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—Charles Garfleld, Ph.D. Author, Second to None and Peak Performers

“If the hallmarks of a masterpiece are simplicity, clarity, and insight, then Jennifer James has presented us with a work of such magnitude. By showing us how to ‘think in the future tense’ she addresses the central issue in meeting the challenges of the future while providing us with the guidelines for successful navigation of the sea changes around us. I recommend this book highly for all who seek to become more aware and productive in the years to come.”

—Martin H. Borell Partner, Change Management, Andersen Consulting “For those of us in the change management business who are eager to make an impact beyond the current moment, Thinking in the Future Tense is required reading. Dr. James presents a rich blend of stories, tools, and intellectual challenges, making this book worth reading more than once.”

—Lawrence H. Merk Director, University of Idaho Center of Business Development & Research “Thinking in the Future Tense is timely, illuminating, and hopeful. This book shows how to get the jump on change. The chapter “Recognizing the Future” itself is a complete course in product analysis and development. Every business should look at itself this way.”

—Lee Lathrop Manager, The Boeing Company “Thinking in the Future Tense isn’t just a formula for surviving in a bewildering, changing world; it is a blueprint for thriving in it.”

—Jim Kouzes Coauthor, The Leadership Challenge
and Credibility “Jennifer James shines a brilliant beacon across the horizon of time and brightly illuminates that sometimes frightening but most often fascinating mystery called the future. Thinking in the Future Tense is an exhilarating and empowering experience.”

—Paul J. Greeley, Jr. President, American Chamber of Commerce Executives “Jennifer James helps give context to the future. Her insightful work can be an invaluable tool to those seeking to move forward and embrace change and explore tomorrow!”

—L. Alan Witt Barnett Banks, Inc. “Thinking in the Future Tense provides a visionary plan for business leadership in the next century. Those who execute it will have the competitive advantage.”

—Glen G. J. Wong Executive Vice President, Rogers Cable TV Limited “As humans, managers, decision makers, and family members, we are being pulled in a dozen different directions. Jennifer James challenges our thinking and equips us with fascinating insights into our past, present, and most importantly, our future. Read this book. Twice.”

—Alene Moris Executive Outplacement “Outstanding, mind stretching, humorous. Margaret Mead has been reincarnated, and she cares about American business.”

—Dale Chihuly International artist, Chihuly Studio “Jennifer James’s new book shows how the mind can reach further and deeper and faster.”

—W. Hunter Simpson Retired CEO, Physio-Control Corporation “Thinking in the Future Tense is a truly intriguing and positive reflection of the oft-stated ‘the past is prologue,’ which, logically translated, says, ‘You haven’t seen anything yet.’”

—Larry Diamond CEO, Diamond Productions “Insanely enlightening! These things need to be said.”

—Baron Stewart IBM “Thinking in the Future Tense will energize and move you to grow and develop. Jennifer James’s ideals will increase the speed of your development and provide you with tools to accelerate the transformation of your organization. It has certainly done that for me.”

—Abe Kessol Director, Spectra Physics Scanning Systems, Inc. “Thinking in the Future Tense contains the missing ingredients in the formula for tomorrow’s survival skills.”

—F. A. Blethen Chairman and Publisher, Seattle Times Company “Thinking in the Future Tense is an important addition to the evolving body of literature that is preparing us for the kind of thought processes we need to successfully cope. At a time when we are deluged with change of every kind—in demographics, technology, the workplace, economics, and society—combined with a tidal wave of information, books like this will help us keep our personal focus and ground us on shared values.”

—M. Maureen Maxfield Vice President, Sisters of Charity Health Care Systems “Thinking in the Future Tense is inspiring, energizing, and hope-filled. Jennifer James understands the dynamics of radical cultural change. She makes complex information immediately accessible and presents the future through understanding the past in an engaging, vivid style.”

