-
tegrity. You tell them what you sense, and you ask for an honest conversation 
to explain what you are sensing. 

Such conversations are often difficult, but they are essential to maintaining 
healthy Interpersonal Fields. Without them, the ability to cooperate and take 
collective action is compromised, and trust is diminished. Which brings us to 
trust, the third discipline in the Interpersonal Field.
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Trust is like the air we breathe. When it’s present, nobody really notices. 
But when it’s absent, everybody notices.

—Warren Buffett

Of all the disciplines in the Self and Interpersonal fields, trust is the most 
external. Awareness, choice, and accountability live primarily in your Field 
of the Self. Honesty and integrity occur in the Interpersonal Field and are 
still significantly focused on what is happening inside of you. Honesty is 
about revealing yourself to others; integrity is about your actions being truly 
in sync with what you value and hold to be true. But trust is something that 
only arises in the space between people. Therefore, trust can only exist in the 
context of another person. 

Honesty and integrity are the cornerstones of trust. Without them, trust is 
not possible. And without trust, cooperation and collective action are severely 
impaired. People must trust their leaders; leaders must trust those they lead; 
team members must trust one another, and customers and vendors must trust 
the organizations with which they do business. Field Leaders must ensure that 
trust is alive and healthy throughout the four fields.

It’s sometimes difficult for leaders to know if they have the trust of those 
they lead. Compliance does not mean trust, nor does it mean respect. In fact, 
conflict and challenge are sometimes the earmarks of trust and respect. When 
there is sufficient trust and respect, people will risk conflict and challenge 
one another in the spirit of helping everyone to be their best. In the absence 
of trust and respect, people will avoid conflict altogether or engage in conflict 
in order to “win,” that is, to have their point of view prevail without attention 
to the greater good for which everyone should be striving.

Chapter Fourteen

The Discipline of Trust
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Most leaders assume they have the trust of the people they lead. This as-
sumption is not always grounded and is fraught with risk. If asked, they may 
point to the lack of apparent mistrust as evidence that they are trusted. 

In an article in Forbes magazine, David Horsager, author of The Trust 
Edge: How Top Leaders Gain Faster Results, Deeper Relationships, and a 
Stronger Bottom Line, said, “One of the biggest mistakes a leader can make 
is to assume that others trust him simply by virtue of his title. Trust is not 
a benefit that comes packaged with the nameplate on your door. It must be 
earned, and it takes time. As a leader, you are trusted only to the degree that 
people believe in your ability, consistency, integrity, and commitment to 
deliver” (Horsager, 2012).

One of the ways in which leaders build trust is by acknowledging their mis-
takes and apologizing when appropriate. But in a survey of over one thousand 
business leaders and employees conducted by the Forum Corporation, of the 
250 employees that responded to the survey, only 23 percent said they trust 
their leaders now more than in the past, while fully 70 percent of employees 
and 74 percent of leaders said trust is more important now than in the past. 
Furthermore, when asked if their leader apologizes when appropriate, only 
5 percent of employees said they always do, while 49 percent of the leaders 
said they do. Fifty percent of employees said their leaders rarely or never 
apologize, while only 2 percent of the leaders said this was the case. Clearly 
there is a serious disconnect between employees’ and leaders’ perceptions of 
their relationships (Smith, 2013).

When trust is lacking between any two people in an organization, the orga-
nization’s performance as a whole is diminished. Trust will never be perfect 
between any two people, much less among the many diverse members of an 
organization. But striving to maintain trust as a cultural norm and keeping 
practices alive that build trust and repair it quickly when damaged are essen-
tial for organizations to thrive, especially in a relationship economy. 

TRUST IS ALWAYS PERSONAL

Establishing trust, maintaining it, and restoring it when broken are among 
the most important responsibilities and sometimes the greatest challenges of 
Field Leadership. Without trust, relationships cannot thrive. But talking about 
trust can be challenging. I sometimes hear leaders say, in exasperation, they 
know trust is vital, but they don’t know how to develop it in their people.

Trust is challenging because it is a deeply emotional topic and it always 
has a personal quality to it. Often it raises feelings of hostility, resentment, 
and defensiveness. It does not yield to the logic of the analytical mind. This 
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makes it difficult to talk about, especially in organizations in which the disci-
plines of self-awareness and honesty are not deeply embedded in the culture. 
In such organizations, people often choose to avoid one another rather than 
address issues of trust. 

One of the challenges of talking about trust is that there is no common 
language for it, and the minute it is raised, there is discomfort. This limits a 
leader’s ability to establish trust and makes it particularly difficult to restore 
it once it’s broken. Building, maintaining, and restoring trust all require 
conversation, yet it is often a topic that no one wants to talk about except in 
the abstract. 

Because conversations about trust can feel intensely personal, they can 
exert a powerful influence on your physical, emotional, and analytical minds, 
distorting your Field of the Self. If you feel someone does not trust you, it 
can wear away at your self-esteem and make it difficult to be in a relationship 
with them. Likewise, if you do not trust someone, you may feel a persistent 
sense of anger and resentment toward them. Such emotions make it difficult or 
impossible to have an effective conversation about what is happening between 
the two of you. And when you don’t have clear distinctions about what trust 
is, even if there is a will to have the necessary conversation, there may not be 
a way. For many people, trust and mistrust are vague emotional states they 
find difficult to express in words, and so they avoid conversations about them.

For all of these reasons, it is essential to create clear distinctions about what 
trust is and clear language about how to talk about it. These distinctions can 
significantly diminish the emotional charge of conversations about trust and 
can provide the means for navigating those conversations effectively.

TRUST IS A PRODUCT OF ASSESSMENTS

Recall the distinction between an assessment and an assertion. An assessment 
is an opinion or interpretation of something; an assertion is a statement of fact 
that can be proven true or false. Assessments spring more from your physical 
and emotional minds than your analytical mind, and they shape your soft-
wired mental models and rules. They are thus powerful determinants of your 
behavior; it takes considerable self-awareness to manage them. We have all 
had the experience of fiercely defending our opinion no matter how compel-
ling the evidence that it does not accurately reflect reality.

An assessment reveals much about the person who is speaking, often more 
than it tells you about the subject of which they are speaking. When I say that 
a room is cold, I am not really telling you about the temperature of the room, 
I am telling you how I experience the temperature of the room. 
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In working with clients to build a culture of trust, I introduce the notion that 
trust arises at the intersection of three assessments. If all three assessments 
are present, trust exists; if any of them are missing, trust does not exist. The 
three assessments are sincerity, capability, and reliability. 

Sincerity is an assessment that others are being honest with you, that 
what they say is a true reflection of what they feel and believe. When you 
believe others are insincere, collaboration becomes difficult and sometimes 
impossible. Anything someone says is questioned, so lengthy explanations 
and rationales become necessary. And even with the explanations and ra-
tionalizations, the underlying motives and consequently the integrity of the 
speaker are questioned. This makes it impossible to establish alignment. On 
the other hand, when you believe that others are sincere in their words and 
actions, collaboration becomes easy and efficient. Lengthy explanations and 
rationales are not necessary. Conversations are focused on results rather than 
outing someone for having a hidden agenda or trying to prove them wrong in 
their point of view.

Capability is an assessment that a person has all the necessary resources to 
do what they say. They are sufficiently skilled and have the time, the tools, 
and everything else needed to fulfill their promises. It is quite possible for 
someone to be entirely sincere in their promise to do something yet, in reality, 
not have the necessary capability. A young project manager with only one 
year of experience in the business world may be entirely sincere in her offer 
to lead a large, complex project; her belief in her competence may reside in 
her lack of appreciation of what it will take to lead the project. The person 
setting up the project team may assess that the young project manager, while 
sincere, is not yet competent to lead such a project. Consequently, they would 
not trust the young project manager to lead the project. 

Reliability is an assessment that, historically, a person has consistently 
done what they have promised. This assessment can only be made if you have 
some experience with the person or if you trust the assessment of someone 
else who has experience with the person.

TALKING ABOUT TRUST

Because trust is an assessment, and assessments are deeply rooted in your 
emotional mind, building trust, and especially rebuilding it once it is broken, 
is an emotional journey. The distinctions of sincerity, capability, and reli-
ability are useful because without them, people tend to collapse all forms of 
mistrust into the assessment of insincerity. If you assess someone has been 
dishonest and intentionally misled you, it strikes a deep wound. Assessments 
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of insincerity tend to be quite persistent because they suggest a fundamental 
dishonesty—a willful intention to mislead. Conversations about sincerity are 
often the most difficult trust conversations to have. If you can identify the 
source of mistrust as capability or reliability, it is easier to have respectful 
and rational conversations about those assessments and how to change them.

These three distinctions provide effective language for talking about trust 
and effective tools for identifying the cause of mistrust. The distinction of 
trust as assessment rather than assertion is particularly important because it 
defuses the personal aspect of mistrust: it is possible for me to tell someone 
I have developed mistrust in them and acknowledge my mistrust is a view 
I hold rather than a truth about them. Likewise, it is possible for me to hear 
someone tell me they mistrust me without my hearing their assessment as the 
truth about me. I can become curious about what they see in my behavior that 
gives rise to the mistrust, and together we can discover how to restore trust. 
Sometimes, it is simply a matter of better explaining your behavior; other 
times, it requires changing your behavior. 

Having conversations about trust requires the ability to continually return 
to center and engage in deep honesty. Even when grounded in the distinctions 
of sincerity, capability, and reliability, trust conversations can be emotionally 
difficult. They don’t always go smoothly, and sometimes they require revisit-
ing the issue more than once. But they are far superior to the usual behaviors 
of avoidance and denial or heated conversations of blame and finger pointing.

Because trust arises at the intersection of two people, integrity is necessary 
in both parties to establish trust. If you believe someone is lacking integrity, 
trust is impossible because you assess that they are insincere. It takes integrity 
to inspire others to trust you; it also takes integrity to accurately assess that 
others are trustworthy. If you are lacking integrity, you are likely to assign 
malicious intent in others when it is not present, and you are likely to under- or 
overassess their sincerity, capability, and reliability if it serves you to do so. 

When people trust one another, their conversations are efficient and their 
interpersonal relationships are strong. They feel safe asking each for other 
for clarification; they believe what is said to them is sincere and the person 
who is saying it is competent and reliable. Cooperation and collective action 
become seamless, and there is little wasted time or energy, driving organiza-
tional performance higher and higher. Furthermore, when there is a high level 
of trust, difficult circumstances become vastly easier to navigate because 
people have the necessary relationships to act quickly and efficiently.

In organizations in which trust is low, backbiting and power struggles are 
common. Everyone strives to get ahead on their own at the expense of oth-
ers. Watercooler gossip prevails and drives the emotional states and beliefs 
of individuals, leading to wasted time and energy and a mood of resignation.
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Issues of trust will inevitably arise in most, if not all, relationships. There 
are people who are fundamentally untrustworthy—they lie, they cheat, they 
manipulate, and they never acknowledge that they do so or take accountabil-
ity for their behavior. Those people are few and far between. When you find 
yourself in a relationship with one of them, you must make the sometimes 
difficult decision of whether you will tolerate their behavior or end the re-
lationship. In all other cases, with the right approach, issues of trust can be 
resolved and trust restored. But it takes skill, patience, and courage to do so.

Trust is a product of the disciplines of the Self and Interpersonal fields. It is 
fundamental to leadership; it is particularly fundamental to Field Leadership, 
in which the strength of interpersonal relationships is essential for organiza-
tions to thrive. Without trust, Field Leadership is impossible.
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Chapter Fifteen

Conflict and Collaboration  
in the Interpersonal Field

Conflict arises in all Four Fields of Leadership, and it may be productive 
or toxic. You can feel conflicted in your Field of the Self, unable to decide 
among several possible choices, and teams and organizations conflict with 
one another all the time. But the place where conflict is most evident and 
most toxic is in the Interpersonal Field. If conflict in the Interpersonal Field 
cannot be resolved, resolving it in the Field of Teams or the Enterprise Field 
will be difficult or impossible. The disciplines of the Field of the Self and the 
Interpersonal Field provide a path to managing conflict and to turning it into 
a productive, rather than destructive, phenomenon.

RELATIONSHIPS COME FIRST, CONFLICT SECOND

If you experience challenging emotions when you think about having a 
conversation or when you are in one, your inner state is informing you that 
something must be addressed. The emotional challenge will take you off cen-
ter, distorting your Field of the Self. And when there is distortion in the Field 
of the Self, there will be distortion in the Interpersonal Field. The mistake 
people often make is moving directly to discussing the topic or content of the 
conflict without first addressing the context of the conversation, which is the 
relationship itself.

The most fundamental rule for managing interpersonal conflict is to tend first 
to the relationship and then, only when the Interpersonal Field is healthy, turn 
to the content of the conversation. If you neglect the health of the Interpersonal 
Field, what is being left unsaid—how each of you is feeling, the assessments 
each of you is forming of the other, a lack of trust—will dominate the conver-
sation. It will be difficult or impossible to make the conversation productive.
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The first step in tending to the relationship is to tend to your inner state. 
Center yourself so that your Field of the Self is prepared to enter effectively 
into the Interpersonal Field. From a place of center, engage the person with 
whom you are talking using the disciplines of honesty and integrity. That is 
how you build the trust necessary for difficult conversations.

It may seem time consuming and inefficient to go to the relationship con-
versation first. After all, the point is to get work done, isn’t it? But you can’t 
work well with someone when the Interpersonal Field is distorted. The rela-
tionship creates the context for effective conversations. And your inner state 
determines the quality of the relationship. For effective collaboration, you 
must work the fields from the inside out. In doing that, you address distor-
tion in the Field of the Self so it doesn’t create distortion in the Interpersonal 
Field. And you address distortion in the Interpersonal Field so it doesn’t 
inhibit your ability to have an effective conversation.

DON’T AGREE TO DISAGREE

When I coach people who are dealing with conflict, they invariably talk about 
it as something outside of themselves, as though it has a life of its own and 
is beyond their control. When they talk specifically about a conflict with an-
other person, they talk about it as though the conflict either lives on its own 
in the space between them or in the other person. One CEO I coached, we’ll 
call her Julia, insisted the ongoing conflict she had with Sarah, a member of 
her leadership team, existed entirely in Sarah. Julia knew their Interpersonal 
Field was not healthy, but she took no accountability for that. They often left 
their conversations “agreeing to disagree.”

Agreeing to disagree is a common term. It’s frequently accompanied by a 
tone of resignation or resentment. In fact, it sounds not so much like an agree-
ment as a giving up, walking away in a state of hopelessness. This is a shame 
because it is often in disagreement that you have the greatest opportunity to 
learn from and about each other. 

Disagreement is an opportunity to strengthen the Interpersonal Field. In 
disagreement, you can learn from one another through what each of you 
shares and the questions you ask. If you both ask skillful questions, and you 
are both open to hearing and reflecting on them and answering honestly, 
disagreement often dissolves as you discover common ground. Skillful ques-
tions cause you to examine your own point of view. Such self-examination 
can lead to new insights and a richer, deeper perspective than the one with 
which you started the conversation. Likewise, you can learn about the other 
person as they reflect on and answer your skillful questions.
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In any work situation, there must be a fundamental shared concern in a 
conversation. At the very least, you are both committed to the success of the 
organization. Agreeing to disagree is most often a failure to stay connected 
to that fundamental concern throughout the conversation. You may end 
up holding different assessments about the best path to take, but if you are 
grounded in a shared fundamental concern, you will stay in the conversation 
long enough to fully understand how each of your points of view attempts to 
address that fundamental concern. From there, you can decide how best to 
proceed and agree on the path forward. The result of such conversations is 
learning, deeper understanding of the issue at hand, and stronger, more col-
laborative relationships. When you are skilled at having these conversations, 
you will more often seek out points of view that differ from yours rather than 
avoiding them. The challenge is to develop the interpersonal disciplines nec-
essary for these conversations.

