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PRAISE FOR THE 3rd ALTERNATIVE

“In The 3rd Alternative, Dr. Covey inspires us to think differently about solving problems than we ever have before. We must set aside our differences, including our boundaries, languages, economics, politics, and cultures, and work hand in hand together to create solutions that are greater than the problems we now face.”

—Muhammad Yunus, Nobel Peace Prize winner, 2006

“Once again, Stephen Covey has nailed it. In this latest book, he offers meaningful advice for navigating life’s toughest challenges. It’s not about ‘my way’ or ‘your way,’ but about seeking out ‘our way.’ ”

—J. W. Marriott, Jr., chairman and CEO of Marriott International, Inc.

“Dealing with differences—in business, politics, economics, and elsewhere—is fraught with peril. Emotions, misunderstandings, insecurities, and ego can all stand in the way of coming to mutually beneficial agreements or changing how people perceive a problem or opportunity. Stephen Covey culls inspiring insights from his profiles of numerous thinkers, who each achieved positive results by developing unique ways to come to agreements or change people’s perceptions that, in turn, would lead to once seemingly impossible results. Covey has carefully developed a model that leaders will find extremely helpful in a world beset by countless conflicts.”

—Steve Forbes, chairman and editor in chief of Forbes Media

“You can ‘get’ Stephen Covey’s message in five pages—or less. But I dearly hope you will carefully read and apply every page. Stephen has given us a precious gift, but, like most profound ideas, it is the daily, conscious practice that can or will transform your life.”

—Tom Peters, author of The Brand You50 and Re-imagine: Business Excellence in a Disruptive Age

“In this book, Covey reaches out way beyond his familiar domain, to the universe, and has come up with a social vaccine capable of addressing if not resolving the existential agonies and angst that we all face as individuals, as well as the organizations and societies that we work and live in. In this Olympiad vault, Covey has written his most ambitious and hopeful book, in my own view—a masterpiece to benefit all of us doing our best to live in peace and justice in this messy world.”

—Warren Bennis, Distinguished Professor of Management, University of Southern California, and author of the memoir Still Surprised

“A most compelling approach for addressing the most challenging issues of the day. It is an inarguable formula for success in the corporate world and beyond.”

—Douglas R. Conant, retired CEO, Campbell Soup Company, and New York Times bestselling author

“Dr. Covey has done it again. The 3rd Alternative is not only powerful reading, it answers some of life’s most challenging questions. A must-read for all future leaders.”

—Jon M. Huntsman, Sr., executive chairman and founder of Huntsman Corporation





Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






[image: The 3rd Alternative by Stephen R. Covey, Free Press]






To my wife and eternal friend, Sandra— full of life, light, and courageous hope





In the case of all things which have several parts, the whole is something beside the parts.

—Aristotle

Synergy is the only word in our language that means behavior of whole systems unpredicted by the separately observed behaviors of any of the system’s separate parts or any subassembly of the system’s parts.

—Buckminster Fuller

Synergy: a mutually advantageous conjunction or compatibility of distinct business participants or elements.

—Webster’s Dictionary

The emergent is unlike its components insofar as these are incommensurable, and it cannot be reduced to their sum or their difference.

—G. H. Lewes

Synergy is when the whole is greater than the sum of the parts.

—Fourth-grade student, A. B. Combs Elementary School, Raleigh, North Carolina






1 The Transition Point


Life is full of problems. Problems that seem impossible to solve. Personal problems. Family problems. Problems at work, in our neighborhoods, and in the world at large.

Perhaps you’re in a marriage that started off great, but now you can barely stand each other. You may have estranged relationships with your parents, siblings, or children. It could be that you feel overwhelmed and out of balance at work, always trying to do more with less. Or maybe, like so many others, you are tired of our litigious society, in which people are so quick to sue you don’t dare make a move. We worry about crime and its drag on our society. We see politicians going at it and getting nowhere. We watch the news at night and lose hope that the perpetual conflicts between people and nations will ever be resolved.

So we lose hope, give up, or settle for a compromise that doesn’t feel so good in the end.

That’s why I’ve longed to write this book.

It’s about a principle so fundamental that I believe it can transform your life and the whole world. It is the highest and most important insight I have garnered from studying those people who lead truly effective lives.

Basically, it’s the key to solving life’s most difficult problems.

All people suffer adversities, mostly in silence. Most soldier on bravely in the face of their problems, working and hoping for a better future. For many, terror is just under the surface. Some of these terrors are physical, some psychological, but all are very real.

If you understand and live by the principle in this book, you may not only conquer your problems, but you may go on to build a future for yourself that’s better than you ever imagined possible. I did not discover this principle—it’s eternal. But for those who apply it to the challenges they face, it’s no understatement to say that it may be the greatest discovery of their lives.

My book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People leads up to it. Of all the principles in that book, I called it “the most catalytic, the most empowering, the most unifying, and the most exciting.” In The 7 Habits, I was able to deal with this principle in only a general way; but in this book, I invite you to explore it with me much more broadly and deeply. If you pay the price to truly understand it, you’ll never think the same way again. You’ll find yourself approaching your most difficult challenges in life in an entirely new, exponentially more effective way.

I’m profoundly excited to share with you stories about some rare people who have grasped this principle. They are not only problem solvers but also creators of the new future we all dream of. Among many, you’ll read about


	A father who rescued his troubled daughter from years of despair and near suicide in one surprising evening.

	A young man in India who is solving the problem of electric power for millions of poor people—at virtually no cost.

	A police chief who cut the juvenile crime rate in a major Canadian city by half.

	A woman who is bringing New York’s polluted harbor back to life—again at almost no cost.

	A husband and wife who once could hardly speak to each other and now laugh together about those difficult days.

	The judge who brought a quick, peaceful end to the biggest environmental lawsuit in American history—without setting foot in a courtroom.

	The principal of a high school for migrant workers’ children who raised the graduation rate from a dismal 30 percent to 90 percent and tripled his students’ basic skill levels—without spending any more money.

	
A single mother and her teenager who went from bitter confrontation to renewed understanding and affection.

	A doctor who cures virtually all his patients of a deadly disease at a fraction of the price other doctors charge.

	The team that transformed Times Square from a cesspool of violence and filth to the top tourist attraction in North America.



Let me emphasize: none of these is a celebrity with lots of money and influence. All are, for the most part, ordinary people who are successfully applying this supreme principle to their toughest problems. And so can you.

I can hear you thinking, “Well, I’m not trying to do anything heroic like those people. I’ve got my own problems, and they’re big to me. I’m tired, and I just want to find a solution that works.”

Believe me, there’s nothing in this book that isn’t both global and personal. The principle applies equally well to a single mother trying her hardest to raise a restless teenager as to a head of state trying to stop a war.

You can apply this principle to


	A serious conflict at work with your boss or co-workers.

	A marriage with “irreconcilable differences.”

	A dispute with your child’s school.

	A situation that has put you in financial trouble.

	A critical decision you have to make on your job.

	A battle over some issue in your neighborhood or community.

	Family members who quarrel chronically—or won’t speak to each other at all.

	A weight problem.

	A job that doesn’t satisfy you.

	A child who won’t “launch.”

	A knotty problem you need to solve for a customer.

	An issue that might drag you into court.



I have taught the underlying principle of this book for more than forty years to literally hundreds of thousands of people. I’ve taught it to young schoolchildren, to rooms full of corporate CEOs, to graduating students, to heads of state in some thirty countries, and to everyone in between. I’ve approached all of them in virtually the same way. I have written this book to apply equally well to a playground, a battlefield, a boardroom, a legislative chamber, or a family kitchen.

I belong to a world leadership group seeking to build a better relationship between the West and the Islamic community. It includes a former U.S. secretary of state, prominent imams and rabbis, global business leaders, and experts on conflict resolution. At our first meeting, it became obvious that everyone had an agenda. It was all rather formal and cool, and you could just feel the tension. That was on a Sunday.