—Jackie Parley President, CenterPoint in Aspen, Inc. “Jennifer James once again offers us her superb intelligence, clear provocative writing style, and extraordinary creativity. She thinks in the future tense as a matter of course and shows us how to do the same. This book is essential for those who feel anxious and overwhelmed by changes around them. For those who feel prepared for the coming decades, she will stretch and challenge them with original perspective and hard questions.”

—Todd Clist Executive Vice President, Marriott Corp. “Jennifer James takes a refreshing new view of leadership. Understanding her perspective of our past, present, and future is necessary for any agent of change to be effective.”

—Tom H. Timmons Vice President, Mobil Oil ExCom “The richness of Thinking in the Future Tense lies in James’s understanding of what makes people tick.”

—Jeff Smith The Frugal Gourmet “Just the chapter on the power of myths and symbols will be worth your time with this book. James’s insights always have the ring of truth.”

—Charlotte Roberts Author of The Fifth Discipline Field Book “Jennifer James is a lead scout in the arena of breaking mental models. Thinking in the Future Tense lays out the topography for each of the eight skills of building shared understanding and getting smarter with data. It is a treasure map to competitive advantage, an important addition to organizational learning, and a must for the new leaders.”
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I HAD JUST COMPLETED A five-week trek in Nepal. It had been a lifelong dream to climb in the Himalayas, and after coming down from fourteen thousand feet, I was serene but weary, not yet ready to reenter the Western world. I decided to spend a week in Malaysia before heading home.

In the ancient city of Malacca, rich in the sights, sounds, and smells of the past, I strolled the waterfront and wondered what the years ahead might bring. Questions that had been on my mind from Seattle to Nepal kept repeating themselves. What did it really mean to “think in the future tense”—a phrase I had used in hundreds of lectures and seminars around the world?1 What sort of person would feel confident and accomplished one hundred, two hundred, or three hundred years from today? What could I tell people who cornered me after lectures and confided their fears of becoming unsuccessful or obsolete?

In the distance, I could see a church, an elegant stone structure I recognized as Anglican, dating back to the eighteenth century. It was striking for its material: flintstone, an English import rarely found in this part of the world. My mother’s family grave site is behind just such a flintstone church on the southern coast of England. I walked to the entrance and opened the massive front door, hung on cast-iron hinges. The sound of my footsteps reverberated on the stone floors and walls as I walked up the center aisle. I was alone.

Until the last century the privileged were buried within these churches. Even in death there was a pecking order. Nuns were buried in basement crypts; priests, bishops, and people of wealth or rank were laid to rest in elaborate caskets along the walls or beneath slabs of stone in the aisles of the church. The nearer the altar, the more prominent the deceased. The center aisle was prime after-life real estate.

My eye followed a beam of dusty sunlight to a massive bronze plate over a grave near my feet. There in the gloom was a bold inscription—an entreaty:

Tell Me the News

I was taken aback by this unexpected command from the past. I knelt down to read the rest of the inscription on the bronze plate, tracing the smaller letters with my fingers.

My father was an Armenian trader, born in Rome.

My mother was born of Greek and Persian parents. I was born in Istanbul.

A thrill ran through me, and I read on. The man buried in this grave, Jacob Shamier, had gone out into the world of international trade at age sixteen, following in his father’s footsteps. The epitaph revealed the details of his life. It was filled with the excitement of travel, of wanderlust, of discovery. Jacob Shamier died in 1774 at age twenty-nine, but his profound love of life and his passion for the future were apparently undiluted up to the moment of his death. The inscription ended with this singular plea:

Stand on my grave and tell me the news of the world.

So I did. I told him we had walked on the moon. I told him that we could talk to China by sending our voices through space. I told him about organ transplants and that many people lived past the age of one hundred.

I knew that beneath my feet was a visionary, a man who had embraced the future without fear. Here was someone who would succeed as easily in the twenty-first century as in the eighteenth. How ironic that the role model I was seeking for the future had come to me from the past.