CONFLICT IS AN ASSESSMENT

While there are many ways of defining and thinking about conflict, I find it 
most useful to consider that ultimately it is how you define a situation—not 
just intellectually but emotionally, physically, and spiritually—that deter-
mines whether or not it is conflict. Someone else’s conflict doesn’t have to be 
yours, even if you’re both in the same conversation. This reframing requires 
mastery in the Field of the Self.

When I asked Julia to describe her conflict with Sarah, she described Sar-
ah’s behavior, including her tone of voice. Julia held the assessment that Sarah 
was intentionally disrespectful and was certain that her assessment was right. 
Julia had struggled for several years with this relationship and felt quite stuck. 
Sarah was a valuable member of the team and brought considerable revenue to 
the company, and at the same time, Julia was close to saying she could no lon-
ger tolerate Sarah’s disrespectful behavior and was thinking of letting her go.

What hadn’t occurred to Julia was that she was as much a participant in the 
conflict as Sarah was—until I asked her whether the conflict would still exist 
if for some reason she left the company. She thought for a moment, then said 
“No. The relationship would no longer be there, so neither would the con-
flict.” I then pointed out that she, therefore, must also be part of the problem. 
Every Interpersonal Field has two Fields of the Self, and both are responsible 
for the health of the Interpersonal Field. She paused and looked at me with a 
mixture of hostility and curiosity. Then she asked me to explain.

A relationship is in conflict because you define it as such. If another per-
son is angry with you, you can react with anger as well, and you will be in 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



154 Chapter Fifteen

conflict: each of you trying to prove yourself right, each of you trying to win 
at the expense of the other. But you don’t have to respond with anger. If you 
have sufficient self-awareness and sufficient ability to manage your inner 
state, you can stay centered and curious. When you choose curiosity over 
defensiveness, conflict can become collaboration.

I asked Julia to reflect carefully on what she experienced when she met 
with Sarah. I had worked with Julia for over a year and had taught her the 
meditation technique I described in chapter 8. She meditated regularly, so she 
had some skill at self-awareness. After thinking for a minute, Julia said she 
became physically tense as soon as she knew Sarah was coming to talk with 
her, and when Sarah said things that Julia thought were disrespectful, Julia 
would get angry and argue the opposite point of view. I asked her how she 
thought Sarah felt in these conversations. Again she stopped and stared at me 
for a moment, then said she’d never thought about that. 

One of the interesting things about self-awareness is if you are not self-
aware, you can’t be very aware of other people. Your own inner experience 
will continually generate distractions that prevent you from accurately seeing 
what’s going on for others. Your interpretations of the event become distorted 
by all the inner noise. Self-awareness enables you to calm the inner noise so 
you can center and see what’s actually happening more accurately.

Julia used her centering practices to reflect on what Sarah’s experience 
might be. She realized it must also be stressful for Sarah to be in conversa-
tions with her, knowing she would be tense, defensive, and aggressive. With 
these insights, Julia decided to shift her behavior the next time she met with 
Sarah, to center and calm herself and to be curious about what was behind the 
things Sarah was saying. From that point forward their relationship improved.

CONFLICT AND THE BRAIN

The art of managing conflict is essential for Field Leadership. Some people 
think conflict management is about not reacting when someone says some-
thing you find disturbing. That’s better than reacting poorly, but it’s not 
sufficient. You must learn to react effectively. That means checking your 
fight-or-flight response, recognizing the inherent richness and opportunity in 
differing points of view, and moving to engage rather than defeat the person 
with whom you are talking. 

Neuroscientists use brain scanning tools to observe activity in the brain. 
One of the changes scientists see in meditators’ brains is a strengthening of 
the regulatory parts of the brain and a diminishing of the areas that trigger 
the fight-or-flight response (Zeidan et al., 2014). And as we saw in chapter 5, 
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centering practices reduce adrenaline and cortisol, the stress hormones. Re-
call Major General Walter Piatt, who used a meditation practice to prepare for 
his meeting with a tribal leader in Iraq, enabling him to stay centered and en-
gaged throughout the meeting. In the same way, Julia’s ability to change the 
nature of her conversations with Sarah came from her ability to center before 
meeting with Sarah and to stay centered during their meetings, preventing her 
physical and emotional minds from taking over her inner state. She used her 
meditation techniques to quiet the fight-or-flight part of her brain, inhibiting 
it from releasing adrenaline and cortisol into her bloodstream. With that taken 
care of, she could activate the parts of her brain that produce a sense of caring 
and curiosity toward others.

Julia did that by using the emotional centering practice of acceptance. 
Acceptance can be disarming, especially when the person with whom you 
are interacting is expecting resistance. Acceptance creates a space in which 
something richer and deeper than conflict can occur. Julia’s curiosity and 
compassion were possible because she accepted Sarah for who she was in the 
moment of their meeting. 

I have often observed that changing how one sees a relationship influences 
the other person to see it differently as well. Julia told me that as she stayed 
centered and expressed genuine curiosity with Sarah, she could see Sarah 
physically relax, her voice became less strident, and she became open to a 
genuine exchange of ideas. Julia’s transformation of her Field of the Self led 
Sarah’s to transform as well.

While brain scans tell us something about how this works in the meditator, 
an important question is why this had the effect it did on Sarah. After all, she 
was not a meditator and wasn’t even aware that Julia was choosing to change 
the nature of their relationship. She certainly wasn’t intentionally participat-
ing in changing it. 

Another area of brain research has shown us that something called limbic 
resonance occurs between two people who are interacting with one another 
(Lewis, Amini, and Lannon, 2001). The limbic system is composed of the 
areas of the brain that create and regulate emotions. Limbic resonance refers 
to the observation that when a person expresses an emotion—even subtly 
and unconsciously, through facial expressions or tone of voice—they will 
generate a similar emotional state in the person to whom they are talking. In 
other words, when someone is sending emotional signals to you, your brain is 
likely to resonate with theirs, reproducing in you an emotional state similar to 
the one they are experiencing. We’ve all experienced it, though you may not 
have known what it was. Think of a time you heard someone laughing loudly 
and found yourself smiling or even laughing. You also experience this when 
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you are watching a movie. When you see someone in a film who is expressing 
sadness or joy, you are likely to experience the same emotion. 

When Julia and Sarah both saw their relationship as a relationship in con-
flict, emotional resonance kept them in conflict. But when Julia changed her 
assessment and engaged Sarah from a state of respect and curiosity, emo-
tional resonance led Sarah to change as well. This is how the Interpersonal 
Field emerges from Fields of the Self. 

HONESTY, INTEGRITY, AND TRUST:  
CENTERING IN THE INTERPERSONAL FIELD

While Julia was able to center herself and develop more productive conversa-
tions with Sarah, she eventually realized that in their earlier conversations, 
she had been less than fully honest with Sarah. This meant that in those con-
versations, Julia had lacked integrity. She had not shared her own defensive-
ness and emotional reaction to what Sarah said. So eventually Julia came to 
talk directly with Sarah about their relationship. 

This was a powerful step for Julia to take, requiring her to be vulnerable. 
But she was committed to cultivating Field Leadership throughout her orga-
nization, so she knew it was necessary. First, she told Sarah the relationship 
was important to her and she wanted it to be strong and collaborative. Then 
she acknowledged that her own past behavior had been less than exemplary, 
that she had allowed herself to become defensive and angry, and she apolo-
gized. She said she wanted to better understand what Sarah experienced in 
their conversations and asked her to reflect on that.

This became more than one conversation. Sarah needed to absorb what 
Julia had said and come to a decision about how far to trust her. She was cau-
tious because in her prior experiences with Julia, Julia had sometimes been 
quite angry, bordering on what Sarah considered verbal abuse. But over time, 
Sarah came to trust Julia sufficiently to share her view of their relationship. 
They gradually built the trust they both wanted, and their conversations be-
came far more productive.

As a Field Leader, it is your job to first develop your own mastery in the 
field disciplines, and then guide others to their mastery. You cannot intervene 
every time conflict erupts, but you can teach those you lead to manage it for 
themselves. This is not just a tips-and-techniques skill. It requires genuine 
care for those you lead and compassion in helping them deal with their in-
ner state and their interpersonal relationships. You help them see their part 
in breakdowns and challenges because it’s in their best interest to do so. If 
they can see themselves more fully, they will form better relationships, have 
greater confidence, and be more effective in their jobs.
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Chapter Sixteen

Leadership in the Interpersonal Field

I have defined leadership as the means by which two or more individuals de-
velop the ability to cooperate and take collective action. Any two individuals 
are likely to have differing desires and opinions about how their relationship 
should evolve, how they should cooperate with one another, and what collec-
tive actions they should take. In egalitarian relationships, such as those in a 
marriage, friendship, or peer relationship at work, decisions are often made 
with joint input and accommodation, and leadership is mostly emergent. On 
a moment-by-moment basis, intentional leadership may arise, but it will be 
dynamic, with influence shifting from one individual to the other. This often 
happens with no acknowledgment or even awareness.

In other cases, in which there is a clear power differential in the relation-
ship, such as the relationship between employer and employee or manager 
and direct report, leadership may appear anywhere on the spectrum. Balanc-
ing emergent and intentional leadership is one of the challenges Field Leaders 
must constantly address. That requires the ability to sense and engage with 
the inner state of those you lead, which starts with awareness of others.

AWARENESS OF OTHERS

Field Leaders must have a high level of awareness of others—how they feel, 
what they believe, how they interpret their experiences—and the ability to use 
that awareness to cultivate effective, trusting relationships with them. This 
cannot be done with your analytical mind alone. 

There are countless personality profiles and quantitative measures of indi-
vidual differences that take an analytical approach to understanding human be-
havior in the workplace. These can be useful, but only in limited ways because 
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all they provide is data about how an individual responded to an instrument’s 
questions and an assessment of how to interpret the data. When you read some-
one’s profile, the data mostly engages your analytical mind. Human beings are 
far more complex than such data can reveal, and managing interpersonal rela-
tionships is far more complex than the analytical mind alone can achieve. Hu-
man relationships are more art than science. Fortunately, there is another way.

As you have seen, your assessments and mental models of people shape 
your behavior toward them. Assessments and mental models arise mostly in 
your physical and emotional minds. If you are off center, your assessments 
and mental models will be distorted by your visceral reactions to what some-
one is saying, and your response to them will be less than optimal. But assess-
ments and mental models are malleable; you can observe them and alter them 
through the disciplines of the Field of the Self and the Interpersonal Field. 
With centering practices, you can short circuit your primitive fight-or-flight 
response and use the interpersonal disciplines of honesty, integrity, and trust 
to establish open and respectful relationships, even with people you find dif-
ficult. By regulating your own inner state, you can influence theirs, helping 
them to come to a place of trust and shared purpose with you. This takes more 
effort and skill than reading a personality profile but is far more effective.

CULTIVATING PATTERNS IN THE SELF AND 
INTERPERSONAL FIELDS

Field Leadership involves a new way of thinking about and understanding 
leadership. It is holistic and systemic, and it requires leaders to develop deep 
personal and interpersonal capabilities. It often requires more soul searching 
than you may have done in the past. 

A good way to begin is by changing some old habits and asking some new 
questions. One habit to change, in order to ask new questions, is the habit of 
asking conventional, analytical questions. Consider a team meeting in which 
you, as the leader, have been given bad news about a project. Conventional 
questions might be “Where in the process did we go wrong?” and “Who’s 
responsible?” Those will pull you into an analytical mindset. 

When you find yourself reacting quickly with analytical questions, center 
yourself and instead consider questions like the following:

• “What are the facts?” This is a data-gathering question, not an analytical 
question. Analytical questions attempt to analyze the data. The spirit of this 
question is to identify, without judgment, the actual events and choices that 
led to the present state. Starting with reality is always useful.
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• “Why was that choice made?” This is not asked in the spirit of blame, but 
rather seeking to understand. If people feel they are being put on the spot, 
they will become defensive. If they feel you are seeking to understand 
them, they are more likely to open up.

• “How does each of us feel?” As you have seen, your inner state determines 
your behavior, and your emotional mind is a powerful determinant of your 
inner state. If people feel they must hide their emotions, they will be de-
fensive. Recall that in the framework of the four fields, honesty is propor-
tional to how much of yourself you reveal. If you want honesty, you must 
be prepared to ask and hear how people are feeling. Remember what I said 
earlier about conflict: if there is distortion in the Interpersonal Field, deal 
with that before dealing with the issue. You often have to start with how 
people feel and listen to them with compassion before they can open up.

• “What does each of us care about relative to this project?” This question 
can reconnect people to their emotional engagement with the project and 
their desire to see it succeed. As a Field Leader, it is your job to create an 
environment in which everyone feels they are all in it together and are all 
committed to the same outcome. 

• “What are the vital relationships on this project, and how did those relation-
ships influence the choices made?” This gets at the dynamics of the team and 
can reveal otherwise hidden influences that brought you to the current state. 

The purpose of such questions is to reveal the context and the content of 
what led to the current state. The context—people’s interpersonal relationships 
and the degree to which the disciplines of the four fields are practiced—often 
reveals patterns that result in recurring successes or failures. To solve recurring 
problems, you must find the recurring patterns—the behaviors and relation-
ships—that give rise to them. These patterns exist in the Self and Interpersonal 
fields. If they remain hidden, they cannot be addressed. If an individual always 
points fingers, blames others, and fails to take accountability for the results of 
their actions, your job as a leader is to help them cultivate an inner state from 
which they make different choices. If two individuals do not trust one another, 
your job is to help them discover why and resolve the mistrust. When those 
problems are addressed, the recurring problems will come to an end.

LEADERSHIP DISCIPLINES IN THE INTERPERSONAL FIELD

• Honesty: Be transparent in all that you do and say. Honesty is proportional 
to how much of yourself you reveal. As a Field Leader, your job goes far 
beyond your technical expertise and decision making. Those are important, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



160 Chapter Sixteen

but at least as important is your ability to cultivate the disciplines of the 
four fields in those you lead. Begin by role modeling those disciplines with 
your own behavior.

• Integrity: If those you lead are confident that you are honest and your 
actions align with your principles, that you live the disciplines as well as 
preach them, they will see you as an authentic leader and will be drawn to 
you. Remember that cooperation and collective action are always choices 
people make. Your job as a leader is to inspire them to make those choices.

• Trust: Develop in yourself and in those you lead the ability to establish 
trust through honesty and integrity. And when trust is broken, the ability 
to accurately name the specific assessments that led to a lack of trust, to 
speak respectfully about those assessments, and to work to find ways to 
change them. Trust is built through honesty and integrity. It is also restored 
through honesty and integrity.

• Speak up: As soon as you know there’s an issue or you sense a potential 
issue, name it. This sounds simple and obvious, but it can be surprisingly 
difficult. Naming issues invariably triggers emotions. There is risk of oth-
ers becoming angry, of blame, of hurt feelings. But when issues are not 
named, they fester. Even worse, not naming issues can quickly become an 
acceptable behavior. Resistance to naming issues often stems from people 
not knowing how to do it well. The disciplines of the Self and Interpersonal 
fields can overcome that resistance.

