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That Socrates always smilingly welcomed the contradictions opposed to his reasoning was due, it might be said, to his strength.


—Michel de Montaigne, On the Art of Conversation














INTRODUCTION


Counting Your Chickens Won’t Make Them Hatch


In the 1990s, a professor of animal sciences, William M. Muir, wanted to breed the ultimate egg-laying chicken. He took a large population of hens, housed them nine to a coop, counted the number of eggs produced by each animal, and then selected the top producer from each coop and put her into the breeding pool to create the next generation. To his surprise—after several generations of choosing and breeding only the most productive egg layer from each clutch of nine—what Muir developed was a new strain of hyperaggressive birds. The hens viciously pecked away at each other, leaving them all de-feathered and many of them dead. Egg production plummeted.


More to the point—and in keeping with themes of this book—the professor conducted a parallel experiment to assess group, rather than individual, productivity. He compared the numbers of eggs produced across multiple coops, then put all of the hens—not just the superstars—from the top-performing coop into the breeding pool. After a few generations, each of the hens was alive, healthy, and fully feathered. Egg productivity soared 160 percent.1


Getting chickens to lay more eggs can take us only so far as a guide to how humans ought to behave when they’re working together, but we found this story instructive for two reasons. First, we liked the note of caution about selecting only one individual—especially on the basis of a single quantitative metric. With chickens, this didn’t work because often the best egg producer was simply the most ferocious bird, the one who most aggressively pecked at her coop mates, sometimes to the point of killing them. Second, the story reminds us that even in such an individualized activity as pushing eggs out your rear end, success depends heavily on your social environment. In other words, coops filled with nothing but scratching, clawing, and measuring are not optimal environments for getting things done, much less done creatively.


In this book, we examine the retrograde “scratch and claw” mindset that has overtaken the world of work: the ruthless pursuit of numbers and productivity above all else. But we also provide a clear idea for replacing this mindset with something better. The only thing capable of deconstructing the inhumanity present in today’s professional world is humanity. And what uniquely defines us as human beings? Our ability to think, talk, and create. The Think Talk Create model we offer here is a disciplined methodology for making professional and organizational environments more enjoyable and inspiring, as well as more innovative and successful. In addition, we’ll show that by applying this new methodology not only will companies and organizations be better positioned for success, but all stakeholders—employees, customers, patients, and innocent bystanders—will benefit as well.


The primary problem among so many organizations today is that they’ve taken the perfectly reasonable management adage that “what gets measured gets done” and pushed it to such an extreme that the numbers are all that matter. As a result—and as was the case with Muir’s chickens—the well-being of each individual, as well as the overall performance of the group, suffers. Moreover, this obsession with numbers puts society as a whole at risk.


Modern physics teaches us that light can act as a wave or a particle, depending on the context and how it’s measured. Likewise, human activity can be measured in many ways, depending on the perspective we choose to take. In business, we too often think exclusively about the bottom line, neglecting other phenomena—respect, collaboration, trust, social cohesion—that are actually essential determinants of achieving the long-term success we’re looking for.


Until very recently, the most egregious example of the quantitative mindset driven into the ground was the shortsighted but all-too-prevalent belief that “the CEO’s only responsibility is to increase shareholder value.” This obsession with a single metric (return on investment) has meant that, for the past several decades, other stakeholders (the customers, the community, the employees, the environment) have gotten the short end of the stick. Making matters far worse, especially in new and disruptive industries, the “numbers guy” is often hidden inside a machine—literally an algorithm. Similarly, medical-treatment algorithms have resulted in certain advances, but in too many cases have compromised personalized medical care and, in some worst-case scenarios, led to unnecessary death.