Unlike Jacob Shamier, many people view the future with fear and dread rather than excitement and anticipation. The world is changing too fast for them. The future seems so unknowable and unpredictable. We are alienated from the present and ambivalent about the future. I call it the “cultural blues.” We are afraid we are falling behind. We are worried about our society. We lack a framework for interpreting what is happening.

Thinking in the Future Tense was written to provide that missing framework, to help you analyze and organize events into a coherent picture of the future that will work for you and your organization. It is meant to be an exploration, a catalyst for your own insights, and a way to restore the vision so critical to successful leadership.

Understanding the nature of change is harder now because we cannot see the signs and signals that were once so obvious. Getting off a horse to step into a car was a pretty clear indicator that the age of mechanized transportation had arrived. Now change seems invisible, hidden in transparent pulses in the air. The appeal of a retreat to the past is not surprising. But it’s too late to go back. We know too much. The new road will stretch out ahead of us regardless of our ambivalence.

Nowhere is that ambivalence greater than in the workplace. The “rightsizing” and social changes of the 1990s have turned many ordinary people into cynics and pessimists about the future. They have watched traditional career paths disappear. They have been laid off, or seen colleagues laid off and worry that they could be next. They wonder if they will be among the survivors or the victims of what seems to be nothing short of an economic revolution.

I have heard their voices firsthand. I am an urban cultural anthropologist with a special interest in adaptive strategies—how people survive in times of change. I lecture, conduct seminars, and consult with leaders of corporations and other organizations that are struggling to adapt to the new realities. When I talk with workers about how things are going in their companies, they tell me their managers often don’t know what they are doing and won’t listen to what the workforce has to say. When I talk with the managers, they admit to confusion but tell me they must follow ambivalent orders from executives. When I talk to the executives, they will sometimes admit to anxiety, not knowing what to do with conflicting goals.

We are all confused and ambivalent, trying to get our bearings in an age of such rapid change. We are experiencing an epic shift in the way we think and feel about ourselves and our jobs, about the way we live, and about the future itself. Leadership in such an environment requires courage, character, and a broader perspective.

When I ask teachers, “What are you doing to help our children develop the skills to handle this shift and cross safely into the next century?” they tell me, “We’re waiting for the administrators to die!” They don’t mean it literally, but they do not believe that people with vested interests in the systems of the past will be able to make the necessary gut-level and mind-level decisions fast enough to accommodate change. Administrators tell me the same thing. They wish they could fire teachers. There are already more computer-literate first graders than there are computer-literate first grade teachers. Can you beat a six-year-old at Nintendo?

The profound changes we are facing today would normally take two or three generations to be assimilated. We are trying to make the stretch in a decade. No wonder the result is anxiety and even chaos. We face a depth and breadth of change unparalleled since the Industrial Revolution. The old values and institutions are breaking up, and we are unsure what will replace them.

Imagine this chaos as a five-thousand-piece puzzle that has just been dumped on your desk. What would be your first step in putting it together? Most of us would look for the outside edges and, if it was a square or a rectangle, search for the corners to create a frame. Then we would sort out the pieces by color, and the major images would begin to emerge. The change puzzle does have corners and a frame that you can piece together. The corners are: revolutionary technology, intense economic shifts, disorienting demographic patterns, and disruptive cultural transformations.


STAR TREK TECHNOLOGY


The technological shift is now familiar. We have entered the “cyber” age, a new culture of systems and connections. We have become cyborgs (cybernetic organisms), half-man, half-machine hybrids whose physical tolerances and skills extend far beyond previous human limitations. New technology always creates more human connections as it destroys old ones. In truth, we have been cyborgs ever since the first wooden leg was fitted onto a human body. Later, the patient in an iron lung was a cyborg. Now we have a dizzying array of cyborgs—humans connected to everything from hearing aids to pacemakers—and even part-time cyborgs (kidney patients on dialysis machines, airline pilots and the planes they fly).