• Reflect on the other person’s inner state: When forming assessments 
of what someone else says or does or what their intention is, reflect care-
fully on what inner state they may be experiencing and engage them with 
empathy. This does not mean agreeing or approving; it means accepting 
that whatever their inner state is, it leads them to behave the way they do. 
For someone’s behavior to change, their inner state must change. Helping 
those you lead gain mastery over their inner state is part of a Field Leader’s 
job. Focus first on your concern for the relationship, then on your own 
behavior and how it contributes to the relationship, and only then on the 
other’s behavior.

The Interpersonal Field persists over time and distance. This is so obvious 
that most of us take it for granted, knowing that our relationships with one an-
other continue even when we are separated and not interacting. In some ways, 
Interpersonal Fields persist even after either or both individuals have passed 
away. My parents are both gone, yet my relationships with them continue to 
influence me in ways both mundane and profound, and the relationship they 
had with one another influences me as well. 
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In section 2, I described the spiritual aspect of the Field of the Self as a 
path of self-transcendence. This takes on richer meaning in the Interpersonal 
Field, where spirituality manifests as connection with others. In an Interper-
sonal Field, you have a heightened awareness of one another’s concerns and 
inner states. Together, you discover insights and synergies that neither of you 
would have discovered on your own.
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I introduced the word emergence in chapter 1 and have used it several times 
since. It’s time to provide a deeper understanding of what emergence is and 
why it is so vital to leadership and the four fields. Emergence and leadership 
are deeply intertwined, and they become increasingly important as we move 
into the Field of Teams and the Enterprise Field. In this interlude, I explore 
that intersection and further explain the definition of leadership I offered in 
chapter 1. 

HURRICANES AND WIKIS

When Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans in 2005, the systems that were 
supposed to respond to disasters were overwhelmed. Much of the infrastruc-
ture that would be necessary for an orderly response was destroyed, and 
chaos ensued. But even as Katrina approached landfall, a small group of 
technology-savvy individuals were preparing to help.

 Less than a year earlier, one of the largest tsunamis in history had killed 
over 225,000 people in Southeast Asia. As the disaster unfolded, a wiki 
named TsunamiHelp was created by a spontaneous group of volunteers. The 
purpose of the wiki was to provide a public clearinghouse for any information 
that might be useful. Within a week, it was the fourth most visited humanitar-
ian website in the world (Wu, 2015).

One of the individuals who volunteered on TsunamiHelp was Rob Kline, 
a software programmer in Seattle, Washington. As Katrina grew in force 
ahead of landfall, Kline was following the news and growing increasingly 
concerned. It was clear that a disaster of unprecedented magnitude was about 
to occur. He reached out to others who had worked on TsunamiHelp. They 

Interlude Three

Emergence
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quickly cloned its structure and named the new wiki KatrinaHelp. Rudi Cili-
brasi, a student in Amsterdam, offered to host the wiki on a private server he 
operated, and KatrinaHelp was launched within hours of the hurricane strik-
ing New Orleans. Anyone in the world with internet access could contribute. 
On the main page, topic headings for Resources, Help, and News appeared, 
and beneath each, categories were created where people could add useful 
information. A sample of categories under Help on the home page includes 
(“Main Page,” 2005): 

• Life and Death? Get Help Now! 
• Missing & Found: Post about missing & found persons; find more infor-

mation
• Help Offered: Hundreds of people are offering to shelter refugees, make 

phone calls, and help in any way they can. Please choose from one of the 
following seven areas you are interested in helping with:
1. Essential Goods & Services Offered
2. Manpower & Volunteers Offered
3. Housing Offered
4. Counseling/Healing Services Offered
5. Communications Offered
6. Jobs Offered
7. Transportation
8. Other Help

The home page also had links to instructions for how to contribute to the wiki. 
People around the world began adding and updating information.

A wiki is a fundamentally egalitarian system for cataloging data. Anyone 
who has information they feel might be helpful can contribute. Anyone can 
edit it, and anyone can create categories of information. The wiki software 
creates an ongoing log of changes so that you can trace back to earlier ver-
sions if a mistake is made. 

As New Orleans drowned, KatrinaHelp grew. People posted names of 
individuals who were missing and names of those who had been found. Soft-
ware was added that could automatically match missing and found people. 
Addresses and directions to shelters, job opportunities, health and safety in-
formation, activities for children, and much more were added by individuals 
pitching in with whatever they had to offer. Four days after Katrina struck, 
KatrinaHelp was receiving a million hits a day, overloading Cilibrasi’s 
server, at which point the Sitemeter hosting service took over and hosted it 
for free (Majchrzak, Jarvenpaa, and Hollingshead, 2007).
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All this happened because vast numbers of individuals chose to follow an 
ancient rule hidden deep in our genes: when people are in need, reach out to 
help. It happened without anyone directing it, without a leader, and with a 
constantly changing cast of contributors. And it happened much faster and 
more effectively than the bureaucratic systems that were designed to respond 
to disasters. Rob Kline commented, “With the distributed nature of the In-
ternet, you now have the ability for people with common interests to rapidly 
aggregate themselves and apply their nearly unbounded knowledge of dif-
ferent subjects into cohesive organization in a matter of hours. Because it’s 
distributed, it’s global, so when I have to go to sleep, someone else can pick 
it up and keep working on it” (Terdiman, 2005).

Groups that emerge spontaneously to address crises and disasters are being 
studied by scientists interested in human leadership, cooperation, and collec-
tive action. The term used to define them is emergent response groups. They 
are the spontaneous and temporary formation of superorganisms. Katrina-
Help is a classic example of emergence. 

THE NATURE OF EMERGENCE

As I stated at the beginning of this book, the term emergent is used to describe 
properties and behaviors of a system that occur at the level of the whole sys-
tem and cannot be predicted or understood by understanding the parts alone. 
KatrinaHelp emerged with an elegant, well-ordered structure, offering up 
millions of pieces of information in an accessible interface with no planning 
or direction. While examples of emergent phenomena in human organizations 
abound, it is easier to study them in simpler contexts, so I will digress for a 
bit into natural systems that exhibit emergence before returning to leadership 
and human organizations.

I have written that flocks of starlings and insect nests are examples of 
emergence, but now I want to introduce a new creature: the lowly slime mold, 
a kind of primitive amoeba. Slime molds have been around for about one 
billion years (Tatischeff, 2019). There are many types. Meet Dictyostelium 
discoideum.

Dictyostelium is a single-celled organism that lives beneath decaying 
leaves and other plant matter on forest floors. Each cell normally lives as a 
single organism, independent and apparently unaware of any other Dictyo-
stelium that might be in the neighborhood. They feed on bacteria and other 
organisms in the soil and reproduce through simple cell division. But when 
food runs short, a remarkable sequence of events unfolds. They give up their 
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solitary lives, stop reproducing, and take on distinct roles. They become so-
cial organisms that cooperate and take collective action. 

This transformation begins with all of them coming together into a densely 
packed mound of cells that has a sort of tip at the very top. Surrounding cells 
continue to push into the center of the mound, forcing the tip to rise up, turn-
ing the broad mound into a narrow column. Eventually, the column topples 
over. At this point, it resembles, superficially, a tiny garden slug. The “slug” 
then migrates to the surface of the leaves under which it has been living.

Once the slug gets to the surface, another transformation begins. Some of 
the cells begin to form a stalk that rises up from the middle of the slug. This 
is a complex process that ends with the cells on the outer surface of the stalk 
dying in order to provide a rigid structure for the stalk. Other cells form a 
disc that is firmly attached to the ground. This disc anchors the stalk so it 
doesn’t fall over. Partway up the stalk, other cells form a kind of cup. As all 
of this is going on, still other cells take the first steps of turning themselves 
into spores. As they are turning into spores, they climb up the stalk and into 
the cup, where they complete their transformation into spores. Eventually, 
they form a bulbous mass of spores filling and rising above the cup. The cup 
prevents them from sliding back down the stalk and ending up on the ground. 
Above the bulbous mass of spores is another cup, upside down, that further 
anchors the mass of spores on the stalk. This whole structure is termed the 
fruiting body because it superficially resembles a tiny fruit-bearing plant, 
though biologically, it is vastly different from a plant.

When this process is complete, the undifferentiated Dictyostelium cells 
that were all identical and independent before food became scarce have 
transformed themselves into something resembling a small plant with a mass 
of seeds at the top. Those seeds—the cells that became spores—can then be 
carried by the wind or by passing animals to new, hopefully more fertile, 
territory. When the spores land, they return to their undifferentiated state as 
separate individuals and begin feasting on bacteria in the soil, unaware of 

Figure Interlude 3.1. Emergence in Dictyostelium
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one another until food once more runs scarce and the process begins again 
(Zimmer, 2011). These primitive simple bacteria transform into an emergent 
superorganism that exhibits all Four Fields of Leadership.

In emergent systems, the whole has capabilities greater than the capabili-
ties of the parts, and not in a simple additive way. Five people together can lift 
a weight greater than any subset of them. But their strength is additive: what 
they can lift together is the sum of what they can each lift individually. There 
is nothing emergent about that. If you knew the strength of each individual, 
you could quickly calculate their collective strength. The behaviors and ca-
pabilities of Dictyostelium working together are much more than additive. 
They could never be predicted from studying individual Dictyostelium cells. 
In the same way, KatrinaHelp had capabilities far richer and more complex 
than could be predicted from knowing the individuals who contributed to it. 

Emergent phenomena have been a source of mystery and fascination for 
eons. Thousands of years ago, the Greek philosopher and mathematician 
Aristotle puzzled over them, referring to their special properties in his writ-
ings on science and nature (Bogaard, 1979). Emergent phenomena give truth 
to the old saying that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. We all 
know intuitively this is true, but many of us don’t know why it is true. The 
mechanical thinking of the Age of Reason could not penetrate this question. 

Only recently has the science of complexity freed us from the limitations 
of mechanical thinking and shed light on how emergence works. As you have 
seen, mechanical thinking is reductionist, which means it studies the parts of 
a system in the belief that understanding the parts will be sufficient for under-
standing the whole. But if the whole is greater than the sum of the parts, then 
mechanical thinking can never give insight into the whole. As scientists broke 
free of mechanical thinking and began studying complexity, they developed 
insights and methods to explore the whole and the parts together. From that 
work, they have begun to define common attributes that characterize emer-
gent phenomena. It’s a work in progress, but the following list provides some 
insight. In emergent phenomena (Addiscott, 2011):

• The whole is more than the sum of the parts—there are more capabilities 
and greater complexity in the whole than could be derived from all the 
parts separately.

• Neither the form nor the behavior of the whole can be predicted by study-
ing the parts.

• The whole is coherent—it exhibits stability and order in the patterns of 
behavior of the whole and the interactions of the parts.
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• The behavior of the whole emerges from the collective behavior of the 
parts. That is why it is said that, in emergent phenomena, the organization 
of the whole comes from the bottom up rather than the top down.

• The emergent behavior of the whole reinforces the behaviors of the parts 
that give rise to the whole. This is often referred to as downward pressure 
from the whole to the parts.

• The behavior of the parts is dictated by simple rules.
• The whole is leaderless, meaning no individual directs the behavior of the 

whole or the behavior of its parts.

Emergent phenomena evolved because they confer competitive advantage. 
A group of individuals can be a chaotic mob, but when they cooperate and 
take collective action, they become a powerful force, far more than the addi-
tive power of all the individuals in a mob. Emergence is how nature made it 
possible to transcend the limitations of individual organisms acting indepen-
dently. To transcend those limitations, individuals had to develop the ability 
to cooperate with one another and take collective action. Cooperation means 
an individual agrees to behave in a way that helps out another individual; 
collective action means a group of individuals coordinate their behavior to 
achieve a common goal.

Consider Dictyostelium. Its transformation is a remarkable example of co-
operation and collective action and explains why Dictyostelium are referred 
to as “social amoebas” (Eichinger et al., 2005). Before swarming into a 
mound, all the cells are identical. No particular cells are predetermined to be-
come disc cells, stalk cells, or spores. It’s just a matter of where they happen 
to be in the overall mass that determines their future. If a cell is near where 
the stalk needs to form, it becomes a stalk cell. Some cells die in the process, 
enabling others to go on to propagate the species. Without such cooperation 
and collective action, all the cells would starve and Dictyostelium as a species 
would likely cease to exist. 

Cooperation and collective action are the prerequisites for orderly group 
behavior. Orderly group behavior gives rise to emergence and the competi-
tive advantages emergence confers. Once cooperation and collective action 
were possible, emergence was inevitable. The question, then, is how did the 
abilities for cooperation and collective action arise? How did organisms make 
the leap from autonomous individuals to cooperating communities taking 
collective action?

For cooperation and collective action to happen, individuals must be able 
to exchange information and respond to information they receive—in other 
words, to establish interpersonal communication loops. Interpersonal com-
munication loops are the means by which cooperation and collective action 
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arise. The first such communication loops arose through the exchange of 
biochemical molecules in simple organisms like Dictyostelium. Later, more 
sophisticated means of exchanging information evolved. 

Consider an ant hive. Most of the ants in a hive are foragers whose job is 
to find and harvest food. Initially, foragers wander randomly. When one of 
them finds food, it picks some up and heads back to the nest, switching from 
searching for food to harvesting it. As it makes its way back to the nest, it 
lays down a pheromone trail. Pheromones are powerful biochemicals that act 
as messengers between organisms; they are one of the most common forms 
of biochemical communication. When other ants pick up the scent of the 
pheromone, they move to it and follow it to the food source, where they also 
pick up some food and head back to the nest. As they travel down the trail, 
each ant adds more of the pheromone, amplifying the signal of the first ant. 
The initial signal is weak, attracting just a few additional ants, but as each ant 
adds pheromone it strengthens the signal, attracting more ants, who add yet 
more pheromone to strengthen it further.

Recall from interlude 1 that there are only five fundamental behavior pat-
terns that can arise from communication loops. As ants add more pheromone 
to the trail, the communication loop follows the “growth” pattern, reinforc-
ing the behavior that causes it to grow stronger. But pheromones evaporate 
quickly, and eventually the evaporation rate of the pheromone trail matches 
the rate at which new pheromone is being laid down. At that point the com-
munication loop is in the “steady state” pattern, in which the strength of the 
pheromone trail neither increases nor decreases.

As food is taken back to the nest and the source diminishes, some ants 
switch back to foraging randomly for food. As fewer ants go down the trail, 
the pheromone evaporates more quickly than it gets deposited, and the signal 
gets weaker. The behavior of the communication loop has switched to one 
that is dying rather than growing. When the food source is gone, no more ants 
go down the trail, and the communication loop of the pheromone trail ceases 
to exist. When another food source is discovered, it all begins again. 

The behavior of any particular forager ant also follows a communication 
loop, one it maintains with its environment. When the ant has not found food 
in its immediate environment, it forages. When the ant finds food, it harvests. 
This is an oscillating communication loop, moving between foraging and 
harvesting. On the environment’s side of the communication loop, in an area 
where there are no ants, ant food can grow. When ants find food, they harvest 
it, leaving room for the environment to grow more food. The environment 
oscillates between having and not having ant food.