I asked permission from the group to teach them one principle before we went any further, and they graciously agreed. So I taught them the message of this book.

By Tuesday night the whole atmosphere had changed. The private agendas had been shelved. We had arrived at an exciting resolution that we had never anticipated. The people in the room were filled with respect and love for one another—you could see it, and you could feel it. The former secretary of state whispered to me, “I’ve never seen anything so powerful. What you’ve done here could totally revolutionize international diplomacy.” More on this later.

As I said, you don’t have to be a global diplomat to put this principle to work on your own challenges. Recently we surveyed people around the world to find out what their top challenges were personally, on the job, and in the world at large. It was not a representative sample; we just wanted to find out what different people had to say. The 7,834 people who responded were from every continent and from every level of every kind of organization.


	
In their personal lives. The challenge they feel most personally is the pressure of overwork, coupled with job dissatisfaction. Many are having relationship problems. Typically, one middle manager from Europe writes, “I get stressed, feeling burned out, and don’t have time and energy to do things for me.” Another says, “My family is going wrong and it tips everything else out of balance.”

	
On the job. Of course, people’s top job concerns are always scarce capital and profits. But many are also worried about losing ground in the global game: “We are very much stuck in our 100-year tradition. … We’re becoming more irrelevant every day. … Too little use is made of creativity and entrepreneurship.” From Africa, a top manager wrote, “I was working for an international company, but I resigned last year. I left because I could no longer find meaning in what I was doing.”

	
In the world. From our respondents’ viewpoint, the top three challenges we face as a human family are war and terrorism, poverty, and the slow destruction of the environment. An Asian middle manager struck a pleading tone: “Our country belongs to one of the poorest in Asia. This is the battle cry among [us] where the majority of our population lives in poverty. There is a lack of employment, poor education, infrastructure facilities are hardly available, huge debt, poor governance, and corruption is rampant.”1




This is a snapshot view of how our friends and neighbors are feeling. They might list different challenges tomorrow, but I suspect we’d see only variations on the same sorts of pain.

Under these mounting pressures, we fight each other more. The twentieth century was an age of impersonal war, but the twenty-first seems like an age of personal malice. The rage thermometer is way up. Families quarrel, co-workers contend, cyber bullies terrorize, courts are jammed, and fanatics murder the innocent. Contemptuous “commentators” swamp the media—the more outrageous their attacks, the more money they make.

This rising fever of contention can make us ill. “I’m deeply disturbed by the ways in which all of our cultures are demonizing the Other. … The worst eras in human history start like this, with negative otherizing. And then they morph into violent extremism,” says the wellness expert Elizabeth Lesser.2 We know too well where this sort of thing leads.

So how do we resolve our most divisive conflicts and solve our most difficult problems?


	Do we go on the warpath, determined that we won’t take it anymore, but we will take it out on our “enemies”?

	
Do we play the victim, helplessly waiting for someone to save us?

	Do we take positive thinking to the extreme and slip into a pleasant state of denial?

	Do we sit back stoically, with no real hope that things will ever get better? Deep down, do we believe that all the prescriptions are just placebos anyway?

	Do we keep plugging away, like most people of goodwill, doing what we’ve always done in the slim hope that things will somehow get better?



No matter what approach we take to our problems, natural consequences will follow. War begets war, victims become dependent, reality crushes people in denial, cynics contribute nothing. And if we keep doing the same things we’ve always done, hoping that this time the results will be different, we are not facing reality. Albert Einstein reportedly said, “The significant problems we have cannot be solved at the same level of thinking with which we created them.”

To solve our most difficult problems, we must radically change our thinking—and that’s what this book is about.

As you read, you will find yourself poised on a transition point between your past, whatever it has been, and a future you have never imagined until now. You will discover within yourself a talent for change. You will think about your problems in an entirely revolutionary way. You will develop new mental reflexes that will propel you through barriers others find insurmountable.

You will be able to see from that transition point a new future for yourself—and the years ahead might be not at all what you expected. Instead of halting into an inevitable future of diminishing capacity riddled with problems, you can start now to fulfill your hunger for a life “in crescendo” that is always fresh and meaningful and filled with extraordinary contributions—right to the end.

By recentering your life on the principle of this book, you will find a surprising way forward into that future.
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2 The 3rd Alternative: The Principle, Paradigm, and Process of Synergy


There is a way to solve the toughest problems we face, even those that look unsolvable. There is a path that cuts through nearly all life’s dilemmas and deep divisions. There is a way forward. It’s not your way, and it’s not my way. It’s a higher way. It’s a better way than any of us have thought of before.

I call it “the 3rd Alternative.”

Most conflicts have two sides. We are used to thinking in terms of “my team” against “your team.” My team is good, your team is bad, or at least “less good.” My team is right and just; your team is wrong and perhaps even unjust. My motives are pure; yours are mixed at best. It’s my party, my team, my country, my child, my company, my opinion, my side against yours. In each case, there are 2 Alternatives.

Almost everyone identifies with one alternative or the other. That’s why we have liberals against conservatives, Republicans against Democrats, workers against management, lawyer against lawyer, children against parents, Tories against Labour, teachers against administrators, college against town, rural against urban, environmentalists against developers, white against black, religion against science, buyer against seller, plaintiff against defendant, emerging nations against developed nations, spouse against spouse, socialists against capitalists, and believers against nonbelievers. It’s why we have racism and prejudice and war.
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Each of the two alternatives is deeply rooted in a certain mind-set. For example, the mind-set of the environmentalist is formed by appreciation for the delicate beauty and balance of nature. The mind-set of the developer is formed by a desire to see communities grow and economic opportunities increase. Each side usually sees itself as virtuous and rational and the other side as lacking virtue or common sense.

The deep roots of my mind-set entwine with my very identity. If I say I’m an environmentalist or a conservative or a teacher, I’m describing more than what I believe and value—I’m describing who I am. So when you attack my side, you attack me and my self-image. At the extreme, identity conflicts can intensify into warfare.

Given that 2-Alternative thinking is so deeply embedded in so many of us, how can we ever get past it? Usually we don’t. We either keep fighting or go for a shaky compromise. That’s why we face so many frustrating impasses. The problem, however, is usually not in the merits of the “side” we belong to but in how we think. The real problem is in our mental paradigms.

The word “paradigm” means a pattern or model of thinking that influences how we behave. It’s like a map that helps us decide which direction to go. The map we see determines what we do, and what we do determines the results we get. If we shift paradigms, our behavior and results change as well.
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For example, when the tomato was first brought to Europe from the Americas, a French botanist identified it as the dreaded “wolfpeach” spoken of by ancient scholars. Eating a tomato would cause twitching, foaming at the mouth, and death, he warned. So early European colonists in America wouldn’t touch it, although they grew it in their gardens as a decorative plant. At the same time, one of the most dangerous diseases the colonists faced was scurvy, brought on by the lack of vitamin C—which is plentiful in tomatoes. The cure was right in their gardens, but they died because of a flawed paradigm.

After a century or so, the paradigm shifted as new information came out. The Italians and Spanish began eating tomatoes. Thomas Jefferson reportedly grew them and promoted their use as food. Today the tomato is the most popular of vegetables. Now we see tomatoes as healthful, we do eat them, and we get healthy. That is the power of a paradigm shift.

If I am an environmentalist, and my paradigm, or mental map, shows only a beautiful untouched forest, I will want to preserve it. If you as a developer have a mental map that shows only underground oil deposits, you will want to drill for oil. Both paradigms might be accurate. Yes, there is a pristine forest on the land, but the oil deposits are there too. The problem is that neither mental map is complete—and never can be. As it turns out, the foliage of the tomato plant is poisonous, so in part the anti-tomato paradigm was correct. Though some mental maps may be more complete than others, no map is ever truly complete because the map is not the terrain itself. As D. H. Lawrence said, “Every half-truth at length produces the contradiction of itself in the opposite half-truth.”