Many of our children are highly accomplished cyborgs. The machine they are hooked up to is the computer. Young children don’t read instructions; they make the intuitive connection, grab the keypad or joystick of the new machine, and take off. They feel their way through the moves of the game while we sit on the floor trying to understand instructions that tell you how to turn the power on but not how to play. You have to call a seven-year-old to find out how to get to the next level.

Chips and imagination are creating smart offices, smart houses, smart cars, smart telephones. We are being forced to use computers or lose access to libraries (the card files are gone), messages (voice mail), correspondence (electronic mail), gas pumps (automatic pay at the pump), and banks (automatic cash machines). The learning curve is straight up, but the payoff, as with all new technology, will take time.

The media marketers have categorized us according to our “technic” skills: enthusiasts, hopefuls, faithfuls, oldliners, independents, and surfers. Those who are less agile at navigating the information highway may have to pay penalties. Some utility companies, for example, now charge a fee for the diehards who want to talk to a person instead of a machine. A bank may charge extra for visiting a teller instead of using the automated version.

Technology already exists that will enable us to open our front doors by employing a voiceprint or a fingerprint: “Hi, this is Lee. I’m home. Open up.” Our cars will unlock and start when we ask them to—unless we slur our words. Windshields will turn into transparent navigation screens, displaying the best routes to take and warning of trouble spots ahead. Eventually our cars will drive themselves while we read and sip lattes. A driverfree, fail-safe system is already being tested on Germany’s autobahns.

Our cellular telephones or car radios will be useless to thieves when they operate only in response to our voiceprints: “Please stop, I don’t know you.” Computers will triple our writing speed when they operate by voiceactivated technology. Electronic eyeglasses will create perfect day and night vision. Our bodies may eventually be reconstructed by “total prosthesis,” the replacement of all body parts except the brain. Rollerbladers will have to share sidewalk space with “springwalkers” that move us along at speeds up to twenty-five miles per hour. We will also have access to what Motorola’s CEO, Daniel Noble, once called “electronic nirvana.” “Cyber-sex,” or virtual reality eroticism, is already available.

Computer technology has dramatically changed our work habits. We hold international video team meetings and make video sales without leaving the office. We “pitch” clients via cellular telephone during drive time. Niche marketing is gaining a new meaning: finding the available spot in a client’s overloaded twenty-four-hour day. There will be few assistants in our future offices. The computer will be our receptionist and secretary, handling telephone calls, messages, scheduling, word processing, research assignments, and more. Are you on board?


SMART WORK


The economic changes that swirl all around us are important to understand because they will dictate what skills will be in demand during the next century. Minds will be preferred over muscles. It has been estimated that 80 percent of the jobs available in the United States within twenty years will be cerebral and only 20 percent manual, the exact opposite of the ratio in 1900. A quadriplegic with good technical and communications skills is becoming a more valuable worker than an able-bodied man without those skills. We have upset the process of natural selection, by which hereditary traits that prove more adaptive than others eventually dominate. We are now evolving consciously, adapting our own bodies and minds to the necessities of survival. We must, in a manner of speaking, will into being new traits that once might have taken a million years to evolve.

Where does that leave our workforce? A large gap is developing between those who have high-level communications skills and access to electronic knowledge and those who do not. We are redefining not just work skills but the character and personality that are compatible with these skills. In effect, a new class system is developing and all of us are being confronted with unsettling changes in how we make a living—and how we live our lives.

Never before in history have we had an economic shift of this depth and magnitude. We moved very slowly from hunter-gatherer (ten million years) to agriculture (eight thousand years) to urban industry (two hundred years). But now, in what seems an instant, we are in a global service world speeding toward a bioeconomy that combines gene manipulation with electronics.

Vast numbers of people will not make it over this economic abyss. We are likely to see the largest accumulation of skill-disenfranchised people in history. But more is at stake than jobs lost. There is an absolute connection between the speed of this change in work, economic status, and mental health and violence. One of the first sociologists, Emile Durkheim, reported that high levels of drug abuse, domestic violence, child abuse, homicide, and suicide accompanied the shift from an agricultural economy to an industrial economy in England and France in the 1800s.2 He also observed that people lost their old survival beliefs and felt alienated, a state he called “anomie.” We call it burnout. It can lead to depression, exhaustion, and paranoia.