The behavior of an ant hive is highly complex and is regulated by com-
munication loops on many levels. Ants don’t follow logical processes; they 
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follow simple rules that give rise to effective communication loops. From that 
emerges the hive, a superorganism that functions with remarkable efficiency, 
adaptability, and effectiveness. Communication loops make orderly complex-
ity possible. This is why so much is written about the importance of com-
munication in leadership and effectiveness in human organizations, in which 
communication loops determine the behavior, and thus the performance, of 
all four fields.

EMERGENCE AND RULES

Communication loops are necessary for emergence, but they are not suffi-
cient. We have seen that left to their own devices, many communication loops 
will create chaos more often than order. So one more critical element must be 
added: the simple rules I described in interlude 2. The five possible behaviors 
for communication loops are growth, steady state, oscillation, chaos, and 
death. Left to themselves, many communication loops are more likely to lead 
to chaos and death than growth, steady state, or oscillation. But as we have 
seen, when individuals follow the right simple rules, communication loops 
can be held to patterns of growth, steady state, and oscillation. That is how 
the creative potential of complexity is realized. The whole can thrive while 
avoiding chaos and death. 

So we must ask: how does nature arrive at the right rules? 
For almost all of our planet’s history, random genetic mutations have been 

nature’s way of conducting experiments and coming up with new capabili-
ties. Having billions of years and trillions of organisms with which to experi-
ment, nature can afford lots of errors. Most of her genetic experiments are 
failures, but there are occasional successes resulting in organisms with new 
capabilities that confer competitive advantage. As these capabilities become 
established, they are refined and enhanced in subsequent generations. 

For example, at some point, nature may have developed a rule for Dic-
tyostelium that said, “When food runs short, move away from other Dictyo-
stelium.” This would also be mediated through a communication loop, but 
instead of bringing the cells together during a food shortage, it would have re-
sulted in a scramble of cells moving away from one another. This rule would 
create chaos and ultimately death for all Dictyostelium that followed it, and 
the mutations that coded for the rule would have disappeared from Dictyo-
stelium’s genes. The rules I described earlier are the ones that survived. The 
communication loops of those rules have patterns of oscillation (the repeating 
pattern of feeding, swarming, and spreading spores), growth (when there is 
plenty of food and all the Dictyostelium cells feed and reproduce), and hold 
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at a steady state (when spores form and wait until the right conditions arise 
before returning to a feeding stage).

Many of nature’s successful experiments confer advantages that are purely 
physical, like more efficient biochemical processes, better vision, and stron-
ger muscles. These confer mechanical advantages. But others are behavioral. 
For example, coral snakes prey on great kiskadees, a kind of bird common in 
Central America. Great kiskadees have evolved to instinctively avoid anything 
that has a color pattern similar to that of coral snakes. It’s a simple rule that 
confers an advantage to every individual great kiskadee (Smith, 1977). Behav-
ioral advantages are a big improvement over mechanical advantages because 
they enable rapid responses to changing conditions in the environment.

Another leap occurs when behaviors appear that confer advantages that are 
collective in nature. Army ants have developed the ability to build bridges 
across divides, enabling them to get to places that other ants can’t reach 
(Hartnett, 2018). There are rules individual army ants follow that make this 
possible, but following those rules only provides survival advantages at the 
collective level. No individual ant can build a bridge, no matter how well it 
follows the rules. But when enough ants follow the rules, the bridge emerges. 
The benefit of these behaviors can thus only be observed in the emergent 
behavior of the whole. Emergence happens because it enables individuals to 
cooperate and take collective action in ways that benefit the whole, thereby 
giving the whole a competitive advantage (Choi, 2015).

When lots of individuals follow the right set of simple rules, they avoid 
chaos and death, collections of parts become wholes, and emergence arises. 
The cooperation and collective action of starlings is possible because of the 
simple rules they follow. Recall the Brazilian railroad company I described 
in interlude 2. Rather than spending lengthy hours laying out complex 
processes, procedures, and policies, they adopted simple rules from which 
emerged elegant solutions to their challenges. Contributors to KatrinaHelp 
followed the simple rule of helping people in need, and the simple rules uni-
versal to all wikis. 

There are endless examples throughout living systems. Insect hives, human 
cities, the stock market, small entrepreneurial startups, cardiovascular sys-
tems, brains and central nervous systems, cells in your body self-organizing 
to heal a wound—the list is as varied as the forms that living systems take. 
In all these examples, extraordinarily complex behavior emerges when you 
look at the entire system. Yet you could never understand that behavior by 
looking at the parts alone. Communication loops and rules established over 
eons of evolution are followed again and again, evolving gradually, giving 
rise to steadily increasing complexity and endlessly evolving living systems.
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Our hyperconnected world emerged from the vast complexity and capa-
bilities of the internet. The internet arose from a small set of simple rules 
established by its founders, who then unleashed the technology on the world. 
Because people everywhere followed those rules as they added information 
and technology, the internet emerged. Within the universe of the internet is 
another small set of rules that guides the development of a wiki. Following 
those simple rules, millions of people around the world gave rise to Katrina-
Help. None of them had any concept of what the overall structure and design 
would become, yet by following the rules, it emerged. This could not have 
happened with the extensively detailed, rigid, step-by-step instructions that 
spring from mechanical thinking and still characterize many modern-day 
business processes. Indeed, in the onslaught of Katrina, the engineered busi-
ness processes that were meant to deal with disasters failed miserably. Emer-
gent phenomena are the evidence all around us that the analytical thinking we 
have been addicted to for so long is severely limited in what it can accomplish 
and is insufficient for addressing the complex challenges and opportunities of 
a hyperconnected world.

EMERGENCE, LEADERSHIP, AND THE FOUR FIELDS

The phenomenon of emergence made possible the Spectrum of Leadership 
and the Four Fields. In the earliest stages of evolution, all that existed were 
simple single-celled organisms. They reproduced through cell division and 
lived their lives entirely independently of one another. The only field that 
existed was the Field of the Self. Evolution led to rules of behavior that 
enabled these simple organisms to cooperate and take collective action, mak-
ing possible the Interpersonal Field. Complexity increased and capabilities 
expanded. Over millions of years of mutations, organisms became capable of 
cooperation and collective action on a larger scale, and the Field of Teams 
was born. Complexity and capabilities increased again, and in time, coopera-
tion and collective action on a grander scale gave rise to the Enterprise Field. 
All of this was already present in primitive form in bacteria like Dictyoste-
lium. They set the stage on which human life would eventually emerge in all 
its richness and complexity.

I believe that leadership began as emergent leadership through simple rules 
that enabled cooperation and collective action, thus affording some degree of 
competitive advantage in primitive organisms like Dictyostelium. Evolution 
built on those capabilities to give rise to more complex organisms in which 
a higher order of cooperation and collective action could emerge—still fol-
lowing simple rules, but now rules of behavior in complex multicellular 
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organisms like insects, birds, and fish. That created the context within which 
yet another order of collaboration and collective action could emerge: the ca-
pabilities of consciousness, of foreseeing possible futures, resolving conflict, 
and making plans. With that, intentional leadership and all the complexity of 
human societies became possible.

The traditional view of leadership as entirely at the intentional end of 
the spectrum, constrained within one person and always taking the form of 
command and control, is too limited for a complex hyperconnected world. 
Intentional leadership is absolutely necessary at certain times and in certain 
places. But in other times and places, it is ineffective and counterproductive. 
The role of leaders must evolve to include the entire spectrum and to balance 
emergent and intentional leadership, using simple rules when emergence is 
called for and detailed policies, procedures, and directions when intentional 
leadership is needed.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Section IV

THE FIELD OF TEAMS
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Never doubt that a small group of committed people can change the world. 
Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.

—Margaret Mead

DEFINING TEAMS

Nowhere can we better see the interplay of emergence and intention than in 
the Field of Teams. In the Interpersonal Field you can have a high degree of 
awareness of the entire relationship. When you join a team, the field is too 
large and too complex to have that kind of awareness. You can be intimately 
aware of your participation in the whole and quite intentional about how you 
contribute to it. You can see the results of team efforts, but no one can fully 
grasp how they were achieved. 

Let’s start by getting clear about what a team is. Recall that I have defined 
leadership as “the means by which two or more individuals develop the abil-
ity to cooperate and take collective action.” Thus, leadership does not mani-
fest in a group of individuals that do not cooperate and take collective action. 
And in my view, such a group is not a team. 

 I define a team as a group of individuals with a clearly defined shared 
purpose who cooperate and take collective action to fulfill that purpose. Thus 
leadership and teams are inextricably linked. And just as leadership exists on 
a spectrum from emergent to intentional, so do teams. 

Emergent teams are looser than intentional teams. Their interpersonal re-
lationships are generally weaker and more transient. Fully emergent teams, 
like the one that created the KatrinaHelp wiki, have no leader, and there may 

Chapter Seventeen

The Power of Many
Understanding Teams
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be no evident or stated shared purpose among the team members (Leuf and 
Cunningham, 2001). But leadership, nonetheless, is present because the team 
cooperates and takes collective action.

Intentional teams, on the other hand, are characterized by an explicit 
shared purpose—a goal to which everyone aspires and commits to fulfill. 
And they have a designated leader. My focus in this section is primarily on 
intentional teams. 

Another way of defining a team is as a superorganism. I said in chapter 
11 that an interpersonal relationship can be seen as a small superorganism. 
Teams are where human superorganisms really come into their own.

From section 2, you know that individuals can be aware of their inner state 
and therefore manage their Field of the Self. And from section 3, you know 
that both parties in an interpersonal relationship can be aware of the state 
of the relationship and can manage their Interpersonal Field. But this is not 
so simple in the Field of Teams. The superorganism of a team is shaped by 
forces that are greater than one individual can perceive. Your behavior can 
affect team members even if you do not directly interact with them. Your 
relationships with team members can affect other team members and the 
relationships they have with one another. There is a ripple effect from every 
action anyone takes that affects all others on the team, yet there is no one 

Figure 17.1. The Superorganism of a Team
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person aware of all of these interactions and their ripple effects. And whereas 
interpersonal relationships involve communication loops between just two 
people, in the Field of Teams, communication loops can involve more than 
two people. Team members must manage the Self and Interpersonal fields 
well because any distortion in those fields will be amplified in the Field of 
Teams. If team members do not have high levels of self-awareness, do not 
see and make effective choices, and do not take accountability for the results 
of their actions, they will not create an effective Field of Teams. Similarly, 
if team members’ relationships with one another are not characterized by 
honesty, integrity, and trust, they will not create an effective Field of Teams. 
All of this leads to a level of complexity not present in, but dependent on, the 
Self and Interpersonal fields.

Both of these definitions of teams—as a group of individuals that cooper-
ate and take collective action, and as a human superorganism—are useful. In 
fact, they are different facets of the same phenomenon: superorganisms are 
the product of individuals cooperating and taking collective action.

MEETINGS: WHERE TEAMS REVEAL THEMSELVES

I’ve observed team meetings with a lot of clients, and the quality and ef-
fectiveness of the meetings varies tremendously. In the worst case scenario, 
people fail to show up or they come in late, some leave early, there is no 
clear agenda, people distract themselves with text messages and emails, and 
everyone leaves feeling their time was wasted. 

In the best cases, people leave energized and excited with a shared sense 
of purpose, a clear understanding of what each will be doing in the coming 
days, strong connections with one another, and the sense that they are all 
in it together. Each individual on the team is fully committed to the team’s 
purpose; each knows what their contribution will be and what to expect of 
others. They have each other’s backs: if they see a team member struggling 
or not performing as well as needed, they step in to see what they can do to 
get things back on track.

Most meetings fall somewhere in between. But many meetings that are con-
sidered well run and successful fall far short of the possible best-case outcome. 
These are meetings that have a tight agenda. However, they are not particularly 
energizing or inspiring, though people come prepared and they get through 
the agenda. In many organizations, that’s the gold standard. Leaders in these 
companies are not tapping the potential of their teams to achieve the best-case 
scenario I described here. They may not even be aware of the possibilities.
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The quality of team meetings reveals much about the quality of a team. 
Meetings are a great place to observe the field of a team and assess its health. 
In the worst-case scenario mentioned here, the team can hardly be called a 
team. There is no sense of cooperation, collective action isn’t evident, and the 
relationships among team members are weak at best, dysfunctional at worst. 
The field of the team is weak and undeveloped.

In the more common middle ground meetings, there is dialog between team 
members and sometimes laughter. They are generally respectful, with the 
content of the meeting focused on individuals reporting the status of current 
milestones. There’s usually an opportunity for people to ask questions and 
request help. The Field of Teams is not particularly strong—you don’t have 
much sense of the team as a whole—but you can sense a functioning group.

In the best meetings, individuals have strong relationships with one an-
other. They respect one another, and they know each other’s strengths and 
blind spots. They provide feedback to one another and ask for and offer help. 
Everything they do is grounded in the shared purpose of the team. They see 
the forest as well as the trees. The Field of Teams is strong and obvious. In-
dividuals sometimes finish one another’s sentences; questions are inspired by 
genuine curiosity and are answered thoughtfully. Disagreements are handled 
respectfully and are seen as an opportunity to learn. Meetings are character-
ized by a mood of enthusiasm and engagement. 

Another characteristic of great meetings is that they often blend intentional 
and emergent leadership. The meeting agenda may include highly intentional 
conversations that walk through elements of the project plan. Other parts of the 
meeting may be quite open ended and invite emergent conversations. In inten-
tional conversations you can move through many agenda items quickly and 
efficiently; emergent conversations are where creativity and innovation show 
up. Field Leaders must be skilled at sensing when it is time to move up or down 
the spectrum, changing the balance of intentional and emergent conversation. 

What makes the difference between great meetings and meetings that are 
merely average or mediocre? In my experience, the highest performing teams 
practice the disciplines of the four fields and manage their conversations us-
ing a model I will introduce shortly called the Cycle of Leadership. To the 
extent that a team does not follow these practices, performance is diminished. 
The difference is reflected in their meetings.

To be clear, not every high-performing team I have encountered under-
stands the framework of the four fields or uses the language I offer in this 
book. But they live in the spirit of the framework and use language consistent 
with its principles and practices.
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TEAMS ARE COMPLEX

The more communication loops there are in a system, the more complex it is. 
And as complexity grows, so does the potential for both chaos and creative 
new capabilities that can confer competitive advantage. Leadership makes 
the difference.

Relationships and communication loops proliferate on a team, and those 
relationships and communication loops interact with one another in complex 
ways. How those relationships and conversations are managed determines 
how the team will perform.

From a mathematical perspective, the relationships and communication 
loops on a team can be seen as a network. I’m going to provide a brief explana-
tion of the science of networks, so we can better understand why the Field of 
Teams is so complex and what it takes for a leader to manage the complexity.

Consider that between two people, there is one relationship (see figure 17.2).

With three people, there are three relationships (see figure 17.3).

Figure 17.2. Two People, One Relationship

Figure 17.3. Three People, Three Relationships
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Adding one person to a group of two raised the number of relationships 
from one to three. What happens with four people? Now there are six rela-
tionships (see figure 17.4).

Adding one person to a group of three added three relationships for a total 
of six. 

As the number of people on a team grows, the number of relationships 
grows faster, and it grows in a precise, mathematical way. Network science 
tells us that the number of relationships on a team with N people can be found 
with the formula shown in figure 17.5.