Looming over our numbers-obsessed society is another overly revered metric—GDP—that tells us nothing about social progress or quality of life or any other meaningful benchmark. All GDP tells you is how much stuff gets produced. According to this narrow and myopic metric, the value of mastering the violin, or of teaching children to read, or of making sure they have clean air to breathe is nothing compared to the value of producing tons of steel or rubber or what have you. And this value distortion holds true even when the valued commodities are taken to the desert and blown up, which is the kind of thing nations often find themselves doing when they value quantitative goals over human principles.


Extend the mindless pursuit of higher GDP numbers globally and you find yourself staring down the biggest big-picture question of them all, which is whether our species will survive. In 2019, the United Nations released a study authored by its Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, drafted by a host of social and physical science experts, which offered a grim reality check on the future of our planet by the numbers. More than one million species—one-eighth of all of earth’s plants, insects, and animals—face extinction in just a matter of decades. The authors of this landmark study concluded without equivocation that the “relentless global pursuit of economic growth is driving the collapse of life on earth.”2


Separately and together, we’ve spent our careers at leading institutions, including the White House and Harvard Medical School. Based on our experiences working in these challenging environments, we decided to write a book that intersects with the worlds of academia, health care, business, and government, putting forth a proactive methodology—Think Talk Create—that knows no industry limitations or professional borders. In each of these domains, we’ve witnessed institutional deterioration and stress-related illness due to an insipid, mind-numbing, and hostile management style focused far too much on the numbers and not nearly enough on the people. As a result, we often find ourselves counseling professionals who are standing on the metaphorical—and sometimes literal—ledge, about to jump. This book emerges directly from our professional odysseys, which have led us to recognize and diagnose the pervasive common cold of our modern-day working world: the overreliance on numerical thinking to the exclusion of all else.


We’re hardly the first to push back against the “shareholder value über alles” ideas of people like economist Milton Friedman and Harvard Business School professor Michael Jensen. And plenty of others—most recently Shoshana Zuboff in The Age of Surveillance Capitalism—have sounded the alarm over the encroachment of algorithms and artificial intelligence into every aspect of our lives. The push and pull between quantitative and humanistic mindsets, between what we can know about ourselves reductively and what will always be inexplicable, goes back millennia and remains with us today, informing discussions about economics and health care and every other domain of existence. In a recent New York Times article, Amir Alexander, a historian of mathematics, described this conflict as “a long struggle pitting the human advocates of mathematics and order against an unruly world that seems to keep its deepest mysteries to itself.”3


Math and empirical science have gained the upper hand, and there’s no doubt that they’ve made a huge contribution to our well-being. But, as we shall see, human complexities always intrude, and we disregard those subtle and disruptive forces—emotion, meaning, purpose, individualism—at our peril.


French biologist Jean Rostand said that “science has made us gods even before we are worthy of being human.”4 We’re still struggling to figure out how to incorporate an explosion of data and technology into our everyday lives. This is especially true in corporate and professional settings, where we continually grapple with such necessities as financial metrics, computer algorithms, evidence-based medicine, and other quantitative resources that are helpful but, if left unchecked, can take on a destructive life of their own. How do we make sure the tail doesn’t wag the dog? How, in other words, can we guarantee that these technologies don’t determine the course of human lives but are, instead, leveraged in the service of our common values? We can’t just be tech gods. We will be worthy of being human only when we figure out why we’ve developed such sophisticated math and science in the first place and understand to what purposes we should apply them.


Where this book is radically different is not just in offering a critique but in trying to move the discussion forward by presenting an alternative mental construct, a fundamentally different, comprehensive way of viewing human work interactions that requires us to step back before we can step forward.


Our approach to improving both the lives of individuals and the performance of organizations is based on AI—but not the kind critics of technology gone awry worry about. Our “AI” doesn’t involve anything silicon based. Instead, it refers to a very human process known as active inquiry, the polar opposite of the top-down, command-and-control, strictly by-the-numbers approaches that have prevailed for decades (even when the decision-making is supposedly distributed, or evolving through machine learning).