Today, we are experiencing the same loss of control and yearning for a simpler time as the nineteenthcentury farmers who had to give up their land and move into the cities to survive. Suddenly, everything was unfamiliar—the work schedules, the sounds and smells, even their sense of time. They felt deep nostalgia for what they had lost, coupled with an urge to resist the new. Our reactions are similar, but the challenges are more difficult. The changes we confront are much more complex.

We must find ways to build new careers and new communities, much as other economic shifts in history have required, but we must do it faster and with greater sophistication. We must multiply our ways of perceiving—and then understanding—completely new economic realities. We might as well be pioneers in covered wagons, given the risk, the lack of guidance, and the spirit of adventure it will take to cross so much unexplored territory.


INTERDEPENDENCE


We are also surrounded by dramatic demographic changes. We have been told who is entering the workforce in increasing and eventually dominant numbers (women and former minorities). We know about the population increase of Hispanics (twice that of any other large American racial or ethnic group) and the historic shift in immigration to our country (away from the traditional European base to an Asian, Indian, and Middle Eastern flow). We have not been told how these factors will upend American culture and change our work, our politics, our religions, and our communities.

The onset of these new populations, as well as the mobility that has always characterized American society, has changed entire school systems, neighborhoods, and communities. In only a few years I have witnessed in my Seattle neighborhood a shift from Jewish merchants and fabulous bakeries, to African Americans and fabulous barbecue, to Vietnamese and fabulous spring rolls. Entire blocks of stores seem to put up new marquees overnight.

Demographic changes are difficult to accommodate because they require a basic shift in perceptions, values, and myths. Our combination of Native Americans and immigrants of every racial and ethnic background is unusually complex. It is, to paraphrase author James Baldwin, our greatest strength and our greatest weakness. It is our strength because of the passion, energy, creativity, and innovation that come from such a rich cultural pool. It will give America the edge in invention and scholarship. We will continue to stack up Nobel Prizes. It is our weakness because a multiracial and multiethnic society is fraught with misunderstandings. People rub up against each other, triggering old territorial instincts, trying to hold on to traditional privileges. The result often is prejudice, violence, and the fraying of national hopes. Marshall McLuhan warned us in the 1960s that extending our reach would leave our nerve endings tingling. He believed that implosion and interdependence would be far more disorienting for modern man than explosion and independence had been for tribal man.3


UNDERSTANDING WHO WE ARE


With these demographic changes inevitably come cultural changes that we must confront and accommodate. Culture provides the organizing principles that all societies must possess. Culture is the “story” of who we think we are. But cultural beliefs also separate, through superficial differences, groups that reasonably should be united. Culture is at once the means by which societies try to solve their problems and the chief cause of their conflicts. America, for example, continues to struggle with ethnocentrism, the belief that your nation or group is superior. It may be the last of the mythical barriers to fall. In the future, there will be no “chosen people” or “children of the sun.” There will be just us.

Anthropologists use social data and models from the past to provide a frame or a context for the future. The details of millions of years of history and hundreds of societies reveal patterns. When you understand these patterns, it becomes easier to predict cultural change. But because it is so deeply rooted in the patterns of the past, culture is often the last system to adapt. Vestiges of old beliefs hang on long after the technological, economic, and demographic systems have changed.

Our nine-month school year is left over from a once-dominant agricultural economy; our corporate hierarchy is not too dissimilar from the leadership structure of a monarchy, a church, or a Freemason lodge. Players struggle fiercely on the football field as if the fight were over real territory. We are more afraid of abuse at the hands of unknown members of other “tribes” than we are of the greater dangers that lurk within our own families or social groups. The old metaphors are powerful.