Thus, for a team of eight people, there are twenty-eight relationships (8 
times 7, divided by 2). For a team of ten, there are forty-five relationships. 
And there are more communication loops than there are relationships on a 
team because there can be multiple communication loops between two peo-
ple, and one communication loop may involve multiple people. This is why 
leading teams is so complex. When you sit in a room with nine other people, 
what is most obvious is that there are ten people in the room. What you are 

Figure 17.4. Four People, Six Relationships

Figure 17.5. Number of Relationships on a Team of N Members
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not likely to notice is that there are ten people and forty-five relationships in 
the room, and all of those people and relationships interact through multiple 
communication loops. There’s a lot going on under the hood of a team! The 
job of a Field Leader is to make sure all of this works for the individuals and 
the team. That can be a daunting task, especially if you approach it analyti-
cally. Fortunately, you don’t have to.

Maria was the CIO of a manufacturing company. When she took over 
the role, her team of direct reports was demoralized and dysfunctional. The 
previous CIO had been an aggressive micromanager who operated at the far 
intentional end of the Spectrum of Leadership. People resented him and did 
not take accountability for problems. Projects were often late and over bud-
get; the team was not trusted by other areas of the company, and they did not 
get along well with one another. Maria was hired to turn the team around. 
She had nine direct reports. That meant there were forty-five relationships 
that had to be managed, along with all the communication loops that those 
relationships generated.

Maria had worked with me in a previous company and asked for my help. 
In our previous work together, she had developed a strong leadership pres-
ence. In the first eight months in her CIO role, we introduced the four fields 
framework to her team and focused primarily on the Self and Interpersonal 
fields. Several members of her team resisted at first, but Maria persisted. She 
made it clear that she would support them in developing themselves and their 
relationships but would challenge any behavior that went counter to the disci-
plines of the four fields. In time, most of the team embraced the new methods; 
two people chose to leave and were replaced.

Maria had known for some time that the company would be implementing 
a new Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system. It would be the biggest 
project the IT group had taken on, and Maria knew they had to go beyond the 
Self and Interpersonal fields to become a strong team. It was time to introduce 
them to the disciplines of the Field of Teams and the Cycle of Leadership.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



185

Destri Lie has two conditions for her dancers: they must be good, respect-
ful people, and their desire to dance must come above all else. For her, 
big egos have no place in the company, and a good personality is more 
important than flawless technique. 

—Lydia Brosnahan, Walker Reader, Walker Art Center (2014)

The three disciplines in the Field of Teams are:

• Alignment: establishing a shared purpose that everyone on the team em-
braces.

• Engagement: establishing emotional commitment to the purpose and to 
relationships among team members and taking action to fulfill the purpose.

• Collective Learning: intentionally and routinely engaging in honest con-
versations to assess what has gone well, what could have gone better, and 
what is to be learned from both.

The disciplines in the Field of Teams create emotional bonds based on a 
shared purpose among team members, provide tools for executing effectively 
to fulfill that purpose, and provide practices for ongoing collective learning 
and continuous improvement. The disciplines dovetail tightly with the Cycle 
of Leadership. The Cycle of Leadership provides a means for bringing the 
disciplines to life and applying them to real-world problems; the disciplines 
provide vital practices for ensuring that the conversations in the Cycle of 
Leadership are honest, authentic, and effective.

Chapter Eighteen

Team Disciplines and  
the Cycle of Leadership
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THE CYCLE OF LEADERSHIP

The Cycle of Leadership reveals the life cycle of a project to be a network of 
conversations. It defines the important types of conversations in which lead-
ers and teams must engage and provides a roadmap for using them to ensure 
successful projects. 

Conversations are the lifeblood of teams. Everything happens through 
conversation, from the inception of a project through its completion. Yet 
often leaders fail to understand the distinctions among the relevant kinds of 
team conversations, each with a purpose and design. Without that distinction, 
all conversations blend into one type, resulting in confusion. A master chef 
would never think of equipping a kitchen with just one type of knife, yet this 
is what leaders do when they fail to recognize the role of each type of team 
conversation. 

The Cycle of Leadership is also a diagnostic tool for understanding what 
happens when things go wrong, and for learning from experience. It provides 
a context within which the disciplines of the Field of Teams can be devel-
oped. In short, the Cycle of Leadership is a kind of Swiss Army knife for ef-
fective team conversations. And it works no matter the medium used for the 
conversation—live face-to-face meetings, emails, voicemails, and any other 
means of conversing. This was the tool Maria, in chapter 17, used to begin 
establishing the Field of Teams for her direct reports.

Figure 18.1. The Cycle of Leadership
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There are four kinds of conversations that occur in the Cycle of Leadership. 
When used skillfully, all of them strengthen the Field of Teams and lead to 
successful projects.

• Conversations for Possibilities engage team members and other stake-
holders, tap collective wisdom, and begin defining purpose. They are the 
engine of innovation.

• Declarations define and publicly state purpose. Vision is established here.
• Conversations for Results get the work done: requests, offers, and prom-

ises occur here. They are the engine of execution.
• Reflection Conversations review team performance and identify what the 

team did well and what they could do better with the intention of improv-
ing future performance. They are the engine of learning.

Conversations for Possibilities

The Cycle of Leadership typically begins with Conversations for Possibili-
ties. Conversations for Possibilities are the innovation engine of the Cycle of 
Leadership, where ideas are generated and purpose is explored. This is where 
Maria began her effort to bring her team together. Leaders often use Con-
versations for Possibilities to open up dialogue about a direction or decision 
they are considering. Conversations for Possibilities are not about making 
decisions and moving to action; that comes later in the Cycle of Leadership. 
At this stage, the conversation is intended to accomplish three objectives: 

• Tap the knowledge and wisdom of the team and other stakeholders and 
interested parties.

• Inform the team so team members can contribute and not feel blindsided 
when a decision is made.

• Begin establishing alignment and engagement.

Some people think of Conversations for Possibilities as traditional brain-
storming sessions. Brainstorming as a means of tapping creativity and gener-
ating ideas goes back to 1953 when Alex Osborn, an advertising executive, 
developed it (Osborn, 1953). He made great claims about its effectiveness, 
and it’s been popular in business settings ever since. The problem is that it 
doesn’t work. As commonly practiced, it actually inhibits creative thinking 
and produces subpar ideas. That’s been known since at least 1958 (Taylor, 
Berry, and Block, 1958). While brainstorming sessions can generate vast 
numbers of ideas quickly, the quality of the ideas is generally poor. Adrian 
Furnham, an organizational psychologist who has studied idea-generating 
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methods, wrote, “The evidence from science suggests that business people 
must be insane to use brainstorming groups” (Furnham, 2000).

Conversations for Possibilities are conducted quite differently, and the 
results they produce are richer, broader, and deeper. Research shows that 
having time to reflect on one’s own, then gradually broadening the scope of 
individuals with whom you share your thoughts, leads to much higher-quality 
ideas than starting in a large group. Maria began having Conversations for 
Possibilities about the ERP project in one-on-one meetings with each team 
member. She started these conversations with the question “What contribu-
tion do we want to make to the company with this project?” rather than the 
more traditional question of “How will we accomplish this?” She asked them 
to think carefully about this question and to consider it with respect to the 
impact the project would have on the company, as well as the contribution 
they personally wanted to make to the project.

Starting with these questions had several effects on the development of the 
Field of Teams:

• Conversations focused on purpose rather than tasks. This caused greater 
introspection on the part of team members, and it laid the groundwork for 
aligning around a shared purpose.

• Contribution and service defined purpose rather than just the mechanics 
of implementing technology. This not only affected how the team thought 
about the project, it altered the Interpersonal Fields that team members had 
with their customers. Their customers–—the other business units in the 
company—had historically viewed them as gatekeepers and road blockers, 
controlling what they could and couldn’t do with technology. With this 
new approach, their customers viewed them as partners in solving business 
problems.

• Each team member articulated the contribution they wanted to make and 
shared it with the team. This strengthened and deepened the interpersonal 
relationships on the team. 

• Each team member became aware of what the other team members were 
bringing to the project, what to expect from them, and how to help them. 
This enhanced their ability to cooperate and take collective action because 
they were more connected, trusting, and aware of one another.

• Each member’s commitment and stature increased. Publicly declaring 
what each would deliver for the team gave team members a strong incen-
tive to fulfill the commitment.

Maria’s one-on-one conversations primed the team for coming together to 
share their thoughts in their first all-team project meeting. I facilitated that 
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meeting and presented the Cycle of Leadership and the disciplines of the 
Field of Teams. Maria explained that these were the next developmental chal-
lenges in which she wanted the team to engage. I had them pair off and share 
their ideas one on one. Then I brought the pairs together and asked them to 
refine their ideas in groups of four. And finally, I brought everyone together 
into a team conversation. The whole meeting took about two hours.

These conversations progressed over several weeks, informally among 
individual team members and formally with the team as a whole. Ultimately, 
they crafted a powerful Declaration around which they were fully aligned, 
and they had a rich understanding of how each would contribute to the project 
and support one another.

Engaging the team in Conversations for Possibilities at the start of the proj-
ect created dialogue far earlier in the process than was usual, yielding benefits 
throughout the project’s life. For example, José oversaw all of the network 
operations for the company. He suggested that his network administrators sit 
in on meetings with customers to define their requirements. This was not the 
usual practice. Requirements were typically defined by a specialized group. 
Much later in the process, those requirements would be communicated to 
others, including José’s team. Having the network administrators attend the 
early conversations with customers gave them a direct experience of their 
customers’ real needs. They were able to start planning network requirements 
far earlier in the project, and in some instances they were able to influence 
business requirements in ways that reduced the load on the network.

Declarations

Declarations are at the heart of the Cycle of Leadership. A Declaration is a 
commitment to a future state; it describes where you are going and what you 
are going to achieve. Making effective Declarations that inspire others to 
reach that future state with you is one of the most critical acts of intentional 
leadership. This is one reason that Conversations for Possibilities are such an 
important precursor to Declarations: they begin to align and engage people 
before the Declaration is fully crafted and publicly stated. Team members 
feel that their voices have been heard, and that they have contributed to the 
Declaration. They are more likely to be on board and less likely to feel blind-
sided when the Declaration is made, even if they disagree with the direction 
that has been declared.

A Declaration has several key qualities, all of which should be explored in 
Conversations for Possibilities and in your own reflections prior to making 
the Declaration public. An effective Declaration:
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• clearly communicates the future state toward which the team is aimed;
• provides compelling business reasons for creating that future state;
• engages and energizes the community—including the team and other 

stakeholders—to create that future state;
• includes clear Conditions of Satisfaction—specifically what has to be 

achieved in order for the declaration to be fulfilled; and
• leads to effective Conversations for Results, in which individuals are asked 

to contribute to fulfilling the declaration. 

The first of these qualities—clearly communicating the future state—ad-
dresses the need for clarity and specificity about that future. It is not enough 
to say “we’re going to grow the business,” “we’re going to establish superb 
customer service” or “we’re going to hit a home run with this project.” While 
the intention is laudable, these statements aren’t specific enough to know 
how to fulfill the Declaration. “We will double our gross revenue in five 
years,” “we will win the Superb Customer Satisfaction award next year,” and 
“in spite of the very tight deadline and small budget, we will complete this 
project ahead of schedule and under budget” are much clearer Declarations. 
They give people something to grasp onto, something to aim for, a goal that’s 
specific enough to find ways to contribute and, when done, team members 
will know whether or not they have succeeded.

The second and third qualities speak to the importance of getting people on 
board and keeping them there to fulfill the Declaration. This is the “what’s in 
it for me” aspect of an effective Declaration. If you rule by decree, using raw 
positional power to tell people what to do, you may get compliance, but you 
won’t get engagement. If you want people to bring all of their creativity and 
energy to fulfilling a Declaration, you must provide them with reasons for 
doing so. This is not simply a matter of clearly spelling out the logic that says 
why your Declaration is a good idea, and it is not just a matter of providing 
an incentive. (“If you get this done on time, you’ll get a 10 percent bonus.”) 
There’s plenty of research to prove that neither logic nor material rewards 
are effective motivators in the business environment. What is a powerful 
motivator is meaning—connecting the Declaration to something that matters 
to individuals (Keane, 2015).

For José, Maria’s network leader, meaning came from leaving behind a 
valuable legacy. This would be his last big project before retiring, and he saw 
it as a chance to create something that would continue to support the company 
after he left. For Gladys, who led the project management team, meaning came 
from the opportunity to forge new and stronger relationships with their cus-
tomers. Bruce, the leader of the development team, valued the pride he would 
feel from fulfilling all of the technical requirements of such a complex project.
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The last two qualities listed earlier are essential for the team to accurately 
measure progress and execute successfully. Clear Conditions of Satisfaction 
define the specific requirements that must be met to fulfill the Declaration, 
and effective requests are the next step in the Cycle of Leadership, where 
execution happens.

Crafting a powerful Declaration is as much art as it is science, and it is 
almost always a collective effort. Developing the key qualities of an effective 
Declaration is most often an iterative process; you don’t develop them in se-
quence but rather in tandem. You may come up with a beginning draft of the 
future state, and then as you start thinking about Conditions of Satisfaction, 
you may find superfluous elements, as well as important considerations that 
are missing. Articulating the business and community value may lead you to 
refine your Conditions of Satisfaction.

Developing a team Declaration often involves many other people in the 
Conversations for Possibilities. Maria and her team cast a wide net, engaging 
stakeholders throughout the company and beyond, including their internal 
customers, the company’s external customers, and vendors. All of this added 
to the richness of their thinking and provided fertile ground for strengthening 
their Self, Interpersonal, and Team fields.

In the end, it is the leader who must own a Declaration and take account-
ability for its success. Maria was the owner of the Declaration for the ERP 
project. In their Conversations for Possibilities, her team generated many and, 
under her leadership, the Declaration went through several iterations. The 
early ones were quite generic and uninspiring. Through successive versions, 
they refined it, honing in on what she and the team found to be inspiring. The 
Declaration she finally adopted was: Through this project, we will improve 
the ease of work, the effectiveness of work, and the job satisfaction of employ-
ees throughout the company.

As Maria and her team developed this Declaration, they also created sup-
porting documentation for the business value, value to the team and other 
stakeholders, and Conditions of Satisfaction. When the Declaration statement 
was complete, the team was fully on board and aligned. And by now their 
customers and stakeholders were excited about the project. Team members 
were thoroughly versed in speaking about the Declaration and what it would 
mean to the company as a whole and to individual stakeholders. They became 
evangelists for the project, and their evangelism became contagious.

The team discipline of alignment begins in Conversations for Possibilities, 
in which team members share their thoughts and develop an understanding of 
the direction the leader is considering. As a leader, you must make sure the 
team is fully aligned in support of your Declaration before making it public. 
If they are not, execution is likely to falter. 
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The last key element of an effective Declaration is that it leads you to ef-
fective Conversations for Results, the next stage in the Cycle of Leadership.

Conversations for Results

Conversations for Results are the execution engine of the Cycle of Leader-
ship. They are the means by which requests and promises are made, execution 
is monitored, and changes and breakdowns are managed. They are where 
the team discipline of engagement is established. Through Conversations for 
Results, team members build the relationships with one another that will be 
necessary to fulfill the Declaration.

Nearly every action taken in an organization is in fulfillment of a promise. 
When requests are made effectively and promises are managed well, the 
execution engine runs smoothly and efficiently. When requests are handled 
poorly and promises are not managed well, the execution engine runs poorly 
and performance degrades (Sull and Spinosa, 2007). The Conversations for 
Results model shows the critical steps necessary to ensure that these conver-
sations go well.