If I see only the mental map of the 1st Alternative—my own incomplete map—then the only way to solve the problem is to persuade you to shift your paradigm or even force you to accept my alternative. It’s also the only way to preserve my self-image: I must win and you must lose.

If, on the other hand, I throw away my map and follow yours—the 2nd Alternative—I face the same problem. You can’t guarantee that your mental map is complete either, so I could pay a terrible price for following your map. You might win, but I could lose.

We could combine maps, and that helps. We would have a more inclusive map that takes into account both our perspectives. I would understand your perspective, and you would understand mine. That is progress. Even so, we might be left with incompatible goals. I still don’t want the forest to be touched, and you still want to drill for oil in the forest. My thorough understanding of your map might lead me to fight you even harder.

But then we get to the exciting part. That happens when I look at you and say, “Maybe we can come up with a better solution than either one of us has in mind. Would you be willing to look for a 3rd Alternative we haven’t even thought of yet?” Hardly anyone ever asks that question, yet it is the key not just to resolving conflicts but also to transforming the future.

The Principle of Synergy

We get to the 3rd Alternative through a process called synergy. Synergy is what happens when one plus one equals ten or a hundred or even a thousand! It’s the mighty result when two or more respectful human beings determine together to go beyond their preconceived ideas to meet a great challenge. It’s about the passion, the energy, the ingenuity, the excitement of creating a new reality that is far better than the old reality.

Synergy is not the same thing as compromise. In a compromise, one plus one equals one and a half at best. Everybody loses something. Synergy is not just resolving a conflict. When we get to synergy, we transcend the conflict. We go beyond it to something new, something that excites everyone with fresh promise and transforms the future. Synergy is better than my way or your way. It’s our way.

Synergy is an idea almost no one understands. One reason for this is that it’s been cheapened by widespread misuse. In business, “synergy” is often cynically used as a nice word for mergers or acquisitions that take place just to boost a stock price. In my experience, if you want to make someone’s eyes roll, just throw the word “synergy” at them. That’s because many people have never really experienced even a moderate degree of synergy. And if they ever hear the word spoken, it’s often by manipulators who distort the idea. As a friend said, “When I hear the word ‘synergy’ used by people wearing suits, I know my retirement fund is in danger.” People don’t trust this word. Their leaders have scripted them into a defensive mind-set, into believing that all the talk about “creative, collaborative, cooperative synergy” is just code for “Here’s a new way for us to exploit you.” And minds on the defensive are neither creative nor cooperative.

Yet synergy is a miracle. It is all around us. It is a fundamental principle at work throughout the natural world. Redwood trees intermingle their roots to stand strong against the wind and grow to incredible heights. Green algae and fungus united in the lichen colonize and thrive on bare rock where nothing else will grow. Birds in a V formation can fly nearly twice as far as a lone bird because of the updraft created by the flapping of their wings. If you put two pieces of wood together, they will carry exponentially more weight than each piece can bear separately. Tiny particles in a water drop work together to create a snowflake that is absolutely unlike any other snowflake. In all these cases, the whole is greater than the sum of the parts.
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One plus one equals two—except in a synergistic situation. For example, a machine that can exert 60,000 pounds per square inch (PSI) on a bar of iron will break it. A bar of chromium of the same size will break at about 70,000 PSI. A bar of nickel will break at about 80,000 PSI. Added up, that’s 210,000 PSI. Therefore, if mixed into one bar, iron, chromium, and nickel will withstand 210,000 PSI, right?

Wrong. If I mix iron, chromium, and nickel in certain proportions, the resulting bar of metal will withstand 300,000 PSI! Subtracting 210,000 PSI from 300,000 PSI, we’re left with 90,000 pounds of strength that seems to have appeared from nowhere. The metals together are 43 percent stronger than they are separately. And that’s synergy.3

This extra strength is what makes jet engines possible. The tremendous heat and pressure of a jet would melt a weaker metal. But chrome-nickel steel can take temperatures much higher than ordinary steel can handle.

The same synergy principle is true of human beings. They can do things together that no one would predict based on their individual strengths.

Music is a wonderful example of human synergy. Rhythms, melodies, harmonies, and individual styles combine to create new textures, richness, and musical depth. Musicologists tell us that for most of human history music was an improvisational art; people simply played or sang together whatever the moment called for. Writing music down in a fixed form is a recent development. Even today, some of the most compelling music, like jazz, is improvised.

A musical chord is made up of several notes played at once. The notes do not lose their individual character, but together they create a synergy—a harmony—that single notes cannot produce. Like musical notes, synergistic people do not lose their identity; they combine their strengths with the strengths of others to produce a result far greater than anything either could achieve alone.

In sports, it’s called chemistry. Great sports teams enjoy the kind of synergy or chemistry that can beat other teams made up of showboating grandstanders with more talented individuals but no synergy. You can’t foretell based on the athletic skills of each player how the team will turn out. The performance of a great team far surpasses the sum of the individual skills of the players.

The supreme example of human synergy is, of course, the family. Every child is a “3rd Alternative,” a distinctive human being endowed with capabilities that have never existed before and will never be duplicated. Those capabilities cannot be predicted by adding up the capabilities of the parents. The particular combination of human endowments in that child is unique in the universe, and the creative potential of the child is exponentially great. The great Pablo Casals said, “The child must know that he is a miracle, that since the beginning of the world there hasn’t been, and until the end of the world there will not be, another child like him.”

Synergy is the very essence of the family. Every family member contributes a different flavor to the mix. What happens when a child smiles at her mother is more than just symbiosis—more than just living together and profiting from one another. As my friend Colin Hall says, synergy may be just another word for love.

Myriad examples like these illustrate the power of synergy to transform the world. But it can also transform your work and your life. Without synergy, your work will stagnate. You’re not going to grow, and you’re not going to improve. Market competition and technological change have intensified to such a point that if you don’t have a mind-set of positive synergy, you could quickly become history in your marketplace. No synergy, no growth. You will be caught in a vicious downward spiral of price cutting until you have no business left. On the other hand, if you develop the mind-set of positive synergy, you can be perpetually at the cutting edge, in a virtuous cycle upward, toward more growth and influence.

There is also such a thing as negative synergy. This happens when the vicious cycle is accelerated by emerging forces. For example, smoking causes lung cancer. Asbestos also causes lung cancer. If you smoke and breathe asbestos, your chance of getting lung cancer is far greater than the two individual rates added together. If you’re not deliberately engaged in positive synergy, you might find yourself trapped in negative synergy.

Positive synergy is nonincremental. You can improve a product through a steady continuous-improvement process, but you’re not likely to invent a new product. Synergy is not only the answer to human conflict; it is also the principle that underlies the creation of every truly new thing in the world. It’s the key to quantum leaps in productivity. It’s the driving mental force behind all genuine creativity.

Consider a few cases—at national, personal, and organizational levels—where synergy has changed the game.


Creative Nonviolence

When I met Arun Gandhi, grandson of the legendary Mahatma Gandhi, he told me his insights about his grandfather’s life:


Ironically, if it hadn’t been for racism and prejudice, we may not have had a Gandhi. See, it was the challenge, the conflict. He may have been just another successful lawyer who had made a lot of money. But, because of prejudice in South Africa, he was subjected to humiliation within a week of his arrival. He was thrown off a train because of the color of his skin. And it humiliated him so much that he sat on the platform of the station all night, wondering what he could do to gain justice. His first response was one of anger. He was so angry that he wanted eye-for-eye justice. He wanted to respond violently to the people that humiliated him. But he stopped himself, and said “That’s not right.” It was not going to bring him justice. It might make him feel good for the moment, but it wasn’t going to get him any justice. It would just perpetuate the cycle of conflict.