Active inquiry is as ancient as the Acropolis and as current as the latest research in neurobiology. It melds old and new to examine the influences that allow human beings to succeed—which includes being highly productive at work. Think Talk Create is the practicum for active inquiry; it’s the disciplined, step-by-step process that allows active inquiry to take hold and drive results.


Tens of thousands of years ago—probably the first time a tribe of humans had enough to eat and a few hours with no immediate mortal threat—people began to think about what it all means, which gave rise not just to religion but to what would flower among the Greeks as philosophy. We both pursued graduate degrees in philosophy, buttressing our professional skills with humanistic concepts such as value, truth, and meaning. It was these ideas that influenced our thinking about how individuals, companies, and communities can thrive.


Active inquiry, derived from our time studying the ancient Greeks, teaches individuals how to think carefully about a challenge or opportunity, how to engage peers in dialogue via open-ended questioning, and how to collaboratively build a strategy. Through this process, our kind of AI—active inquiry—cultivates respect and empathy, establishes trust, defines collective values, and, as a result, increases innovation and ultimately financial performance. The so-called soft skills, it turns out, constitute a hard science.


But active inquiry is no quick fix. Nor is it the idea of the month to be discussed at this year’s corporate retreat, only to be replaced by next year’s model. In keeping with that old adage about teaching someone to fish and they have food for life, active inquiry teaches you how to live your life in an entirely new way—which is also a very old way.


Socrates, an inspirational figure for us, attempted to solve the difficult problems of his society, but as far as we know he never picked up a stylus to make a single calculation. Instead, he spent his days having in-depth conversations with his fellow citizens of Athens. He’d gather a group, ask open-ended questions—questions that do not have simple yes-or-no answers—and together they would try to reach some kind of insight and truth. It was a remarkably effective technique—in philosophy it’s still taught as the “Socratic method”—because it empowered partners in conversation to engage in both self-discovery and collaborative reasoning.


Active inquiry represents our best opportunity to engage each other in meaningful collaboration, but to succeed it requires self-reflection and self-restraint. While appearing deceptively simple on the surface, active inquiry depends on careful construction of questions that don’t contain even subtle judgments or biases. It must be truly open-minded and focused on learning, free of preconceived notions. The commitment to listening and learning must be paramount. We must aspire to be excellent conversation partners, applying as much seriousness and focus as we do in our analytical work in science, technology, medicine, and business in a data-driven world.


As a result, active inquiry, and the process of Think Talk Create, can be developed and honed only with intensive practice. On the surface, the methodology appears so obvious and straightforward that many people hardly pay it any mind. But it turns out to be the most difficult and elusive skill necessary in the modern quantitative era. The time and effort to learn it are well worthwhile, with impressive payoffs for quality of life, human dignity, and profitability in a capitalist society. We demonstrate throughout this book how the process can play out through the lens of real-world narratives.


What both artificial intelligence and active inquiry have in common is a facility for learning. But neither the AI machine nor the inquiring human brain is fully hardwired, whether by software code or genetic code. Instead, both are plastic—that is, highly adaptive to new challenges. They engage in self-organization, responding not in a fixed, preprogrammed manner to inputs but instead in a bottom-up, agile fashion. In active inquiry, dialogue is the primary driver of learning and self-organization. The applicable “machine” is inside our skulls, and it consists of networks of about eighty-six billion nerve cells, with unfathomable interconnectedness. Numbers are important inputs, but to avoid catastrophically bad decisions, conversation, nuanced judgment, and complex decision-making are also required.


People working in teams to get things done care about results—as do the people they report to—so can the soft skills we’re talking about deliver the goods? How do active inquiry and attentiveness to humanistic values stack up against hiring the best people with the best technical chops?