This model has a number of elements, and it is complicated further by 
the Self and Interpersonal fields of the two people in the conversation. All 
of that makes managing promises a complex affair. It sheds light on why 
mismanaged promises lie at the heart of so many organizational ills, and why 
healthy Self and Interpersonal fields are essential for establishing a healthy 
Field of Teams. I find that when companies are experiencing poor execution, 
breakdowns in processes, low trust, weak teams, and lack of accountability, 
you can trace the cause back to unclear requests and mismanaged promises.

Figure 18.2. Conversations for Results
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The word “promise” is weighty—it has gravitas, you feel it. Bruce, Maria’s 
development team leader, commented, “I never really thought about the fact 
that I’m making a promise when I say I will do something. It’s much easier 
to just say it and then go about my work, and if it doesn’t get done, hopefully 
it won’t be a big deal. But a promise—that’s about who I am, how people see 
me. It’s my identity. I need to pay more attention to that.”

The Conversations for Results model shows that every request and promise 
is made between two people: the “customer,” who makes the request, and the 
“performer,” who makes the promise. On the surface, it might seem obvious 
that requests and promises are made between two people, but it’s common to 
assume a request was made to a team or a committee with no clarity about 
specifically who is responsible for fulfilling the promise. This is an immedi-
ate red flag that execution is in trouble.

Conversations for Results begin with the preparation phase, during which 
the customer thinks about what they need and prepares to make a request. 
When they ask the performer for help, the conversation enters the negotia-
tion phase. In these two phases, the customer and performer work together to 
define conditions of satisfaction. Conditions of satisfaction are the results that 
the performer must produce in order for the request to be fulfilled. Defining 
conditions of satisfaction is a place where requests and promises frequently 
go wrong. Customers make vague requests, and performers make vague 
promises, leaving conditions of satisfaction unclear. This almost guarantees 
a conflict later, when they are likely to discover that their expectations of re-
sults do not line up. Resentment and mistrust ensue, making cooperation and 
collective action difficult or impossible.

Crafting clear conditions of satisfaction can be time consuming, which 
is one reason it is often done poorly. But the time, energy, and cultural cost 
of poorly defined requests and promises far outweigh the time involved in 
defining conditions of satisfaction thoroughly and accurately. Mismanaged 
promises break down trust, damage individuals’ identities, create resentment 
and resignation, and lead to costly redos and workarounds. The best way to 
ensure that sufficient time is allotted for effective Conversations for Results 
is for both parties to center themselves and manage their inner states.

As a performer in a Conversation for Results, when you receive a request, 
you have four possible responses:

• Decline: A decline ends the conversation and leaves the customer free to 
find someone else to ask for help. One of the toxic cultural conditions I 
have encountered is the belief that you must always say yes to a request, 
that it’s either rude or unacceptable to decline. This leads to serious break-
downs: if people are not permitted to decline a request, they will inevitably 
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make promises they cannot keep. I’m not suggesting you should casually 
decline requests, but if you cannot fulfill the conditions of satisfaction, it 
is your responsibility to let the customer know. If the reason you cannot 
fulfill the request is because you don’t have capacity, an option is to see if 
you can renegotiate another promise you have made to buy yourself time. 

Declining requests is particularly difficult when the customer has 
authority over you. In fact, leaders are often the primary source of this 
problem: they do not take time to craft clear requests, they don’t tolerate 
performers attempting to negotiate, and they tell people they don’t want to 
hear objections; they just want it done. This is autocratic leadership, which 
arises at the extreme intentional end of the Spectrum of Leadership and 
rarely leads to positive results. If leaders do not allow their people to man-
age their capacity by negotiating and declining promises they are incapable 
of fulfilling, then leaders will have cultures in which promises are routinely 
broken. And leaders must take accountability for creating those cultures.

• Commit to commit: A “commit to commit” puts the conversation on 
hold. It is different from a postponement. Postponing can mean putting 
something off indefinitely. Committing to commit says, “I will complete 
this conversation with you by such and such a date and time.” Committing 
to commit is necessary when you need to gather additional information 
before you can reply to a request. For example, you may need to check 
your availability before agreeing to a meeting date, or a salesperson may 
need to check inventory before promising a delivery date. When you com-
mit to commit, it is essential to be explicit about when you will get back 
to your customer. Without this rigor, the conversation may languish. This 
can lead to mistrust and resentment, damaging the Interpersonal Field you 
have with the customer.

• Counter-offer: A counter-offer keeps the conversation in the negotiation 
phase; it takes the form of “I can’t meet that particular Condition of Sat-
isfaction, but I can do this instead . . .” It is then up to your customer to 
decide if what you offered is acceptable. If not, they can counter-offer as 
well, and negotiation continues.

• Promise: A promise is the only response that moves the conversation for-
ward. A promise is a commitment to fulfill the Conditions of Satisfaction 
that you and your customer have defined. As such, it is a kind of Declara-
tion because it defines a future state to which you are committed. 

Once a promise has been made, the conversation moves to Performance, 
the third stage of the Conversation for Results, in which the actions neces-
sary to fulfill the Conditions of Satisfaction are taken. The Performance 
stage is often quite complex and can trigger many other conversations. Each 
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new set of conversations addresses some aspect of the original Declaration’s 
Conditions of Satisfaction. Once Maria’s Declaration and its Conditions of 
Satisfaction were defined, she had numerous requests to make to her team and 
her peers across the organization. These included a request to José to oversee 
all of the networking requirements for the new system, a request to Gladys 
to partner with the business units to establish cross-functional teams for the 
project, a request to the CFO to assist in budgeting the project and monitor-
ing the financials as it progressed, and a request to HR to develop training 
programs for the new system.

Figure 18.3 is a map that shows how conversations cascade on complex 
projects.

As you can see, one Cycle of Leadership can trigger several new Cycles 
of Leadership, each of which can trigger yet more cycles. And each of those 
cycles can trigger multiple Conversations for Results. For example, when 
Maria made her request to José to manage the networking aspects of the ERP 
project, he made several requests to others to handle aspects of the ERP’s 
network implementation.

This reveals the complexity of managing cooperation and collective ac-
tion on a team. The butterfly effect is alive and well; subtle changes in the 
initial conditions of a meeting can have a dramatic effect on how the meeting 
goes, and an unresolved conflict or mismanaged promise in the cascading 
conversations can impact performance across a broad swath of an organiza-

Figure 18.3. Cascading Cycles of Leadership Bring Order to Complexity
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tion. But when the disciplines of the four fields are followed, and the Cycle 
of Leadership is practiced throughout the organization, order reigns and 
chaos is avoided.

The last phase of Conversations for Results is acceptance. When you be-
lieve you have fulfilled your promise, you inform your customer and check to 
make sure they agree. This is a vital yet often overlooked stage in managing 
promises. It gives you the opportunity to ensure that you and your customer 
agree that you have fulfilled your promise and to address any concerns if you 
are in disagreement. It also builds trust with your customer. When you return 
to make sure you are in agreement that the request has been satisfied, it gives 
the customer confidence. The more rigorously you use this model, the stron-
ger your identity as a trusted partner will grow. 

All too often, in our haste to finish one conversation so we can get to the 
next, we treat requests and promises as cursory exchanges of information. 
Someone asks for something with vague specifications, someone else says 
okay, I’ll do that, and both move on to other matters. When I started working 
with Maria’s team, they were frequently guilty of this; as they adopted the 
Cycle of Leadership and engaged in Conversations for Results, they were 
surprised to learn how cursory and incomplete many of their conversations 
had been.

Conversations for Results are very much conversations. They involve 
wholehearted participation from both the customer and performer. To the ex-
tent that either is unwilling to invest the time to craft a clear request, negotiate 
Conditions of Satisfaction, and manage the process of fulfilling the promise, 
the entire conversation is at risk. And because Conversations for Results can 
cascade out to generate additional requests and engage more people, the cost 
of a poorly crafted request or poorly managed promise can be substantial. 
Conversations for Results take time, but far less time than it takes to have the 
same conversation over and over and deal with misunderstood Conditions of 
Satisfaction and poorly managed promises. 

No one does this perfectly. Your inner state—the condition of your physi-
cal, emotional, and analytical minds and the core communication loop that 
keeps them in dialogue—influences your ability to engage effectively in Con-
versations for Results. The more you practice, the better you get. 

Reflection Conversations: Collective Learning

The Reflection Conversations stage of the Cycle of Leadership is where the 
team engages in the discipline of collective learning. You know that your 
Field of the Self requires continual renewal: your muscles require exercise 
to maintain their health, your emotions routinely get triggered and require 
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recentering, and your analytical mind continually refines its understanding 
of the world. Similarly, interpersonal relationships need constant adjustment 
and renewal to keep the Interpersonal Field healthy. Reflection Conversa-
tions are the means by which the Field of Teams achieves renewal. They 
are as vital to the health of a team as exercise is to your body and trust is to 
interpersonal relationships. 

Collective learning is greater than the sum of what individuals can learn on 
their own because collective learning builds and strengthens the complex net-
work of relationships and communication loops among team members. This 
is how the superorganism of the team learns. Collective learning enhances 
the Self and Interpersonal fields as well as the Field of Teams. Adjusting 
and refining the relationships and communication loops on the team requires 
adjusting and refining your core communication loop and your interpersonal 
relationships with other team members. 

Reflection conversations must be routine and intentional. Collective learn-
ing can’t be left to chance, and it must involve the whole team. Methods 
developed by the US Army show us the way.

In 1971, General W. C. Westmoreland, the chief of staff of the US Army, 
wanted to find better ways to train soldiers to deal with the complexity and 
unpredictability of modern warfare, to improve unit readiness, and to develop 
better leaders (Degrosky and Parry, 2004). He specified that the new methods 
should be both effective and motivating. Over the next twenty-plus years, the 
Army experimented with various training methods to meet these objectives. 
Increasingly, they focused on participative approaches that they called “After 
Action Review,” or AAR. These methods were formally standardized across 
the entire US Army in 1995 (Morrison and Meliza, 1999).

As originally conceived, AAR is a method for soldiers to continually learn 
from their experiences and improve their performance. It differs from tradi-
tional learning in that it requires soldiers to come together after a training ex-
ercise to engage in their own analysis and discovery. In AAR conversations, 
they discover what they did well and what they could do better. AAR does 
not rely on external trainers and observers to tell them how they did and teach 
them new methods. Rather, it requires that they think and discover together. 
A common use of AAR occurs immediately following war games exercises 
in which soldiers have been engaged in simulated battles. At the end of an 
exercise, the soldiers gather together for the AAR, in which multiple points of 
view are valued as adding to the collective picture rather than as opportunities 
to prove each other right or wrong.

Prior to implementing the AAR the Army used more traditional training 
methods that involved observers telling soldiers what they did wrong and  
advising how to do better. Soldiers often found such feedback demoralizing 
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and inaccurate. The AAR method put them in charge of their learning; it re-
quired that they engage themselves in figuring out how to improve. It is up to 
them to reach their own conclusions and use them in the next field exercise.

Reflection conversations are designed to bring the spirit of AAR to work 
teams. In reflection, the team has honest, engaged conversations about the 
state of the team, reviewing how they have been doing and how they can 
improve. Team leaders participate in these conversations as members of the 
team. They are there to learn just like everyone else.

Reflection conversations happen in meetings whose purpose is to maintain 
and strengthen the team’s field. These conversations focus on events that team 
members deem sufficiently important to spend time reviewing. Timeliness 
is critical; reflection should be done as close as possible to the events being 
reviewed. Individuals also report on how they are managing their Self and In-
terpersonal fields. Events to be reviewed often include interpersonal conflicts, 
mistrust, and broken promises that have arisen since the last reflection meet-
ing. Leaving such events unnamed and unaddressed can be more damaging 
than ignoring procedural mistakes and technical oversights. When these con-
cerns are named and addressed, they become sources of team learning, stron-
ger relationships, and greater skill in applying the disciplines of the four fields. 

Reflection conversations can be structured around five questions. Recall 
the distinction between assessments (opinions or interpretations) and asser-
tions (statements of fact) that I explored in chapter 12. This is a vital distinc-
tion when the following questions are discussed.

1. What was supposed to happen? This question explores team members’ 
expectations prior to the events. It reveals where their understanding was 
shared and where it might have diverged. And it reveals the clarity—or 
lack thereof—of the requests and promises related to the events.

2. What happened? This is where the team recalls the facts of specific events. 
This question is designed to accurately recall actual events, free of assess-
ments and blame.

3. Why did it happen? With this question, the team shares explanations of 
the causes of what happened. This conversation can involve many assess-
ments—opinions or interpretations—as well as assertions. Different per-
spectives and interpretations are welcome as ways to enrich understanding 
of what happened and why. This is also a place where each team member 
involved in the event must reflect on their own accountability. Recall from 
chapter 10 that accountability is one of the disciplines in the Field of the 
Self. Failing to take accountability for your actions (or inactions) is toxic 
to the Field of Teams. It leads to discord and argument rather than learning 
and growth. So when exploring the question of why something happened, 
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each team member, including the leader, starts by reflecting on the ques-
tion, “What did I do, or fail to do, that contributed to this event?”

4. What did we do well? This question helps the team recognize their 
strengths and design ways to build on them. It sometimes leads to behav-
ioral or operational standards that the team adopts.

5. What can we do better? This question often results in specific actions 
individuals or the entire team will take in order to develop greater skill in 
identified problem areas.

When I introduced reflection conversations to Maria’s team, they quickly 
learned that these conversations can be quite challenging. They require team 
members to rigorously apply the disciplines of the Self and Interpersonal 
fields. In difficult conversations, even the most skilled individual can go off 
center, so Maria adopted the practice of appointing one team member each 
week to be the “coach” for the reflection conversations. The coach’s job was 
not to take sides or argue a point of view but rather to support each individual 
in using the disciplines of the Field of the Self to manage their inner state, 
and using the interpersonal disciplines to manage their relationships as the 
conversations progressed.

Simply taking the time to reflect on the five questions can be difficult. In 
addition to the emotional and interpersonal challenges of reflection conversa-
tions, many organizations have cultures in which action is valued more highly 
than reflection. It takes a committed leader to keep a team in the practice of 
reflection conversations. Maria was such a leader. She initially established re-
flection meetings every week; as the project progressed and the team’s skills 
at having these conversations improved, she held them every other week. 

Each of Maria’s reflection meetings began by creating the agenda. Team 
members listed any conversations from the previous reflection meeting that 
needed further discussion, then individuals identified new key events they 
felt were worth examining. They would also report important aspects of their 
Self and Interpersonal fields and how they affected events. For example, if a 
team member was feeling overwhelmed and was concerned about fulfilling 
the promises they were being asked to make, the team would work together 
to find a solution. Likewise, if someone was experiencing mistrust or conflict 
with another team member, the reflection meeting was a place to address that. 
Once the agenda was set, the team would address the agenda items, asking 
the five questions of each. Meetings could last anywhere from thirty minutes 
to a few hours. 

Some team members initially resisted this level of transparency, saying it 
wasn’t the team’s business to know how they were feeling or if they were in 
conflict with another team member. But over time, they discovered that when 
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they had these conversations in the presence of the team, the whole team 
learned, trust deepened among all members, and the issues were resolved 
faster and more completely.

The learning that emerges from these sessions shapes what comes next—
how the team must reinforce some things and adjust others. It reveals errors 
and blind spots that might have crept into Conversations for Possibilities, 
Declarations, or Conversations for Results. It thus feeds back into the Cycle 
of Leadership, making adjustments based on new insights. Reflection conver-
sations are where the mettle of the Self and Interpersonal fields are constantly 
tested, and it is where the entire Cycle of Leadership continually renews and 
fine tunes itself. 