From that point onward, he developed the philosophy of nonviolence and practiced it in his life, as well as in his search for justice in South Africa. He ended up staying in that country for twenty-two years. And then he went and led the movement of India. And that movement ended up with an independent country, something that no one would have ever envisioned.4



Gandhi is one of my heroes. He was not perfect, and he did not accomplish all his goals. But he learned synergy within himself. He invented a 3rd Alternative: creative nonviolence. He transcended 2-Alternative thinking. He was not going to run away, and he wasn’t going to fight. That’s what animals do; when cornered, they fight or they flee. That’s also what 2-Alternative thinkers do. They fight or they flee.

Gandhi changed the lives of over three hundred million people using synergy. Today there are more than a billion people in India. It’s a tremendous place. You can just feel the energy, the economic and spiritual vigor of that great, independent people.


The Music Class

A woman we’ll call Nadia could see that her little daughter was crying as she came out of school carrying her violin case. The eight-year-old sobbed to her mother that her teacher would not allow any more music in class. All that night Nadia, a trained violinist herself, became more and more angry—she couldn’t sleep thinking about the disappointment on her daughter’s face—and carefully planned a tirade to let loose on that teacher.

But in the morning Nadia thought better of it and decided to find out exactly what was going on at the school before launching her attack. She went early to see the teacher before class. “My daughter loves the violin,” she said, “and I’m wondering what has happened that the children can no longer practice at school.” To her surprise, the teacher began to cry. “There is no more time for music,” she explained. “We must spend all of our time on basics like reading and mathematics.” It was a government order.

For an instant Nadia considered an attack on the government, but then she said, “There must be a way for the children to learn music and their basic skills.” The teacher blinked for a moment. “Of course, music is mathematical.” At this, Nadia’s brain began to whir. What if the basics could be taught through music? She stared at the teacher, and both began to laugh because both had the same thought at once. The next hour’s rush of ideas was almost magical.

Soon Nadia was volunteering what time she could in her daughter’s class. Together, she and the teacher taught every subject using music. The students did fractions with not only numbers but also notes of music (two eighth notes equal a quarter note). Reading poems was much easier when the children could sing them. History came alive as the children studied great composers and their times and played their music. They even learned a bit of different foreign languages by singing folk songs from other countries.

The synergy between the musical parent and the teacher was as important as the synergy between music and the basics. The students learned both—and quickly. Soon other teachers and parents wanted to try it. In time, even the government got interested in this 3rd Alternative.

Total Quality

When in the 1940s the management professor W. Edwards Deming tried to convince American industrialists of the need to increase the quality of their products, they opted instead to mortgage their future by cutting R&D and focusing on short-term profits. This is 2-Alternative thinking: you can have high quality or you can have low costs, but not both. Everybody knew that. In America the demand for short-term profits produced constant pressure to cut corners on quality, and a vicious cycle was born. A mind-set developed: What can we get away with? How shoddy can we make this product before the customer rebels?

Rejected in America, Deming went to Japan. Essentially Deming taught that defects creep into any manufacturing process, and defects will drive customers away; therefore, the goal of manufacturing should be to continuously reduce the defect rate. Japanese industrialists combined Deming’s idea with their own kanban philosophy, which puts control of manufacturing in the hands of the workers. Kanban means “marketplace”; workers on the factory floor get to choose parts like a shopper in a grocery store. The pressure is always to produce better parts. The result of this combination of ideas was a new thing in the world, a 3rd Alternative: “Total Quality Management,” the aim of which was to continually improve quality while continually decreasing costs. A mind-set developed: How can this product be improved?

Meanwhile American manufacturers, plagued by the 2-Alternative mind-set, struggled to compete against ever more reliable and affordable Japanese cars and electronics. Over time, this vicious cycle had a crippling effect on America’s heavy manufacturing.

2-Alternative Thinking

As these examples show, the lack of a 3rd Alternative mind-set is the great obstacle to synergy. People with the 2-Alternative mind-set on a given issue can’t get to synergy until they admit synergy is even possible. 2-Alternative thinkers see only competition, never cooperation; it’s always “us versus them.” 2-Alternative thinkers see only false dilemmas; it’s always “my way or the highway.” 2-Alternative thinkers suffer from a kind of color blindness; they can see only blue or yellow, never green.

2-Alternative thinking is everywhere. Its most extreme manifestation is war, but short of that it means engaging in some “Great Debate.” We see it in liberals who stop their ears when conservatives talk, and vice versa. We see it in business leaders who sacrifice the long-term interests of the company for short-term gain, but also in those who insist they are “long-term visionaries” while the company collapses around them because they refuse to consider the short term. We see it in the religious person who rejects science and the scientist who sees no value in religion. (In one London university the scientists won’t even eat lunch in the faculty dining room when the theologians are there!)
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2-Alternative thinkers often can’t see other people as individual human beings—only their ideologies. They don’t value different points of view, so they don’t try to understand them. They might make a phony show of respect, but they don’t really want to listen; they want to manipulate. They’re on the offensive because they are insecure: their territory, their self-image, their very identity is at stake. Ultimately their strategy for dealing with differences is “search and destroy.” For these people, one plus one equals zero or less. Synergy can’t thrive in that environment.

You might be asking, “Is it possible to get to synergy with everyone?” It would be very hard with cognitively or emotionally impaired people who lack impulse control. Of course, you can’t synergize with a psychopath. But most people are just people. The insidious problem with 2-Alternative thinking is the bipolar trap we perfectly ordinary, rational people easily fall into. It looks like the illustration on page 20: “People on my side are [choose from column A]. People on your side are [choose from column B].”

I used to think most adults were above this sort of thing, that they understood the complexity of the world we live in. Watching the media these days, and the people who make a very good living at promoting 2-Alternative thinking, I’m not so sure.

Additionally, 2-Alternative thinking vexes us when we confront a dilemma, which is defined as a problem that seems to have no satisfactory solution. I hear about such problems all the time, and so do you. A teacher says, “I can’t work with this student, but I can’t give up on her either.” A business leader says, “We can’t grow this business without more capital, but we can’t get capital unless we grow the business—it’s a classic catch-22.” A politician says, “We can’t afford to provide quality medical care for everyone, nor can we let people suffer if they can’t pay.” A sales director says, “My two top salespeople badmouth and undermine each other constantly. But without them, we’d lose our best accounts.” A wife says of her husband, “I can’t live with him, and I can’t live without him.”



	A

	B




	Good

	Evil




	Generous

	Heartless




	Intelligent

	Stupid




	Wise

	Foolish




	Reasonable

	Irrational




	Virtuous

	Vicious




	Flexible

	Liars




	Geniuses

	Idiots




	Patriots

	Traitors




	The Best People in the World

	The Worst People in the World





The Horns of a Dilemma

It can be agonizing to feel you have only two equally awful alternatives. The ancient Greeks thought of it as being caught on the “horns of a dilemma” because it was like facing a charging bull: regardless of which horn catches you, it runs you through.

In the face of such dilemmas, the insecurity of the 2-Alternative thinker is understandable. Some people throw up their hands and surrender. Others pounce on one “horn” of the dilemma and drag everyone else along. So obsessed with being right, they make a great show of defending their rightness even while bleeding from the wound. Still others select a horn to die on because they feel they must; they can see no 3rd Alternative.

Too often we fail to recognize when we’re confronting a false dilemma—which is too bad, because in fact most dilemmas are false. We see them everywhere. Surveys ask, “Are you for the Republican or the Democratic solution? Do you favor or oppose legalizing drugs? Is it right or wrong to use animals for research? Are you for us or against us?” Such questions don’t allow us to think past 2 Alternatives (which is usually what the questioner intends!). Except to 2-Alternative thinkers, there are almost always options beyond the two extremes of a dilemma. We seldom ask ourselves if there’s a better answer—a 3rd Alternative. No pollster will ever ask you that question.