Yet cultures can, and do, change, and those who fail to understand that run the risk of eventual embarrassment—even obsolescence. Executives and politicians who behaved as if women would never earn equal status or as if homosexuals would never gain political power now must wonder if their careers suffered as a result. How must it feel to glimpse an old film clip of angry whites harassing an African-American child trying to enter a school—and suddenly see your face among them? Either you have to retreat into denial that it happened, rationalizing that you were just keeping in step with your culture, or accept that what you believed and what you did was wrong.


ALL YOU NEED IS A NEW MIND


Today, we all stand in a vortex of technological, economic, demographic, and cultural change. Are we to deny it, resist it, or accept the fact that we, too, must change? Our brains must adapt to our changing environment. I believe that our current assignment is evolutionary, nothing less than the remaking of man and woman into a more civilized form than our ancestors. We must do it, not within an extended family in a forest or on a vast savanna, but within what is becoming the human family in a global village.

We cannot go backward; we cannot stand still. This is a personal journey and we must will the direction. There is no waiting for some evolutionary process of adaptation, because evolution as a biological process has no goal beyond reproduction and survival. But you can teach your mind to adapt to change, just as our bodies adapted to change through biological evolution. We must teach our children to increase their intelligence, to cooperate, to think in new ways. It is a tough assignment, but one that we must make a commitment to if we are to prosper in the years ahead.

The key is the ability to “think in the future tense.” You need to understand how the currents of technological change will affect your life and your work, how economic changes will affect your business and its place in the global market, how demographic and cultural changes will alter your self-perception, your perception of others and of human society as a whole. In short, you need to know what the future will look like.

These are the skills you will need:


	Perspective

	Pattern recognition

	Cultural knowledge

	Flexibility

	Vision

	Energy

	Intelligence

	Global values



These eight skills are presented and described in the chapters that follow. They are the basic building blocks for understanding and adapting to change, essentials for anyone in a leadership role. Companies will continue to downsize, merge, or disappear. Knowledge workers will be asked to do more complex and subtle tasks. Business relationships will require more emotional intelligence. Executives will have to sort through confusion and mixed signals to make strategic decisions. Anyone who cannot adjust to the many new demands the future brings will be left behind.

This is a book about welcoming the future. It is about openness, reality, and reason. It is about expanding our access to wisdom, the understanding of what is true or right, of who we are and what we believe in. It is the nature of America to give each of us the freedom to be a sage. Once societies turned to kings, shamans, priests, and oracles for wisdom. People had a “calling” to be wise. Now each of us is called.





SKILL 1 Seeing with New Eyes
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—MARCEL PROUST “The real act of discovery consists not in finding new lands but in seeing with new eyes.”

I MAGINE YOURSELF ON THE roof of a building. A spaceship is descending toward you, the white, glowing saucer of science fiction. As the ship hovers in the air, a stairway is lowered to your feet. An ethereal arm beckons you into the craft. What do you do? Are you ready to enter the spaceship and meet the extraterrestrials? How curious are you? Do you want to know what they look like? They might need your product or services. Are you going to wait and see what happens to others who accept the invitation while you are still trying to decide? Or are you going to close your eyes and wish they would go away?

What if I posed these questions to a group of tenyear-olds? How do you think they would react? Even though they have been warned about strangers, I suspect that most would climb into the spaceship. What are the differences between you and ten-year-olds? Most people would answer “Experience.” But have you actually had “experience” with an extraterrestrial? In fact, we tend to generalize our beliefs from past experiences. Your response to “aliens” would probably depend on preconceived beliefs about our universe and who inhabits it. What did your parents tell you about “new groups” that moved to your town?

We face the same dilemma when we think about the future. We cannot “experience” it until it becomes the present. We have to keep our mind and our eyes open. That is why the core skill for understanding the future is the willingness to see it—and to see it in perspective. Perspective enables us to think clearly. It is essential to sorting out the positives and negatives of an issue or a situation. It allows us to perceive how the pieces or parts relate to each other and to the whole. It enables us to accurately interpret change and adapt to it. It lets us weave new possibilities. A clear perspective is the linchpin in any process of change.