When developed as a norm for communication throughout an organization, 
the Cycle of Leadership supports the disciplines of the four fields at all levels 
of the organization, making effective cooperation and collective action pos-
sible regardless of the size of the project. 

Engaging her team deeply in the disciplines of the Field of Teams and 
the Cycle of Leadership gave Maria an unexpected bonus. In one of their 
reflection conversations near the end of the ERP project, Gladys, the head of 
project management, commented that the Declaration for the project really 
reflected the purpose of all of their work. With a minor modification, the Dec-
laration became the team’s Declaration of their ongoing purpose: Through the 
application of technology, we will improve the ease of work, the effectiveness 
of work, and the job satisfaction of employees throughout the company.

Leading Teams

The traditional questions a leader asks of a project team are: 

• “How is the project going?” 
• “Where are we in the project plan?” 
• “Are we hitting our milestones?” 

For a Field Leader, the vital questions are: 

• “How is the team doing?” 
• “Is the team aligned, engaged, and passionate about the shared purpose of 

the team?” 
• “How are the relationships on the team? Are they characterized by honesty, 

integrity, and trust?”
• “Does the team practice the Cycle of Leadership and engage in the disci-

plines of Alignment, Engagement, and Collective Learning?” 
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These questions create the context within which questions about a project’s 
progress can be fully understood and problems addressed. In this context, 
looking at project progress makes sense, and if progress is off track, the 
important starting point is the question, “What has happened in the Self, In-
terpersonal, and Team fields that caused it to go off track?”

If there is a breakdown in team performance, you must sometimes exam-
ine the relationships between team members—the Interpersonal Fields—to 
discover what caused the breakdown. Likewise, a breakdown in the Inter-
personal Fields must sometimes be traced back to the Fields of the Self from 
which it arose. This may seem tedious and time consuming, but it traces 
problems back to their roots. Getting to the root cause of a problem prevents 
it from recurring.

Alignment, engagement, and collective learning are all phenomena that 
appear at the level of the entire team. No one person is aligned; the team is 
aligned. Team alignment happens when every team member agrees to the 
direction and purpose of the team. Team engagement happens when every 
team member is viscerally committed to success, willing to put the well-
being of the team ahead of personal concerns, and committed to building the 
relationships with other team members that are necessary to fulfill the team’s 
Declaration. For these reasons, when building a team, leaders must place a 
high value on selecting individuals who will contribute to the intelligence of 
the team. It is not sufficient to be a strong individual contributor. Indeed, in 
my experience the best teams do not necessarily include the best individual 
contributors, but they do include the best team members. Collective learning 
is learning that happens in the superorganism of the team. It is deeper, richer, 
and more challenging than any learning you can do on your own. Collective 
Learning depends on the ability and willingness of each team member to 
learn. The synergies and capabilities that emerge are far greater than the sum 
of the individuals’ capabilities. The extraordinary acrobatics of a flock of 
starlings emerges from the individual birds following simple rules. So too can 
extraordinary performance emerge on organizational teams when everyone 
practices the Cycle of Leadership and the disciplines of alignment, engage-
ment, and collective learning.
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THE ENTERPRISE FIELD
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Galileo and his contemporaries transformed the world. It is easy to look back 
and understand how that transformation unfolded, to see it as relatively logical 
and orderly. But I am certain that in his time and in the centuries that followed, 
transformation was unruly, confusing, and, at times, chaotic. Today we are in 
the midst of another transformation, one brought about not by the mechaniza-
tion and reduction of the world to its parts but by hyperconnectivity and the 
reintegration of all those parts. It is an exciting time full of wild possibilities.

Current visions of leadership that are far to the intentional end of the 
Spectrum of Leadership neglect much of what human beings need to thrive. 
Human enterprises are both intentional and emergent: hierarchies of parts and 
networks of relationships. In a hyperconnected world, we must incorporate 
both emergent and intentional leadership throughout our organizations. 

To release the full power of the human spirit, we must incorporate the 
full Spectrum of Leadership into our organizations and elevate leadership 
along the entire spectrum to a fine art as well as a refined science. Leaders 
must cultivate the disciplines of the four fields in people throughout their 
organizations.

In our quest for certainty and control, we have lost our connection to some 
of our most powerful human traits: our physical and emotional connections 
to life and to one another. We must bring our three minds into unity, integrate 
them, and use their full potential to create organizations that can thrive for 
generations to come.

That requires everyone embracing the full Spectrum of Leadership and 
the disciplines of the four fields, not just those few select individuals we call 
leaders. It means embracing leadership as an attribute of a culture, not an indi-
vidual, and seeing the role of leader as cultivating leadership in all four fields. 
Leaders must be cultivators all of the time and commanders occasionally. 

Chapter Nineteen

Enterprise Leadership
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In a hyperconnected world, the fabric of human organizations is woven 
from both logical processes and systems of communication loops that are 
both complicated and complex. To understand that successful organiza-
tions are not either/or but both/and requires whole thinking. In our rush to 
mechanize the world and capitalize on the enormous power unleashed by 
the Age of Reason, we have not only reduced the world to its parts, we have 
reduced ourselves to parts and ignored those aspects that are inconvenient. In 
so doing, we have harmed ourselves, our organizations, and humanity. It is 
time to reintegrate all of the parts and heal ourselves and the world, thereby 
unleashing the wild possibilities that live in the fullness of the human spirit. 
Leadership in a hyperconnected world is for those who can be humble, bold, 
and courageous. 

Mastery of the Self, Interpersonal, and Team fields is necessary for lead-
ership in the Enterprise Field. But more is required. The enterprise itself is 
a superorganism, and as such it is a “self.” Leaders in the Enterprise Field 
must practice the disciplines of the four fields. They must practice aware-
ness, choice, and accountability to manage their inner state and establish their 
leadership presence. They must practice honesty, integrity, and trust in their 
interpersonal relationships, and they must engage in alignment, engagement, 
and collective learning in the teams in which they participate. But leaders 
must also take accountability for the self of the enterprise. 

The disciplines of the Enterprise Field are the same as those in the Field 
of the Self: awareness, choice, and accountability. But their scope is vastly 
expanded: awareness of the inner state of the entire enterprise, choices made 

Figure 19.1. The Enterprise Is a Superorganism

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Enterprise Leadership 207

for the enterprise as a whole, and accountability for the results of those 
choices. The impact of choices made in the Enterprise Field affects its people, 
the communities in which it operates, and the world as a whole. Enterprise 
leaders must guide the enterprise to form effective interpersonal relationships 
with other enterprises, such as partners, vendors, and customer communi-
ties. To do so, leaders must practice the interpersonal disciplines of honesty, 
integrity, and trust at the enterprise level. Enterprises also form teams with 
other enterprises. They must engage in alignment, engagement, and collective 
learning with those enterprises. And collectively, these teams of enterprises 
form new superorganisms. And so it goes until we understand that the entire 
human race is rapidly becoming a superorganism, and we must all take ac-
countability for our part in its behavior.

In the Field of the Self, your job as a leader is first to internalize the dis-
ciplines of awareness, choice, and accountability for yourself, and then to 
role model these disciplines and coach those you lead to internalize them 
as well. Mastering these disciplines is a lifelong commitment to personal 
learning and growth. 

Let’s take a look at how the Self, Interpersonal, and Team fields must 
function both for a leader as an individual and for an enterprise as a whole.

AWARENESS IN THE ENTERPRISE FIELD

In the last hundred or so years, we have vastly expanded our sources of intel-
ligence, knowledge, and awareness. We have created technological sensing 
capabilities that blanket our entire planet. We have satellites, deep-sea sen-
sors, and weather observatories constantly monitoring our natural world. 
Cameras and microphones are ubiquitous, connecting us in a vast network 
of relationships. We have enormous databases that contain information about 
all dimensions of human life and knowledge. And we are beginning to build 
machines that create new insights and information entirely on their own. Be-
cause the human race is becoming a superorganism, the wild possibilities of 
a hyperconnected world are just beginning to emerge.

What does it mean for an enterprise to be “aware?” As we saw in the Field 
of Teams, team intelligence, knowledge, and awareness exist only in the team 
as a whole. In the same way, there is an intelligence, knowledge, and aware-
ness that exists only in the enterprise as a whole. The collective awareness, 
knowledge, and intelligence of all the people and technology that comprise 
the enterprise interact through complex networks of communication loops 
among Self, Interpersonal, and Team fields. A human enterprise is a living, 
evolving superorganism that consumes resources and creates both waste and 
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value throughout its life. It has interests of its own that are reflected in the 
values and shared purpose of the people within it. 

Just as it is necessary for the birds in a flock of starlings to follow some 
simple rules to ensure that the whole functions well, human beings must 
follow some simple rules to manage the superorganisms of their organiza-
tions. Those simple rules are the disciplines of the four fields. When the Self, 
Interpersonal, and Team fields are coherent—all are aligned around a shared 
purpose and practice the disciplines of the four fields—cooperation and col-
lective action are strong and effective throughout the organization. When 
people are well versed in the disciplines of the four fields, when they form 
strong interpersonal relationships and teams, and when they engage in collec-
tive learning, the creativity of the community is tapped and the intelligence 
and creativity of the superorganism is enhanced. 

This does not mean there are no disagreements. As I explored in chapter 
15, disagreement, when handled well, is a source of creativity and learning. It 
is an opportunity for individuals to discover different perspectives and com-
bine them to increase the intelligence and understanding of the whole. The 
job of enterprise leaders is to guide their organizations to learn and practice 
the disciplines. If all members are aware in all four fields and share their 
awareness honestly, enterprise leaders will accurately sense the state of the 
organization and can effectively direct its behavior.

There will always be pressure to deviate from the disciplines of the four 
fields in order to make choices that are expedient but may lack integrity and 
compromise the organization’s stated values. Shareholders demand maxi-
mum monetary returns on their investments, often measured in very short 
time frames. Competitors appear out of nowhere and threaten to take away 
customers. Sociopolitical concerns often loom large, as the hyperconnected 
world enables customers, vendors, regulators, and others to quickly gain in-
formation about your organization’s behavior and impact on the world. And 
then there is greed, the opportunity to increase your own wealth and power by 
taking shortcuts or making ethically questionable choices. Staying centered 
and grounded in the disciplines, and making the choices that have the highest 
integrity in the midst of these competing voices, can seem like overwhelming 
challenges. But the cost of the alternative—allowing a culture of blame rather 
than accountability, deceit rather than honesty, and selfish concerns rather 
than shared purpose—is enormous.

In 2015, we learned that Volkswagen engineers had for years been install-
ing software to make cars appear more fuel efficient than they were, thus 
cheating on pollution control laws and deceiving customers. CEO Martin 
Winterkorn denied knowing anything about the problem, saying he himself 
had committed no wrongdoing and claiming the problem was caused by just 
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a “very few” employees. He vowed to get to the root of it (Ewing, 2015). On 
the same day that he made those statements, the company’s supervisory board 
also issued a statement saying Winterkorn had no culpability (Parloff, 2018).

Volkswagen lost $20 billion in market capitalization (Matthews and Gan-
del, 2015). Eventually, prosecutors in the United States would identify more 
than forty individuals involved in the fraud, including employees at Volkswa-
gen as well as their automotive technology supplier, Robert Bosch. The firm 
would pay more than $25 billion in fines in the United States alone, and the 
damage to their reputation and customer loyalty was immense.

Not long after his denial, Winterkorn was forced to resign; other executives 
were fired, and management was overhauled (Hakim, Kessler, and Ewing, 
2015). In 2019, German prosecutors charged Winterkorn and four managers 
with aggravated fraud, showing evidence that he and the managers had known 
about the fraud since 2006—nine years before it became public. He could face 
up to ten years in prison and millions of dollars in fines (Schuetze, 2019).

In 2015, the electronics giant Toshiba admitted to an accounting fraud 
that amounted to nearly $2 billion. Its CEO and president Hisao Tanaka was 
forced to resign as investigators uncovered what they described as “a corporate 
culture in which management decisions could not be challenged.” Fortune 
reported that “employees were pressured into inappropriate accounting by 
postponing loss reports or moving certain costs into later years” (Smith, 2015).

In 2018, it was discovered that Facebook had allowed Cambridge Ana-
lytica, a political data firm hired by Donald Trump’s presidential campaign, 
to access and use private information on fifty million Facebook users (Gran-
ville, 2018). Facebook’s response was to downplay the importance of the 
data breach and to deny culpability (Wong, 2019). As investigation into the 
scandal unfolded, it became evident that Facebook was routinely failing to 
monitor users and corporate customers and to enforce its own policies.

It is evident in all of these recent corporate scandals that leaders were 
aware of more than they admitted, and it is likely that they could have been 
even more aware, and much sooner, had they chosen to pay attention. It is 
easy for leaders to say that there is just too much going on in their organiza-
tions; they are too complex and have too many moving parts. They are right. 
But it is wrong to say an enterprise leader is therefore not culpable. It may 
not be within your ability to be fully aware of everything that happens in 
your organization, but it is within your ability to manage the culture of your 
organization with integrity. You can establish a culture in which everyone 
manages themselves and their interpersonal relationships with the highest 
standards of awareness, choice, accountability, honesty, integrity, and trust. 
Similarly, teams operate with the fullest commitment to alignment, engage-
ment, and collective learning. These are emergent properties of cultures 
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imbued with the disciplines of the four fields. When leaders ensure that these 
conditions are in place, they can go to sleep at night knowing that there are 
no scandals brewing.

If you want to lead in a hyperconnected world, you must do whatever it 
takes to build and maintain a culture in which the disciplines of the four fields 
are practiced by everyone, and in which there are consequences for failing 
to practice them. The leaders of the organizations involved in these scandals 
allowed, perhaps participated in, behaviors that violated awareness, account-
ability, honesty, integrity, trust, and alignment. They declared values that were 
contradicted by the organization’s behavior, they pointed fingers and denied 
accountability, and they permitted dishonesty to permeate their organizations.

These scandals are all products of leadership and culture. In a hypercon-
nected world, leadership and culture are inseparable. Leaders must under-
stand that they are not only responsible for what they know but also for what 
they can and should know. Leaders are responsible for being aware of the 
inner state of their organization and ensuring that individuals throughout the 
organization are behaving ethically and accountably—that everyone in the 
organization is practicing the disciplines of the four fields.

As an enterprise leader, your awareness of the enterprise necessarily de-
pends on your relationships with others, especially your direct reports. If 
they have strong self-awareness and awareness of others, engage with you in 
effective Interpersonal Fields, and participate wholeheartedly on your leader-
ship team, you can trust them to let you know how things are going with those 
who report to them. It is also important that leaders maintain some connection 
beyond their immediate reports. Casual conversations and company events 
where you interact socially can serve to inspire others to trust you and hon-
estly tell you how they experience their work environment. A highly aware 
Field Leader will sense when something is amiss in their organization and 
will initiate the conversations necessary to address it.

If a corporate culture is toxic, it is a reflection of the effectiveness of the 
leaders. The job of a leader in a hyperconnected world is to be intimately 
aware of the state of the culture—the inner state of the enterprise. That’s 
where it starts. Next comes choice.