The Great Middle

One debilitating response to 2-Alternative thinking is to stop hoping. In any Great Debate, there is a “Great Middle” of people who don’t identify with either pole. They are generally turned off by extremes of 2-Alternative thinking. They believe in teamwork and collaboration and seeing the other side’s point of view, but they don’t see possibilities of 3rd Alternatives. They don’t really believe there are real solutions to a conflict with the boss, a bad marriage, a lawsuit, or between Israel and Palestine. They’re the ones who say, “We don’t get along. We’re not compatible. There’s no solution.”

They do believe in compromise, and see compromise as the best they can hope for. Compromise has a good reputation, and it’s probably prevented many problems from getting worse. According to dictionaries, both parties in a compromise “concede, sacrifice, or surrender” some of their own interests in order to get to an arrangement. This is called a “lose-lose” situation—the opposite of a “win-win” situation. People might walk away from a compromise satisfied but never delighted. The relationship is weakened, and too often the dispute just flares up again.

Because they live in a lose-lose world, people in the Great Middle don’t hope for much. They are often the ones who plug away at their jobs year after year but contribute little of themselves and their potential. They tend to see life through an outdated Industrial Age lens. Their job is to show up and mechanically fulfill a job description, not to transform their world or create a new future. They are good players but not game changers. No one asks anything else of them. Of course, their skepticism is an understandable defense against 2-Alternative thinking. “A plague on both your houses” is their silent response when caught in a turf war at work or a battle between family members. And their guard goes up immediately with a leadership change or a new strategy. “Out with the old ways, in with the new. We’re going to be a lean, high-performance organization!” To them, this is code for “Don’t you agree that it would be a good thing for you to give up your benefits/take a salary cut/do the jobs of two people so our bottom line will look better? Don’t you agree that everyone should have to give up a little?” Of course they agree. They are never consulted, they are viewed as interchangeable parts, and they learned long ago not to be hopeful.

Often, therefore, a sad consequence for the Great Middle is the metastasizing cancer of cynicism. Anyone with enthusiasm is suspect. There’s contempt for new ideas. And when they hear the word “synergy,” they have an allergic reaction. They have never experienced true synergy.

The Paradigms of Synergy

As we’ve seen, those who get past 2-Alternative thinking and go on to the synergy mind-set—people like Gandhi and Deming and Nadia, the musical parent—are rare but highly influential, creative, and productive. They automatically assume that every dilemma is false. They are the paradigm shifters, the innovators, the game changers.

If we want to join them, to go on to 3rd Alternative thinking, we have to shift our paradigms in four significant ways. (See figure on page 23.) Please know right now that these four paradigm shifts are not easy. They are counterintuitive. They will lead us away from egotism and toward authentic respect for others. They will divert us from the need to find the “right” answer all the time because we will be searching for the “better” answer. They will lead us down unpredictable pathways, for no one knows beforehand what a 3rd Alternative will look like.

The chart on page 24 contrasts the four paradigms of common, garden-variety 2-Alternative thinking with the paradigms of 3rd Alternative thinking. You can see that 2-Alternative thinking moves further and further away from creative solutions at each stage. Without the paradigms of 3rd Alternative thinking, creative solutions are impossible. One paradigm is the foundation for the next, so the sequence of paradigms is important. Why is this so?
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Psychologists tell us that the first condition for healing and growth is “genuineness, realness, or congruence.” The less we ourselves put up a front or façade, the greater the chance of getting to synergy. Thus the first paradigm is “I See Myself.” It means I am self-aware—I have searched my own heart for my motives, my uncertainties, and my biases. I have examined my own assumptions. I am ready to be authentic with you.

The second condition is accepting, caring for, and prizing you. Carl Rogers, one of my favorite authors and a hero of mine, calls this attitude “unconditional positive regard,” an outgoing, positive feeling toward you because I value you as a whole human being and not as a set of attitudes, behaviors, or beliefs. You are not a thing to me, you are a person. “I See You” as a sister, a brother, a child of God.

The third condition is empathic understanding, which can’t happen until I have accepted the first two paradigms. Empathy means getting into and really understanding where the other person is coming from. Empathy is rare; you and I neither give nor get it very often. Instead, as Rogers says, “we offer another type of understanding which is very different: ‘I understand what is wrong with you.’ ” By contrast, the effective paradigm is “I Seek You Out” in order to fully grasp what is in your heart, mind, and soul, not in order to pass judgment on you. New ideas breathe best in an atmosphere of authentic mutual understanding.



	 

	2-Alternative Thinking

	3rd Alternative Thinking




	1

	I see only my “side.”

	see my self—independent of my “side.”




	2

	I stereotype you.

	I see you—as a human being, not as just a representative of your “side.”




	3

	I defend myself against you because you’re wrong.

	I seek you out because you see things differently.




	4

	I attack you. We make war on each other.

	I synergize with you. Together we create an amazing future that no one could have foreseen.





We have to meet the first three conditions to get to the fourth condition. Then we can learn and grow together toward a true “win-win” solution that is new to both of us. “I Synergize With You” only when I have genuine positive regard for you and for myself and understand clearly what is going on in your heart and mind. “I Synergize With You” only when I get past the scarcity mind-set that there are only two possible alternatives and one of them is wrong. “I Synergize With You” only when I adopt the abundance mind-set that there are infinite rewarding, exciting, creative alternatives we haven’t even thought of yet.5

Let’s take a closer look at each of these paradigms.


Paradigm 1: I See Myself

This first paradigm is about seeing myself as a unique human being capable of independent judgment and action.

What do I see when I look in the mirror? Do I see a thoughtful, respectful, principled, and open-minded person? Or do I see a person who knows all the answers and holds in contempt the people on the “other side” of the conflict? Do I think for myself, or has the thinking been done for me?

[image: Image]

I am not merely “my side” of a controversy. I am more than the sum of my prejudices, party, and preconceptions. My thoughts are not predetermined by my family, my culture, or my company. I am not, to paraphrase George Bernard Shaw, a selfish little clod of grievances complaining that the world will not fall in line with my—or “our”—way of thinking. I can mentally stand apart from myself and evaluate how my paradigms are influencing my actions.



	 

	I See Myself

	I See My “Side“




	SEE

	I see myself as a creative, selfaware human being who is more than the “side” I favor. I might share certain beliefs or belong to certain groups. But these do not define me. My thinking comes from inside out.

	I see myself in terms of the group I belong to: my “side,” my party, my company, my country, my gender, my race. I define myself as a Conservative, a Working Guy, a Feminist, or a Gangster instead of as an individual. My thinking comes from the outside in.




	DO

	I think about what I think. I challenge my own assumptions as well as other people’s.

	I think what my group thinks. I am right—why would I challenge my assumptions?




	GET

	Creative engagement with other people.

	Destructive conflicts with other people.





The paradigm “I See Myself” contrasts sharply with the typical paradigm “I See My ‘Side,’ ” as shown in the contrasting boxes in figure 10. In any conflict, how we see things determines what we do, and what we do determines the results we get.

The ineffective paradigm is to see myself as defined by something outside myself; as a result, everything I value comes from the outside. To be defined is to be fixed or limited. But human beings are free to choose what they will be and do; this is fundamental to being human. When a person says she’s an environmentalist, she really means that she shares some beliefs about the environment with some other people. She certainly doesn’t mean that she is only an environmentalist—she’s also a woman, someone’s daughter, perhaps a wife or girlfriend. She may also be a musician, a lawyer, a cook, or an athlete.