A closed mind narrows our view of reality, making change difficult. Trying to make sense of an event or a problem, we fall back on what is familiar. When we cannot put change in perspective, we are predisposed to reject any new information that conflicts with the familiar. We are fearful of the future because we do not know how to explore uncertainty and unpredictability.

Our perspective is shaped by everything from childhood experiences and old habits to race and gender. It invariably influences our reaction to change. When change speeds up and becomes more complex, as it has in the 1990s, the situation only worsens. We may lose our perspective altogether when there is too much information, too much complexity. We find it difficult to extract knowledge from raw information, to synthesize, or to strategize.

Losing perspective can make us crazy. The body will automatically react if it senses danger, but the mind may freeze. We hear words and we fail to comprehend them. We read a report and remember nothing. Some new high-tech machine appears at the office and we won’t learn how it works. We have difficulty seeing what seems obvious to others. We fail to notice key events and we make avoidable mistakes. We lose our common sense. We feel blindsided. We feel like victims. But it is the loss of perspective—our inability to understand the past, comprehend the present, and envision the future—that makes us so vulnerable.

When the leaders of a company or an organization lose perspective, the results can be serious and longlasting. IBM is an obvious example, but there are many more, from the automakers of the 1960s and 1970s to the timber workers of the 1980s and the American Medical Association (AMA) of the 1990s.

IBM never saw the implications for the future posed by Microsoft DOS because the company operated in a self-sealing culture that dealt with hardware, not software, and shut out “soft” information.

When I was working with Simpson Timber and Boise Cascade in the 1980s the workers told me they were unwilling to give up timber work as their way of life. They were not interested in being “nerds.” Many believed there were enough trees for their lifetime, if not their children’s. They thought the environmental movement was misguided and would pass as the hippies had passed.

The AMA complained that it was not invited to the table when the Clinton administration was developing its health-care plan. But the organization is a perfect example of a professional brotherhood that by its very nature is resistant to change. It could not read the writing on the wall in time to come up with its own proposals for reforming the health-care system. The competitive advantage rests with organizations or individuals who are not only aware of current trends but are able to adapt to and lead them.

But how can we lead when most of us have the feeling of overload in our brains? Do you sometimes walk across a room and forget why you are there? Do you ever have trouble spelling familiar words? Have you noticed people coming down the hall and you know you know them but have no idea who they are? Don’t worry! There is nothing wrong with your brain. It’s just that you are using it very differently than your ancestors did. Your short-term memory neurons are receiving data at four hundred times the rate of a Renaissance-era man. Imagine yourself a farmer one hundred years ago, riding around your land for a day. What data would you absorb, compared with driving to work now for half an hour, listening to the radio?

It would be amazing if your brain didn’t feel overloaded. The average person’s short-term memory can hold only five to seven bits of data at any one moment. If you put more items in, others fall out. The older you are, the more you have crammed into those memory circuits. Twenty-five-year-olds can remember things because they still have empty space. Some of us take our children to the supermarket in the hope they will remember why we are there.

But don’t despair. Memory is rapidly becoming a far less important function. Gone are the days when we sat in animal skins around campfires, when the person who could name the medicinal plants or recite the oral history of the tribe was vital to the culture’s well-being. Now we have computers—electronic memories, if you will. Already, surgeons wear headsets that retrieve information from their clinical data bank during operations. Rescue for the rest of us is on the way. I call it a “sidebrain,” and somebody is making one right now. A big step past the Newton, Marco, or Envoy, it will clip on your belt like a pager and be voice-activated. It will answer your questions about spelling, math, scheduling, navigation, and other data. It will have a recognition beam, so that when someone is walking toward you, you can ask, “Do I know that person?” It will answer, in a whisper, “Yes, you do,” and quickly tell you who that person is. As this book went to press, Parrot S.A. of Paris, France, debuted with a voice-driven handheld organizer/scheduler called Parrot.