In 2012, that most quantitative of companies, Google, embarked on Project Aristotle, a two-year study to discover what makes the perfect team. The researchers found that individual expertise was not the secret sauce. In fact, in a finding that harkens back to William Muir and his chickens, no characteristic of any individual team member or members explained the success of the best-performing groups. Instead, it was an emergent property of the team as a whole, psychological safety, that turned out to be most essential. And what does psychological safety mean? It is an interpersonal dynamic in which each individual feels encouraged and empowered to share ideas and insights proactively. In 1990, William Kahn defined psychological safety as “being able to show and employ one’s self without fear of negative consequences of self-image, status or career.”5 It’s been championed in recent years by Amy Edmondson, a professor at Harvard Business School, whose research has shown that the absence of psychological safety can lead to “colossal business failure.”6


For further endorsement of the kind of trust building and open dialogue we prescribe, consider, if you will, the following:


• In one study, nearly one hundred managers were broken into small groups and asked to solve a specific strategic challenge. But before they could begin brainstorming, one group was asked to go around and share personal stories of success, while the other group was asked to share personally embarrassing stories. After just ten minutes of conversation, the teams that had shared embarrassing stories generated 26 percent more ideas than those that had shared personal success stories. A psychologically safe environment—in this case, an environment in which people had been willing to reveal their foibles and vulnerability—fosters creativity and enhances performance. It allows ideas to be shared freely and teams to collaborate without fear of judgment, reprisal, or loss of status.7


• The Wall Street Journal has found that employees who underwent empathy training generated up to 50 percent more net income than those who did not participate.8


• When the University of Southern California crisscrossed the globe asking business leaders what attributes executives must have to succeed in today’s digital, globalized economy, they identified five essential characteristics: adaptability, cultural competence, intellectual curiosity, empathy, and 360-degree thinking.9 Each of these core characteristics can be enhanced through our version of AI, active inquiry.


• The Carnegie Institute of Technology at Carnegie Mellon University has found that approximately 85 percent of financial success is related to skills in “human engineering” (personality and ability to communicate, negotiate, and lead) while only 15 percent is related to technical proficiency.10 Similarly, a comprehensive 2006 study led by Accenture found that interpersonal competence, self-awareness, and social awareness were better predictors of success than conventional quantitative metrics.11


• Swisher, a New York Times contributing opinion writer about technology, has reported that the latest trend among high-flying tech companies is hiring a CEO. No, not the extravagantly compensated executive in the corner office with no paper on their desk. In this instance, after so many episodes of inappropriate sharing of customer data and inadvertent collusion with foreign despots, the new, in-demand CEO is the chief ethics officer. It seems that brilliant mathematical minds designing near-magical technology can get into serious hot water without the help of a good old-fashioned moral compass.12


• Research from Stanford and the World Economic Forum has shown that work is one of, if not the greatest, source of anxiety, depression, and stress-related disorders.13 Suicide rates have skyrocketed 24 percent during the past fifteen years, and a 2015 study published in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine concluded that one of the primary factors for this spike was “distress about jobs.”14 The primary demographic affected by suicidal ideation is adults of working age, and it’s been shown to plague groups ranging from call-center workers to hedge-fund managers, accountants, doctors, lawyers, consultants, and all in between.


• Finally, an endorsement from the unlikeliest of places: management consulting, where a large-scale consulting operation showed equanimity, respect, and an eye to long-term growth and profitability in its response to the global COVID-19 pandemic—something that was seemingly impossible for a number of dysfunctional governments in their poorly orchestrated responses. Using active inquiry to its advantage, this company sought to improve its organizational culture in the midst of COVID-19 chaos instead of telling employees to suck it up because times are hard for everybody.


Quantitative metrics leave little room for the supposedly soft human realities such as the need for empathy, connection, and meaning. The “quant jocks” have actually put us back with the hunter-gatherers—before they found that first moment by the fire to scratch some animal pictures and wonder about the meaning of existence. The quantitative marching orders are, “The only reason you need for doing this is so you can keep on doing it. Raw survival. A full belly. Nobody says you’re supposed to like it. Nobody says you’re supposed to care. Just make your numbers.” This is as true for a hedge-fund manager as it is for an Amazon warehouse worker. The “master of the universe” may have more creature comforts and amazing vacations, but workers all across the income spectrum share the same stark reality: whatever you’ve got, make your numbers or it all goes away. In the words of Tennyson: “Nature, red in tooth and claw.”