The point is, none of these roles completely defines her. When she looks in the mirror, if she is wise she will see something more than the roles she plays. She will see her self—a thoughtful, independent, creative personality that transcends definition.

When a leader defines himself as a rational, practical, hardheaded businessman, he might be heading for a fall. He can make all the “right” decisions according to the assumptions of his MBA culture and still go bust. It happens every day, and there’s nothing new in it. More than two thousand companies have made it to the Fortune 500 since the 1950s; the vast majority of them are gone. We have seen for ourselves how fragile this hardheaded thinking can be in the economic calamities of the past few years. Observers like the eminent business professor Henry Mintzberg worry that an arrogant MBA culture is at the root of a cycle of repeated financial meltdowns.6

To a great extent, of course, we feel defined by our culture. We tend to dress, talk, eat, play, and think like the people we identify with. It doesn’t matter if we’re business executives, ballet dancers, priests, politicians, or police officers. We wear the uniform. We listen to the pundits. We see the movies. And we talk the talk.

The philosopher Owen Flanagan puts it this way: “We are born into families and communities with an image of persons already in place. We have no say about the location in space of images into which we are born. The image antedates us, often by centuries. … Once we reach an age where we do have some control, we work from the image, from the story that is already deeply absorbed, a story line that is already part of our self-image.”7 We can become stout defenders of that self-image even as it becomes less and less about ourselves and more and more about an externally imposed image.

The Real Identity Theft

We hear a lot about identity theft when someone takes your wallet and pretends to be you and uses your credit cards. But the more serious identity theft is to get swallowed up in other people’s definitions of you. You get so immersed in the external agendas, the cultural story, the political and social pressures, that you lose the sense of who you are and what you could do in life. I call this “the real identity theft.” This identity theft is very real and going on all of the time simply because people do not distinguish between their own mind and the mind of the culture.

Our politicians are becoming paralyzed by identity theft. Even those with the best intentions, who start out with a free mind and high integrity, allow their identity to be taken from them. The force of 2-Alternative thinking, rather than their independent judgment, drives their behavior. As a former U.S. congressman says, “They cluster helplessly behind partisan lines. It’s begun to seem as though there’s no way out.”8

When man created the mirror, he began to lose his soul. He became more concerned with his image than with his self. Thus, he tells himself a story that aligns with the social image:


“I hate these political meetings, but as a good party member I should be here.”

“There’s that guy from the other party. His turn to speak. I don’t know why they waste their time.”

“How can people believe stuff like that? Why can’t they use a little common sense? I’m just a straightforward, commonsense guy. Why can’t they be like me? Are they blind?”

“Well, he made some sense there. But wait—he can’t be making sense! That’s not possible. He’s from the other side.”

“I don’t know how such a sensible guy can be so wrongheaded.”



It can be a blow to our cultural self-image to recognize value in a countercultural image. (“You mean we don’t have all right and truth on our side? There might be some on the other side?”) Still, each of us has the power to transcend our cultural image of ourselves. We can rise above the uniforms we wear, our conventional opinions, and all the other symbols of sameness.

For one thing, we are not preprogrammed machines. Unlike a car or a clock or a computer, we each have the distinctively human endowment to see beyond our cultural programming. We are self-aware. This awareness means that we can stand mentally outside of ourselves and evaluate our beliefs and our actions. We can think about what we think. We can challenge our assumptions. A machine can’t do this. As self-aware human beings, we are free to make our own choices, we are creative, and we have a conscience. This understanding about ourselves gives us confidence.

For another thing, we can never completely see ourselves by ourselves. When we look in a mirror, we can see only part of ourselves. We have blind spots. 2-Alternative thinkers who face conflict rarely question their own programming. They rely on cultural assumptions that seem thoroughly rational to them but are always already deficient. Synergy will cause us to learn not only about others, but also about ourselves—it’s inevitable. This understanding gives us humility.

If I truly see myself, I also see my cultural tendencies. I see where I need to be complemented because I’m incomplete. I see the pressures on me. I see the expectations others have of me, and I see my true motives.

But I can also see beyond my own culture. I see where I can contribute because I have a unique perspective. I see the influence I can have. I see myself not as a victim of circumstances, but as a creator of the future.

When you think about it, those who really see themselves understand this creative paradox—that they are both limited and unlimited. They don’t mistake their mental map for the actual territory. They know they have blind spots as well as boundless potential. Therefore, they can be both humble and confident at the same time.

Most conflicts arise from a poor understanding of this paradox about ourselves. Those who are too sure of themselves lack self-awareness. Failing to realize that their own perspective is always limited, they insist on having their way. (“I’ve been around long enough to know when I’m right.”) Inevitably, they get weak results and often hurt people in the process. On the other hand, those who dwell on their limitations become dependent. They see themselves as victims and fail to make the contribution they are capable of.

I call this paradox creative because only those who recognize that they don’t have the answers ever go looking for answers, and only those who recognize their own potential have the courage and confidence to go looking. As Eliezer Yudkowsky, a researcher of artificial intelligence, says, “The first step in obtaining a third alternative is deciding to look for one.”

My son David has looked for the 3rd Alternative all his life. Here’s what he has to say about it:


The 3rd Alternative is the foundation for all your interactions. It’s how everybody ought to think. My father ingraining that in my mind has been the single greatest lesson I’ve taken from him.

When I was in college, I was trying to get into a certain class I needed to graduate, and heard the standard line: “I’m sorry, we’re full, you can’t get in.” So I talked to my dad and asked him what I should do. He said, “Persist! Come up with a 3rd Alternative. If they say there’s no room, tell them you’ll bring your own chair or you’ll stand up the whole time. Tell them you’re going to be in that class regardless. Tell them you know other people will drop out, and that you’re more committed than those other people and you’re going to show your commitment.” And I got into the class!

As a kid, I thought the 3rd Alternative concept was totally wild, seriously bold. But when I started to apply it, I was amazed at the power of persistently finding a way to get done what I needed to do.

One time I got a really bad grade in a health class. The teacher gave us this unbelievably difficult final that shocked everybody. So I went to my dad and said, “What do I do? I can’t have a grade like this on my record.” He told me to talk to the professor and find a way to get an A. So I went to the teacher and said, “I really did poorly on the final like a lot of other people, but there must be something I can do to get a better grade than this.” He gave me all the standard nos, but I persisted, and at last he asked me, “What do you do for exercise?” I told him I was a runner on the track-and-field team. He said, “If you can run the four hundred meters in less than fifty-five seconds, I’ll give you an A minus.” At that time I was running the 400 in fifty-two seconds—this health professor was obviously out of date on what was a fast time. I had my friend time me and I easily ran it in fifty-two and got an A minus out of the class. It was a case of being persistent and going for a 3rd Alternative.

Because I grew up with this idea of always seeking the 3rd Alternative, it became part of me. It’s not about being pushy or rude or obnoxious, but I don’t easily take “no” for an answer. There’s always a 3rd Alternative.



David’s experiences are simple examples of how we can see within ourselves the seeds of the 3rd Alternative. He himself is an example of how we can redefine who we are by changing the story we tell ourselves about ourselves.


The Most Important Power We Have

Our paradigms and cultural conditioning make up the story of our lives. Each has a beginning, a plot, and characters. There may even be heroes and villains. Countless subplots make up the big plot. There are crucial twists and turns in the narrative. And, most crucially, there is conflict. No conflict, no story. Every great story turns on a struggle of some kind: a hero against a villain, a race against time, a character against her conscience, a man against his own limits. Secretly, we see ourselves as the hero of our own story (or, in some dark and often profound instances, as our own enemy). A 2-Alternative thinker plays the role of the put-upon protagonist locked in combat with the antagonist.

But there is a third voice in the story that is neither the hero nor the villain. This is the voice that tells the story. If we are truly self-aware, we realize that we are not just characters in our own story but also the narrator. We are not just written, we are the writer too.