CHOICE IN THE ENTERPRISE FIELD

Section 2 focused on how your inner state manifests in your behavior and 
determines the quality of your Field of the Self and therefore your leadership 
presence. In the same way, the inner state of the organization—the quality 
of its culture, the degree to which it adheres to the disciplines of the four 
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fields—determines its behavior and thus the quality of its presence in the 
world. People support the organizations they trust and that conduct them-
selves with integrity. 

I have said this several times, and I will say it again: in the field view 
of leadership, everyone in the organization contributes to leadership, and 
everyone must engage in the disciplines of the four fields. In the Enterprise 
Field, the entire enterprise is a superorganism, a “self” living and acting 
in the world. Practicing the disciplines in the Enterprise Field is not just 
up to those who are considered “enterprise leaders”—those in the C-Suite. 
Everyone who acts in the name of the enterprise must see themselves as rep-
resenting the enterprise and must make their choices from that perspective. 
This includes anyone who interacts with others outside the organization, 
including people in roles like sales, marketing, customer relationships, and 
regulatory affairs. 

The organization’s interactions with the world happen through interactions 
between individuals. An organization does not make a declaration; a person 
makes a declaration in the name of the organization. An organization does 
not make a promise; a person makes a promise in the name of the organiza-
tion. Thus, it is the collective behavior of the individuals in the company that 
determines the company’s presence in the world: how it is perceived, whether 
it is admired or not, whether it is trusted or not. And just as your presence is 
a reflection of your inner state, the enterprise’s presence is a reflection of its 
inner state. If an organization has a culture of blame, avoidance, and mistrust, 
and if purpose is not passionately shared by everyone in the organization, the 
seemingly micro interactions individuals have with others outside the organi-
zation will reflect that culture.

In the Field of the Self, the discipline of awareness and the practice of 
centering enhance your ability to see all the choices available to you and to 
accurately choose the best among them. That ability also serves you in the 
Enterprise Field. Through awareness and centering, you will see the range of 
choices available to you when you act as a representative of the enterprise. 
And you will make the choices that are in the best interest of the organiza-
tion—even when the pressures of the world that I described earlier are bear-
ing down on you.

ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE ENTERPRISE FIELD

Accountability is an essential discipline in the Field of the Self. In a healthy 
organization, every individual takes accountability for the results of their 
actions. Whether the results are desirable or not, they use them as opportuni-
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ties to learn. That must also be true in the Enterprise Field. Every individual 
who acts as a representative of the enterprise must take accountability for 
the results of their actions. But in the Enterprise Field, accountability goes 
further: as a leader, you must take accountability for the results of the actions 
of anyone who comes under your leadership. This goes all the way up to the 
CEO, who must take accountability for the results of all actions taken in the 
name of the organization. Had Martin Winterkorn established a culture of 
field leadership instead of a culture of greed, finger pointing, and dishonesty, 
Volkswagen would never have attempted to cheat the system and lie to their 
customers. They would be in a much different place today. They would have 
saved billions of dollars, lives would not have been ruined, and Volkswagen’s 
reputation would be intact. Whenever there is a corporate scandal, you can 
trace the systemic cause back to a failure to follow the disciplines of the four 
fields. That is ultimately a failure of leadership and a failure of culture.

When Mary Barra became CEO of General Motors, she took accountability 
for anything that GM would do from that point forward, including how they 
handled the ignition switch crisis that arose under her predecessors. She did 
not attempt to diminish the pain the employees of the company experienced 
as the magnitude of the crisis unfolded. She wanted them to learn from it and 
to retain the learning. She told them, “I never want to put this behind us . . .  
I want to put this painful experience permanently in our collective memo-
ries.” She made public apologies and visited the families of victims (Colvin, 
2015). From that point forward, she demanded open and honest conversations 
throughout GM, regardless of how difficult those conversations might be. She 
turned GM around, giving it a chance to become a company that thrives in 
the profoundly challenging and chaotic world of the automobile industry in 
the twenty-first century. 

INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS  
AND TEAMS IN THE ENTERPRISE FIELD

Leaders often think of their job as managing the people on their team. That 
makes sense because individuals are the visible and tangible parts of the team. 
But as is so often the case with complex systems, many of the important ele-
ments are hidden, residing in relationships among the parts rather than in the 
parts themselves. The job of leaders is not just managing individuals but also 
managing relationships and ensuring that the disciplines of the four fields are 
practiced by everyone who engages in each field. That includes managing 
one’s own relationships with those you lead, but it also includes developing a 
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culture in which all individuals manage their own relationships well. This is 
a training, coaching, mentoring, and modeling job. 

Network science shows us that for any group of people, there are far more 
relationships than there are people. The larger the organization you lead, the 
stronger the network of interpersonal relationships throughout your organiza-
tion must be. Through the communication loops of that network, you can 
sense the inner state of the organization and adjust it when needed. In a small 
organization, your relationships with individuals throughout the organization 
may be sufficient to sense the state of the organization directly. But as organi-
zations grow, this direct interpersonal approach becomes less and less tenable. 

When the disciplines of the four fields are practiced throughout an orga-
nization, two properties emerge that enable you to ensure the organization 
maintains its health. First, the organization will be largely self-regulating and 
self-healing. When everyone is practicing the disciplines, individuals conduct 
themselves well, interpersonal relationships are strong and effective, and 
teams are aligned and learn together. When the fields become distorted, they 
self-correct, organically healing breakdowns and violations of the disciplines. 

Second, the network of communication loops is strong, healthy, and open, 
and it channels information to you as the leader. If problems emerge that can-
not be handled directly at the level of the organization in which they emerged, 
individuals pass that information to the next level to get help. If necessary, 
it will eventually be passed to the leader of the enterprise. In a healthy, self-
healing organization, most problems take care of themselves, filtering up to 
whatever level of leader is necessary but no further.

Therefore, for enterprise leaders to be successful, strong interpersonal rela-
tionships are essential throughout the organization. Your own self-awareness 
and ability to center will enable you to establish Interpersonal Fields with 
those around you, ensuring that you are accurately aware of how they are 
feeling and what they are sensing in the part of the enterprise they lead. And 
they must do the same with those who report to them. 

As I discussed in chapter 17, the number and complexity of interpersonal 
relationships grows rapidly as the size of your organization grows. An or-
ganization with 50 people has 1,225 potential interpersonal relationships; 
with 200 people, the number grows to 19,900; and with 1,000 people, the 
total rises to 499,500—nearly half a million potential interpersonal relation-
ships. All of these relationships involve multiple communication loops, each 
of which has the potential for complex interactions among the physical,  
emotional, and analytical minds of each individual. The only way it is pos-
sible to manage all of this is through simple rules that everyone follows. This 
creates self-regulating and self-healing organizations that communicate a 
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need for intentional leadership to the appropriate level of leader and leave the 
rest to the dynamics of emergent leadership.

The disciplines of the Interpersonal Field are honesty, integrity, and trust. 
As an enterprise leader, you must, of course, practice these in all of your 
interpersonal relationships. You must also ensure that those you lead are 
absolutely rigorous in their practice of these disciplines as well. When these 
are practiced throughout your organization, everyone who interacts with the 
world beyond your organization will bring these practices to those relation-
ships. The organization’s identity in the world then becomes one of honesty, 
integrity, and trust.

In the Field of Teams, I introduced the disciplines of alignment, engage-
ment, and collective learning. I also introduced the Cycle of Leadership and 
the Conversations for Results model as tools for developing and practicing 
the team disciplines. Just as the disciplines of the four fields must permeate 
the organization, so must the use of these tools. Thus, enterprise leaders must 
develop mastery of these tools. They are a means of ensuring that innovation, 
vision, execution, and learning are constant drumbeats in the life of your 
organization. When enterprise leaders engage others in Conversations for 
Possibilities, they establish alignment. When leaders make clear and compel-
ling declarations, they inspire engagement. When leaders make clear requests 
and elicit committed promises, they set the stage for flawless execution. And 
when they engage with others in reflection, leaders foster collective learning. 
These practices must permeate the enterprise for the four fields to flourish 
and the organization to thrive.
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Chapter Twenty

The Mind of the Enterprise

Field Leadership is systemic, so new leaders develop organically because 
everyone learns the disciplines of the four fields. As they do, their leader-
ship skills develop naturally. For some, those skills will remain largely at 
the emergent end of the Spectrum of Leadership. They will participate in 
emergent leadership but will not move far toward intentional leadership. 
Their contributions to the organization will likely be as individual contribu-
tors and team members. For others, their capacity for intentional leadership 
will become evident as they learn and grow. They are likely to evolve into 
intentional leaders. 

Utopias do not exist. No organization of any size will ever have a popula-
tion of employees who all reach high levels of mastery in all four fields. But 
that is not necessary; a critical mass of individuals with mastery will correct 
for those who have not achieved it. And often those who don’t practice the 
disciplines will choose to leave because the culture will be uncomfortable 
for them.

There are scientists who believe that the Earth, as a whole, is an organism. 
This was suggested at least as long ago as 1974 in Lewis Thomas’s marvel-
ous book Lives of a Cell, in which he describes how he struggled to come up 
with a way of understanding the entire living Earth (Lewis, 1978). It seemed 
so vast and complex, with so many different forms of life and behavior and 
intelligence. But then he thought of a single cell, like the Dictyostelium I 
described in interlude 3. Cells have membranes that separate them from the 
rest of the world, boundaries that allow them to contain what makes them 
what they are and keep them whole and healthy. They have within them-
selves many organelles that carry out different functions. Cells self-regulate, 
taking in what they need from the world around them and removing toxins. 
Thomas realized that the Earth’s atmosphere is its membrane and without it, 
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life could not exist. Within that membrane are all of the organisms that make 
up the ecosystem of the planet. It self-regulates, adjusting its temperature in 
response to what is happening internally and externally. 

Enterprises are also organisms. Like a cell, they have membranes—not 
physical membranes, but membranes nonetheless. Their membranes consist 
of the laws and regulations and policies that determine what is “inside” and 
what is “outside” the enterprise. They self-regulate, determining every day 
what to bring into the enterprise, what to remove from the enterprise, and 
what to keep in the enterprise. They work as wholes to sustain themselves 
and grow. Like bacteria, hives, flocks of birds, human beings, and the Earth 
itself, they are emergent and they are intelligent.

As an individual in an enterprise, you can never know its full intelligence, 
just as a bee can never know the intelligence of the hive and a bird can never 
know the intelligence of the flock. But you can strive to create the great-
est good within the enterprises in which you participate: your family, your 
friends, your teams, the organizations for which you work. 

The four fields and their disciplines provide a way of guiding your be-
havior to serve the greater good of all those enterprises. By following the 
disciplines of the four fields, you can have confidence that your behavior will 
contribute to them in the best ways possible.

Which brings us back to fields. If, as physicists are coming to believe, ev-
erything is ultimately a field and all fields interact, then we are really all part 
of the grand, unfolding emergent phenomenon that we call the universe. And 
within that is the Earth, and within the Earth are all the rich and vastly com-
plex living enterprises, and within those are all the various forms of teams 
that arise in living communities, and within those are all the rich and complex 
relationships among individuals, and within those are all the individuals. And 
individuals are enterprises in their own right, with the four fields repeating 
within them. 

Human beings have begun to leave the superorganism of the Earth. If we 
survive as a species, we will continue our exploration of space and perhaps, 
at some point, populate other planets. Eventually, perhaps human beings will 
discover other living planets, creating enterprises larger than anything we 
have ever imagined, the Earth as a Field of the Self interacting with other 
planets as Fields of the Self, creating something grand on a cosmic scale. 

Scientists and mystics know that everything is connected. Every field ex-
tends out forever, its influence diminishing but never entirely disappearing. 
Every living system connects to every other living system; nature designed 
life on Earth so that it would be self-sustaining, always generative and cre-
ative. When we truly embrace that idea—and we court disaster if we don’t—
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our only choice is to be participants rather than masters and to honor every 
other participant as contributing to the whole.

The beauty of what nature created with this elegant system of networks 
and relationships and emergent behavior is that every individual element 
of a system is free to be itself. Individuals exercise considerable autonomy 
while fulfilling their roles within the larger system. A tree grows without 
regard for the forest, yet the forest and the tree both benefit because they 
have coevolved. Human beings are happiest when they contribute to others 
and are valued for their contributions. So there is no paradox here, no ten-
sion between “self-actualization” and “the greater good.” We are perfectly 
designed to fulfill both. Our satisfaction in being effective, unique individuals 
comes from our participation in the whole of humanity. The choices we make 
individually transform into collective choices, the collective choices shape 
humanity as a whole, and humanity as a whole shapes us as individuals. It is 
a grand communication loop on the largest of scales.

The flattening of organizations—the elimination of layers of management 
and their replacement with teams that are formed for the duration of a proj-
ect—is common today. Leaders are instinctively recognizing the necessity of 
replacing mechanistic process-oriented command-and-control structures with 
dynamic self-directed teams. 

Learning to regulate the communication loops and thereby the dynamics of 
the four fields is the key to organizational success in the Age of Connection. 
As individuals our emotional and physical states and our thought processes 
come together to determine how we interpret our world, how we create our 
belief systems, and how we choose to behave. Our individual behaviors cre-
ate our collective behaviors. Developing a new way of thinking that makes 
sense of the hyperconnected world is the challenge leaders face today. It is 
rife with risk and pregnant with opportunity. 

For leaders, the Spectrum of Leadership and the Four Fields present a 
humbling view of leadership. This vision means that you are not in charge, no 
matter how much you want to believe you are. You are a participant, but you 
are not in charge. And if you don’t participate in ways that serve the greater 
good, you put yourself and your enterprise at risk. This is the heart of Field 
Leadership. You are here to serve those you lead, the enterprise of which you 
are a part, the communities within which that enterprise functions, the human 
race, and ultimately the planet as a whole. The extraordinary and daunting 
challenge given to Field Leaders is to guide us through the current period of 
transformation and realize the wild possibilities of the Age of Connection.
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To learn more about the Four Fields methodology and how it can transform 
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About the Author

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use


	Contents
	Acknowledgments
	Introduction Wild Possibilities in the Age of Connection
	Section I LEADERSHIP (RE)DEFINED
	Chapter One Leadership Isn’t What It Used to Be
	Chapter Two Strange Things
	Interlude One Leadership Lives in Communication Loops
	Section II THE FIELD OF THE SELF
	Chapter Three The Disciplines of the Self
	Chapter Four The Discipline of Awareness
	Chapter Five Whole Thinking and the Physical Mind
	Chapter Six Whole Thinking and the Emotional Mind
	Chapter Seven Whole Thinking and the Analytical Mind
	Chapter Eight The Practice of Meditation
	Chapter Nine The Discipline of Choice
	Chapter Ten The Discipline of Accountability
	Interlude Two Taming Complexity with Rules
	Section III THE INTERPERSONAL FIELD
	Chapter Eleven From the Field of the Self to the Interpersonal Field
	Chapter Twelve The Discipline of Honesty
	Chapter Thirteen The Discipline of Integrity
	Chapter Fourteen The Discipline of Trust
	Chapter Fifteen Conflict and Collaboration in the Interpersonal Field
	Chapter Sixteen Leadership in the Interpersonal Field
	Interlude Three Emergence
	Section IV THE FIELD OF TEAMS
	Chapter Seventeen The Power of Many
	Chapter Eighteen Team Disciplines and the Cycle of Leadership
	Section V THE ENTERPRISE FIELD
	Chapter Nineteen Enterprise Leadership
	Chapter Twenty The Mind of the Enterprise
	Bibliography
	Index
	About the Author