Yet the latest science shows us that the human brain evolved to its current size and complexity largely because greater size and complexity provided two advantages for survival that had very little to do with individual aggression and competition. These are the ability to manage relationships within a larger and more complex social group and the ability to piece together random and chaotic experience into a consistent narrative—that is, to make meaning, which is the only way you can begin to think about making tomorrow better than today. So when critics say that what we’re offering sounds “soft,” and that they want approaches that are hard-headed and “scientific,” we invite them to update their knowledge of science.


Another old adage says that crisis brings opportunity. For all the pain and dislocation the COVID-19 pandemic has caused—at least by rattling everyone’s routine, if not their sense of personal safety—it has rekindled questions of value and meaning for millions of people. Socially isolated and forced to think about death as an all-too-real daily possibility, many of us have reflected on modern organizations’ imposition of a Hobbesian view of life as “nasty, brutish, and short.” Many of us chimed in with Peggy Lee, singing, “Is that all there is?” We’ve also opened our eyes to just how bankrupt and foolish this “don’t ask questions, just march” view is, especially when it flies in the face of what we’ve learned from modern neuroscience, evolutionary biology, and behavioral economics.


“What, after all, is the economy’s purpose?” Paul Krugman asked in a New York Times op-ed in response to the pandemic. “If your answer is something like, ‘To generate incomes that let people buy things,’ you’re getting it wrong—money isn’t the ultimate goal; it’s just a means to an end, namely, improving the quality of life.” And what’s the best way to begin to enhance quality of life? “Not dying,” he concludes.15 And yet some employers have pushed their workers to maintain productivity during the COVID-19 crisis without providing adequate protections to prevent disease transmission—the ultimate dehumanizing workplace.


This book takes the opposite approach. It draws on the work of cutting-edge researchers such as Paul Zak, the founder of neuroeconomics, who showed us the power of trust in economic development, and Daniel Kahneman, who showed us how misguided it is to appeal only to human rationality, especially what mid-twentieth-century economics called “rational self-interest.” A new wave of science has shown that linear rationality is simply not the way the human mind and human motivation operate. We are highly irrational creatures, deeply emotional and deeply social, and our sense of social and emotional well-being has a huge influence on how well we perform. A complex, often surprising human being lurks behind the numbers, undermining our evidence-based predictions of how they’ll behave. We are living in a post-Newtonian world, where theory and research in quantum physics have revealed how indeterminate and uncertain existence really is. If that sounds soft, we say, “Welcome to the future.”


In organizing and codifying a force to oppose dehumanization, we offer Think Talk Create as a rigorous approach to collaborative learning and problem-solving. In medicine, it’s important to give the patient relief from immediate symptoms, but it’s also necessary to address the underlying disease. Similarly, an organization that’s under the gun can make any number of financial and operational adjustments to produce a healthier-looking quarterly report, but that’s just symptomatic relief. We need to go more toward the root of the matter, and active inquiry paves the way. It exhorts us to keep an open mind, gain essential information, and diagnose tricky human problems hidden under reams of quantitative data. It also helps us to treat work-related challenges by fostering transformational conversations and constructing novel solutions. All of this empowers a more energized work environment, a more successful organization, and the safer, healthier community needed to sustain it over the long haul.


The book unfolds as follows: We’ll delineate in Chapter 1 the Think Talk Create methodology, showing through a couple of narratives exactly how it can be used to solve thorny workplace problems and restore the better angels of our nature. But what basic workplace conditions are required for Think Talk Create? We’ll explore the fundamental importance of psychological safety in Chapter 2 by describing its research base and sharing a vignette that reveals its power. Then, in Chapter 3, we’ll show how active inquiry, when performed in psychologically safe contexts, is a critical data-gathering tool. Two narratives (from the worlds of psychiatry and neurology) reveal how we ought to be as rigorous with active inquiry as we are in applying more conventional evidence-based medicine, lest we compromise the quality of care for vulnerable patients.