My story is only a part of much bigger stories—stories of a family, a community, and a whole culture. I might have limited influence on how those stories evolve, but I am very much in control of how my story goes. I am free to tell my own story. There is wisdom in this observation by the journalist David Brooks:


Among all the things we don’t control, we do have some control over our stories. We do have a conscious say in selecting the narrative we will use to make sense of the world. Individual responsibility is contained in the act of selecting and constantly revising the master narrative we tell about ourselves.

The stories we select help us, in turn, to interpret the world. They guide us to pay attention to certain things and ignore other things. They lead us to see certain things as sacred and other things as disgusting. They are the frameworks that shape our desires and goals. So while story selection may seem vague and intellectual, it’s actually very powerful. The most important power we have is the power to help select the lens through which we see reality.9



My son David often tells the story about taking his own chair to the college class. He uses it to illustrate how simple and powerful 3rd Alternative thinking can be. But at a deeper level, this little story is an important subplot of the larger story he tells himself about himself—that he is not a victim, that he is not limited by 2-Alternative thinking, that he is in charge of what Brooks calls “the master narrative” of his life.

In the plot conflicts of our lives, we are not merely “characters.” We are also the narrators, the ones who choose how the story unfolds. I have met so many people who lack this simple insight and feel trapped inside some nightmarish conflict as if they were helpless to change the story. I have seen battling wives and husbands each proclaiming his or her own heroism in dealing with that villain, all the time ignoring the fact that they are not just in the story but also creators of the story! They protest that they are no longer in love, and are astonished when I point out that they are both perfectly free to love one another if they choose. The notion of being “in love” is purely passive; the notion of “loving” is active—it’s a verb. Love “the feeling” is the fruit of love “the verb.” People have the power to do loving things for each other just as they have the power to do hateful things to each other. They—not someone else—write the script.

I said earlier that our lives are stories in that they all have a beginning. A story also has a middle and an end. Most of us are somewhere in the middle of the story. We get to decide how the story ends.

The 3rd Alternative always starts with myself. It comes from the inside out, from the innermost part of myself, from a foundation of confidence and humility. It comes from the paradigm of self-awareness, which enables me to stand outside myself and observe and weigh my own prejudices and biases. It comes from the recognition that I write my own story and a willingness to rewrite it if necessary—because I want it to end well.

Think about it—deeply. If you’re involved in a conflict situation, ask yourself:


	What’s my story? Do I need to change the script?

	Where might I have blind spots about myself?

	How has my cultural programming influenced my thinking?

	What are my real motives?

	Are my assumptions accurate?

	In what ways are my assumptions incomplete?

	Am I contributing to an outcome—an end to the story—that I really want?




Paradigm 2: I See You

The second paradigm is about seeing others as people instead of things.

When we look at others, what do we see? Do we see an individual, or do we see age, gender, race, politics, religion, disability, national origin, or sexual orientation? Do we see a member of an “out group” or an “in group”? Or do we really see the uniqueness, the power, the gifts of every diverse individual?

Perhaps we don’t really see them as much as we see our own ideas, preconceived notions, and maybe even biases about them.

We all know when someone is “putting on,” when we are dealing with the person himself or with a fake front. The question is, Am I that kind of person? Or am I one who looks upon others with genuine, authentic respect?
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The paradigm “I See You” contrasts sharply with the typical paradigm “I Stereotype You,” as shown in the contrasting boxes in the chart above. Remember, what we see determines what we do, and what we do determines the results we get.



	 

	I See You

	I Stereotype You




	SEE

	I see a whole human being endowed with innate worth, talents,passions, and strengths that are unique in the universe. You are more than your “side.” You deserve dignity and respect.

	I see the group you belong to: your “side,” your party, your gender, your nationality, your company, your race. You are a symbol, a “thing,” a Liberal, a Boss, a Hispanic, or a Muslim instead of a unique person.




	DO

	I demonstrate authentic respect for you.

	I ignore you or fake respect for you.




	GET

	An atmosphere of synergy where we are much stronger together than separately.

	An atmosphere of hostility. We are weakened by our divisions and antagonisms for each other.





The “I See You” paradigm is fundamentally a question of character. It is about human love, generosity, inclusiveness, and honest intent. With the “I Stereotype You” paradigm, I cannot be fully trusted to keep your interests as well as mine at heart, and no 3rd Alternative is possible. When I look at you, I see only the representative of a side. I might behave correctly toward you, but my show of respect for you as a person is actually counterfeit.

I call the effective paradigm “I See You” because of an insight from the wisdom of the Bantu peoples of Africa. In that culture, people greet each other by saying “I see you.” To say “I see you” means “I acknowledge your unique individuality.” It is to say, “My humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in yours.” It’s all part of the spirit of Ubuntu.

Ubuntu is very hard to translate. It means something like “personhood,” but more than that, it means “a person depends on other persons to be a person.” The wellness expert Elizabeth Lesser explains it this way: “I need you in order to be me, and you need me in order to be you.” An example helps us to understand this uniquely African concept: “A phrase such as ‘Mary has Ubuntu’ would mean Mary is known to be a caring, concerned person who abides faithfully in all social obligations.” But there’s more: “Mary does not know she is beautiful, or intelligent, or humorous, without Ubuntu. Mary understands her own identity only in relationship to other persons.”10

Another way to understand Ubuntu is by its opposite: stereotyping. To stereotype is to eliminate from the picture the things that make us singular individuals. We say, “Yeah, he’s a sales guy—aggressive, pushy.” “She’s one of those self-absorbed types—always thinking everything revolves around her.” “He’s a type-A personality.” “He’s a jerk.” “He’s a finance guy.” “What do you expect? He’s a quitter.” “She’s one of those who are always running for CEO.” We’re unable to see these people as individuals, not as types.

In the spirit of Ubuntu, to really see other people is to welcome the gifts only they can bring: their talents, intelligence, experiences, wisdom, and differences of perspective. In an Ubuntu society, travelers don’t need to carry provisions; their needs will be met by gifts from those they encounter on the way. But these tangible gifts are only tokens of the much greater gift of self. If we refuse the gift of self or devalue it, we are no longer free to benefit from one another’s capabilities.

In explaining the meaning of Ubuntu, Orland Bishop, director of the Shade Tree Multicultural Foundation in Watts, California, talks about what we lose when we don’t really see each other: “Our present civilization has taken away freedoms from human beings, not because one culture oppresses another, but because we have lost the imagination of what sight means, of what these inner capacities really mean.”11

The spirit of Ubuntu is essential to 3rd Alternative thinking. In a conflict situation, unless I see you as more than a symbol of the opposition, I can never get to synergy with you. The spirit of Ubuntu is more than just the notion that I should behave respectfully toward you. It means that my humanity is tied up in yours—that when I act in a way that dehumanizes you, I also dehumanize myself. Why? Because when I reduce you to the status of a thing, I do the same to myself.

Recently, a friend was driving down a city street when another motorist began honking and waving at her. She slowed down, thinking there was something wrong with her car. But the other driver sped up close to her, shouted obscenities at her about a certain politician, and nearly ran her off the road. Then she realized she had on her car a bumper sticker that favored the politician. To the angry driver, she was no longer another human being; she was a thing, a bumper sticker, a hated symbol.

The angry man dehumanized my friend. But in the process, he diminished his own humanity as well. He probably has a house, a job, a family. There are probably people who love him. But in that moment of choice, he became less than human, nothing more than the blunt instrument of an ideology.

This dehumanizing of others—what we often refer to as stereotyping—starts from a deep insecurity within the self. This is also where conflict begins. Psychologists know that most of us tend to remember negative things about others more than positive things. “We hold people responsible for their bad behaviors and don’t give them credit for their good ones,” says Oscar Ybarra, the eminent psychologist. He believes this happens because seeing others in a negative light helps us to feel superior to them. Ybarra has found that when people begin with a healthy, realistic regard for themselves, the negative memories fade away.12 That’s why the paradigm “I See Myself” precedes the paradigm “I See You.”