Right now, we are all caught in the trough between increased demands on our brains and the arrival of the technology that promises at least a measure of relief. So while you wait, relax, keep your sense of humor—and write everything down.


PERSPECTIVE AND MEMORY 

Our perspective on a behavior or event depends heavily on what we store in our memory about it. But memory, like perspective itself, can be very selective. We remember that which is satisfying or seems important to our survival. We especially remember anything that has to do with sensing danger or avoiding conflict. Personal stories stay in our memories because they engage our emotions. We forget that which seems to have no special meaning or relevance to us.

Memory provides a context for our perceptions. The environment in which we experience new information has a strong influence on our actions and reactions to that information. Here are some familiar examples:

The power context: “I’d better concentrate now because this is my supervisor talking to me.”

The internal context: “How afraid or anxious am I about this situation?”

The cultural context: “What have I been taught to think this is?”

The self-interest context: “How can I get what’s best for me?”

The situation context: “Where did I first meet this person?”

If we lack a frame of reference—if there is no familiar memory or personal experience that we can draw on as we try to process new information—then our ability to compose an accurate picture of reality is limited. Without, for example, a frame of reference such as “tree,” it is difficult to remember “pine” or “maple.” Try remembering miscellaneous, unrelated objects that you glimpsed on a table and the limits become obvious. When our short-term memory is in overload, the challenge is even more difficult.

The memory likes a familiar context, the one that generated the thought in the first place. Walk back across the room to where an idea originated and it will probably pop back into your consciousness. Those brilliant ideas you had while swimming or having a drink, which you cannot remember when you are dry or sober, will come back if you return to the water or have another drink. Context can be everything. When we are especially comfortable with the context, we do better at remembering. That is why we remember things we agree with more easily than things with which we disagree.

Intense emotions will generate vivid contexts. You are likely to remember the most minute details of a lifethreatening accident. Athletes remember the plays of a long-ago game because of the adrenaline rush that accompanied them. When you are cut off from your feelings it is far more difficult to make mental connections or accurately assess events. Your sense of self affects memory. A criticism in an evaluation by your employer might be remembered, while a compliment is not.

We remember far more in a rich, stimulating environment than in an impoverished or static one. The artists Monet and Gauguin sought environments that would expand their perception. Marketers who travel in other countries find that their minds retain far more detail in international negotiations than in local ones. They also pick up more new product ideas.

If our perspective is influenced by what is stored in our memory, so too is our memory influenced by the degree to which we can see things in perspective. Perspective enhances memory because it gives our brains the resilience and flexibility needed to stretch into the future. Remember the comic book hero Plastic Man. He could change shape to solve problems. With perspective, we can be alert to distortion and we can change the shape of our memories and our minds.


DISTORTIONS OF PERSPECTIVE 

When the world speeds up or we feel personally threatened, we can easily lose perspective. Our distortions of reality actually protect us and give us a chance to catch up. We take refuge in denial until we gain confidence that we will survive the threat. Marshall McLuhan understood the importance of such defenses:

Were we to accept fully and directly every shock to our various structures of awareness, we would soon be nervous wrecks, doing double-takes and pressing panic buttons every minute. The “censor” protects our central system of values, as it does our physical nervous system by simply cooling off the onset of experience a great deal. For many people, this cooling system brings on a life-long state of psychic rigor mortis, or of somnambulism, particularly observable in periods of new technology.1

Too often, we see only what we are prepared to see. When our ability to appreciate reality—particularly someone else’s reality—is thus limited, our perspective is distorted. Studies of eyewitness testimony and jury decision making reveal how easy it is to perceive different realities if the manipulation of information neatly fits with what we already believe. The contrast between white and black perception of the 1995 verdict in the O. J. Simpson murder trial is a classic example. IBM’s first negotiation with Microsoft is the classic business example of misperception of the future of computer software.
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