Scientific experts in medicine and other fields are at serious risk of developing trained incapacity, through which they are blinded to relevant interpersonal cues because they’re hyper-focused on what they know in the most depth. In Chapter 4, we’ll present the story of the cofounder of a tech company whose trained incapacity, combined with his disregard for the emotional states of others when he stepped into the office, became his undoing—and how his later training (via executive coaching) in active inquiry skills led him to make satisfying career progress and improve his family life.


Along the way, in Chapter 4 and elsewhere, we describe some of the neurobiology that can either doom us to fear-based workplaces or elevate us to build work environments that are better suited to human flourishing. The amygdala, seated deep in the brain’s limbic system, is the primary driver of fight or flight. If its firings aren’t well modulated by the more strategic executive brain, housed in the frontal lobe, then really bad things can happen. Individuals fear and mistreat each other; groups deteriorate as a result of hostility, bullying, and distrust. This all occurs against the backdrop of a maniacal focus on productivity, profitability, and unbridled growth. It’s a perfect storm, resulting in a torrent of dehumanization.


The dehumanized workplace is the abiding concern of this book and the prime reason we’ve developed the Think Talk Create model as a remedy. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 present the health and economic risks of workplaces that are ill-fitted for humans. We come at the problem from a variety of perspectives, drawing on social-science research and vignettes about individuals who’ve suffered (or even lost their lives) on the job. We provide historical context, tracing progress from the days of sweatshops, when workers had no rights and a quality of life not much above slavery; to the mid-twentieth-century rise of a thriving middle class; to the reversals driven by shareholder-value-only thinking that have led to huge perks and prosperity for those in the top 1 or 2 percent, economic stagnation and the gig economy for those below, and debilitating stress and alienation all around.


There is, nonetheless, good reason for hope if we seek it and cultivate it. When the Think Talk Create process is deployed well over time, we can see impressive stakeholder engagement, community development, and financial gain. The upbeat saga of a professional sports team, presented in Chapter 7, reveals how respectful listening to impassioned fans can yield long-term rewards. We see here how active inquiry can help to leverage the findings of behavioral economics, which has taught us that people (sports fans or otherwise) make important spending decisions primarily on the basis of emotional driving forces rather than rational self-interest. The economic vitality that flows from this dynamic can be a source of delight for all involved.


In the final chapters, we explore the “will to believe,” William James’s notion, backed up by cognitive psychology research, that we can (and must) choose what we think and how to live. Each of us—regardless of our status at work or station in life—can make meaningful choices with outsize influence. The narratives we share in this book include people from all walks of life. They are custodians, Walmart workers, doctors, young entrepreneurs, a bookstore clerk, an insurance adjuster, a public health advocate, and a tech company cofounder. Their diversity of background and position reveals our common humanity. You don’t have to be the CEO to make a profound difference. We all have agency. We present Think Talk Create for anyone—regardless of what you do—who’s interested in building a better world, together.
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THE HUMAN VARIABLE


Putting People into the Equation


A ten-year-old boy was maimed in a car accident some years ago. He not only suffered multiple physical injuries and was paralyzed from the waist down, but he experienced severe post-traumatic emotional stress. It was obvious that he’d require long-term care. The question was whether the insurance company of the driver at fault would consider only its quarterly balance sheet, or its social and moral responsibility as well, in deciding how to deal with the claim. It was indisputable that the driver of the other automobile had been primarily at fault, having broadsided the car in which the ten-year-old was riding. The boy’s father was likely speeding on the highway at the time of the accident, but the police report was clear that the other driver was mostly responsible for the accident. The boy’s father carried a $45,000 insurance policy and the insurer paid that amount to the boy in full. The other driver carried a much more generous $500,000 policy. How much of that amount was the boy going to receive?


As in most cases of this sort, the file was given to a claims adjuster, in this instance a man named Jay, a longtime employee of the insurance company. Jay had seen thousands of sad and devastating cases of this kind, and his job was to avoid unnecessary litigation by negotiating an insurance payout to the opposing party. Not to put too fine a point on it, but his job as a claims adjuster was to help his company save money by minimizing the amount paid to the aggrieved individual bringing the claim; to manage, in other words, the bottom line. The negotiation usually involved a back-and-forth with the claimant (or the claimant’s attorney), which resulted in a payment to the victim of the accident. During his career, Jay had used his skills to save his company millions of dollars every year. He was a friendly but firm negotiator who knew how to get to yes, quickly close the file, and move on.


But even to this seasoned veteran, the case of a maimed and paralyzed child felt different. This was not a situation in which hard-nosed negotiation felt appropriate. Jay’s job had forced him to take some tough positions over the years, but here it felt like playing hardball would be unsavory, if not downright immoral.


On the face of it, the boy’s permanent injuries and need for prolonged medical care made it a no-brainer to offer the boy’s attorney most (or perhaps all) of the $500,000 that the policy allowed. Jay had three young sons not too far in age from the ten-year-old victim. How much money did Jay think his sons would deserve if, God forbid, they’d been in such an accident? Jay felt that he could convince his boss that this was not the time to protect their margins by making the opposing attorney fight for every cent.


It was all the more shocking, then, when Jay received a call from the boy’s attorney, who opened with, “Do you think you could quickly get me $250,000 for the case and we’ll be done with it?” This was a young, inexperienced lawyer from a rural village in upstate New York. Had the low cost of living in his area warped his judgment as to what his ten-year-old client would need in the years to come? Was this young lawyer in a rush for some personal reason, not thinking beyond his own eagerness to pocket his share of the settlement?


Sitting in his Manhattan office, Jay knew he could have a quick win here and look like a hero for saving his company a quarter of a million dollars. But he couldn’t get beyond the plight of the young boy and his beleaguered parents. A payout of $250,000 from Jay’s company, even with the $45,000 they’d already received from their own insurance company, would never be enough to cover the boy’s long-term needs.


Jay was facing the core dilemma of the numbers-first culture of our times. Should executives make their decisions on the basis of profitability alone? Is shareholder value the only issue here? Or should other principles—such as social responsibility and corporate reputation—come into play in a meaningful fashion? The reality facing Jay, if he played by the book, indicated a clear course of action. But the human factors lurking behind those numbers suggested a path aligned with the Think Talk Create model. Jay was going to need to step back, navigate his thoughts clearly, engage in some meaningful conversations, and orchestrate a solution that would allow him to sleep at night. Think Talk Create gave Jay the framework to not only do the right thing, but also strategically resolve a complex challenge.


Intuitively, Jay followed those steps as he navigated this financial and ethical dilemma. It wouldn’t make sense, he reasoned, to call the boy’s attorney back too quickly. Jay wasn’t even sure what he’d say at that point. The basic well-being of a child was at stake, and a strict focus on efficiency and the company’s balance sheet was surely going to fall short. He needed to consider all the angles, which meant that the first thing to do was slow down and think.


The Methodology


Think Talk Create is a continuous three-step process that always loops back upon itself. Each of the components are dynamically interdependent, the polar opposite of one-and-done thinking. A high-performing work environment doesn’t become that way because somebody engaged in active inquiry just once. Instead, high-performing environments are the result of individuals and teams repeatedly using Think Talk Create to their advantage, applying the methodology across multiple circumstances and scenarios when solving a complex problem. We need to think and talk and create, then loop back to thinking some more and talking some more and fine-tuning our creative developments. We can use the process as a whole to tackle step one of the puzzle, then redeploy it when addressing step two of the very same puzzle, and so on.


But when we face a new challenge, as Jay did when the injured boy’s file landed on his desk, it’s critical to start out with the Think step. The methodology can’t get off the ground if we don’t slow ourselves down in the midst of our overly busy lives and frenetic workdays. We must pause and remind ourselves that we don’t know everything of relevance just yet—and we should think vigorously about alternative perspectives. This calm, flexible, self-reflective mindset lays the foundation for Think Talk Create; it is the basis for avoiding impulsive, short-sighted decision-making. It might start with a few deep, mindful breaths, or taking a walk outside to clear your head, or really finding any old way you like to disconnect temporarily from the familiar surges of stress we all can experience during the workday.


Slowing down and thinking is the essential precondition for the second step of the methodology: Talk. This is where nonjudgmental, open-ended questions come into play. A true open-ended question is well sculpted and mustn’t be a conversation stopper. Closed-ended questions, which call forth simple yes-or-no answers, tend to shut down exploratory exchanges and impede learning. Open-ended questions instead elicit free-flowing responses and mutual learning. Fostering conversations rooted in open-ended questions—active inquiry—can provide jet fuel for brainstorming and innovation. We will delineate how Jay did it and later take an even closer look at what active inquiry is all about and how to do it.


We must approach the Talk phase with a truly open mind, a tabula rasa upon which we might sketch out an unforeseen and productive, even inspiring, narrative. The process requires self-restraint and self-discipline. In fact, we might think of the process as a relational form of evidence-based science. Statisticians carefully structure their work around the null hypothesis, which, at the outset of a research study, presumes no difference between interventions (as in the treatment outcome from a placebo versus an active drug). The realm of law provides another angle on this learning-oriented mindset. Just think of the statue of Lady Justice, blindfolded and steadily gripping a beam balance that is not yet tipping one way or the other.


The Talk step requires that, like an empirical scientist or a judge presiding in court, we embark upon our work as free of biases and predetermined ideas as humanly possible. Like Jay, we start out with some basic principles—respect for others, fidelity to a job role—but at the same time remain blank slates about how best to apply those principles collaboratively.


Once we have slowed down to think and talk open-mindedly with those around us, we can enter the third phase, Create, in which we bring something new and meaningful into play: a novel solution to a pesky problem. It might be a new product, service, marketing strategy, or even a whole new organization that can move the world in surprising, positive directions. In Jay’s case, it was a well-crafted agreement and plan to ensure that the unfortunate young boy and his family would have appropriate financial resources well into the future. Jay’s use of the Think Talk Create process empowered a virtuous result for the boy while securing a sound financial result for his corporation and also preserving its respectability and reputation.


A Humane Solution


Like so many workers, Jay was usually overwhelmed by the multitude of items on his to-do list. Multitasking is antithetical to sustained, focused attentiveness to a complex matter. But the boy’s plight was so moving that Jay was able to strip away the usual chaos of multitasking to focus for the rest of the day and into the evening. He developed a well-constructed question that lent itself to further self-reflection and conversations with others via the process of active inquiry. He used his quiet time that day to carefully frame his dilemma: How can I align my responsibility to my company with my humanity and my compassion for the injured boy?


Having refined all the swirling issues into this explicit formulation, Jay was ready to move on to the next phase of the process: talk with others to gain multiple perspectives, troubleshoot ideas, and test his own feelings. He started at home, with his wife and sons. He gave them all the facts in front of him, then asked a number of open-ended questions: What’s the right thing for me to do here? What’s my most important responsibility? What would you do if you were me?


In an instance of “out of the mouths of babes,” one of his sons shrugged his shoulders and offered a truth so simple that Jay staggered under the weight of it. “I thought insurance companies were supposed to pay people when they get hurt.”


There was a beautiful logic in that simple formulation. It gave Jay the confidence he needed to follow through with his instinct that his priority should be seeing that the boy was treated fairly. It also helped that his whole family agreed.
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