People Are Not Things

In his famous book I and Thou, the great philosopher Martin Buber taught that we too often relate to each other as objects, not as people. An object is an It, but a person is a Thou. If I treat a person as an It, as an object to be used for my own purposes, I too become an It, no longer a living person but a machine. The relationship between “I and It” is not the same as the relationship between “I and Thou.” “The mankind of mere It that is imagined … has nothing in common with a living mankind,” Buber says. “If a man lets it have the mastery, the continually growing world of It overruns him and robs him of the reality of his own I.”

By reducing other people to the status of things, we think we can better control them. That’s why companies refer to their employees by the ironic term “human resources,” as though they were just another liability on the balance sheet, like taxes or accounts payable. That’s why most people in most organizations are seen only in terms of their function, even though they possess far more creativity, resourcefulness, ingenuity, intelligence, and talent than their jobs require or even allow! The opportunity cost of seeing people only as things is very high. No balance sheet shows the astonishing size of the locked-up potential of people and their capacities.
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By contrast, Buber says, “If I face a human being as my Thou … he is not a thing among things.”13

Buber uses the term “Thou” because it suggests more than just surface respect; it also evokes reverence for another person. It suggests intimacy, openness, and trust. To see another as an “it” suggests remoteness and indifference. It encourages exploitation.

I feel genuinely sorry for those who don’t feel that reverence. To come to understand another—without the urge to control or manipulate—is to enter sacred territory and is deeply enriching. Carl Rogers eloquently describes what this experience means to him:


One of the most satisfying feelings I know … comes from my appreciating [an] individual in the same way that I appreciate a sunset. People are just as wonderful as sunsets if I can let them be. In fact, perhaps the reason we can truly appreciate a sunset is that we cannot control it. When I look at a sunset as I did the other evening, I don’t find myself saying, “Soften the orange a little on the right hand corner, and put a bit more purple along the base, and use a little more pink in the cloud color.” I don’t do that. I don’t try to control a sunset. I watch it with awe as it unfolds.14



Losing that sense of awe in the presence of another human being might be one of the greatest of human tragedies.

In 1964 the freedom fighter Nelson Mandela began serving a twenty-seven-year sentence in South Africa’s desolate Robben Island prison. As a young lawyer, he had rebelled against the apartheid system that repressed black Africans like himself. “A thousand slights, a thousand indignities and a thousand unremembered moments produced in me an anger, a rebelliousness, a desire to fight the system that imprisoned my people,” he explains.15 In prison he experienced more of the same, and at first he grew even more bitter.

But gradually, Mandela’s heart changed. Years after his release from prison, I had a personal visit with him. I asked him, “How long did it take to overcome your bitterness toward your warders, those who tortured you and treated you with such profound indignity?” He answered, “It took about four years.” I asked him why the change of heart, and he said, “They would talk about their relationships with each other, about their families, and I came to realize they too were victims of the apartheid system.”

One young guard, Christo Brand, described his personal journey as follows: “When I started on Robben Island I was told that the men we guarded were no better than animals. Some warders hated the prisoners and were very cruel.”16 But then he was assigned to supervise Nelson Mandela. “When I came to the prison, Nelson Mandela was already 60. He was down-to-earth and courteous. He treated me with respect and my respect for him grew. After a while, even though he was a prisoner, a friendship grew.”

This friendship transformed Christo Brand’s life. He began to do favors for Mandela, smuggling bread to him and bringing him messages. He even broke rules to allow Mandela to meet and hold his infant grandson. “Mandela was worried that I would get caught and be punished. He wrote to my wife telling her that I must continue my studies. Even as a prisoner he was encouraging a warder to study.”

Mandela became devoted to Brand’s young son, Riaan, who was allowed to visit him and grew to love him like a grandfather. In later years, when Mandela was president of South Africa, his education fund awarded a scholarship to Riaan.17

For both Nelson Mandela and Christo Brand, their relationship moved from “I-It” to “I-Thou.” The young man who saw black Africans as animals came to love the old prisoner and to oppose the apartheid system. The old man who had seen whites as his enemies became fond of the young guard. It was just one stage of what Mandela calls his “long walk to freedom” from his own prejudices.

Mandela writes, “It was during those long and lonely years that my hunger for the freedom of my own people became a hunger for the freedom of all people, white and black. I knew as well as I knew anything that the oppressor must be liberated just as surely as the oppressed. … The oppressed and the oppressor alike are robbed of their humanity.”18 Because of this kind of insight, his people would say that Mandela has Ubuntu.

These transformations happen when relationships become authentically personal. Mandela and Brand came to see each other as persons instead of as representatives of the hated opposition. When we at last truly see one another, as Archbishop Desmond Tutu says, “we catch a glimpse of the better thing … when the world is galvanized by a spirit of compassion and an amazing outpouring of generosity; when for a little while we are bound together by bonds of a caring humanity.”19 This is the power of the “I See You” paradigm.

When I embrace the “I See You” paradigm, my respect for you is authentic, not faked. I see you, not your side of the conflict. I know your story is rich and complex and packed with awe-inspiring insights. In the “I See You” paradigm, you and I together are uniquely powerful because your strengths and my strengths complement each other. There’s no combination like us anywhere else. We can move to a 3rd Alternative together. This is not possible if we operate under the paradigm of stereotyping.

In the “I See You” paradigm, I have Ubuntu; I have a wide circle of empathy. If I truly see you, I’m predisposed to understand you, to feel what you feel, and thus to minimize conflict and maximize synergy with you. By contrast, if you stand outside my circle of empathy, I can’t feel what you feel or see as you see, and neither you nor I can ever be as strong or insightful or innovative as we could be together.

I encourage you to take this paradigm seriously in your personal life. Think of one or two people—a colleague, a friend, a family member—who needs to be seen. You know what I mean by that. Do they have reason to think you devalue them, ignore them, or fake respect for them? Do you talk about them behind their back? Do you see them as symbols, or do you see them as real people full of strengths and weaknesses, idiosyncrasies and inconsistencies, amazing gifts and terrific blind spots—just like you?

Paradigm 3: I Seek You Out

This paradigm is about deliberately seeking out conflicting views instead of avoiding or defending yourself against them.

The best response to someone who doesn’t see things your way is to say, “You disagree? I need to listen to you!” And mean it.

The best leaders don’t deny or repress conflict. They see it as an opportunity to move forward. They know there is no growth, no discovery, no innovation—and indeed no peace—unless the provocative questions are brought out into the open and dealt with honestly.

Instead of ignoring, demoting, or firing a person who disagrees, the effective leader goes to him and says, “If a person of your intelligence and competence and commitment disagrees with me, then there must be something to your disagreement that I don’t understand, and I need to understand it. You have a perspective, a frame of reference I need to look at.”

I call this paradigm “I Seek You Out” to express the strong shift in thinking that the 3rd Alternative requires. When faced with someone who disagrees with me, like everyone else I automatically go on the defensive. That’s why 3rd Alternative thinking is so counterintuitive. It urges me to put a high value on people who differ from me instead of throwing up defensive walls.
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The paradigm “I Seek You Out” contrasts sharply with the paradigm “I Defend Myself Against You,” as shown in the contrasting boxes in the chart on page 42. Remember, what we see determines what we do, and what we do determines the results we get.



	 

	I See You Out

	I Defend Myself Against You




	SEE

	Other viewpoints—different “slices of truth”—are not only desirable but essential.

	Other viewpoints are wrong—or at best not very useful.




	DO

	I say, “You see things differently—I need to listen to you!” Then I listen empathically until I genuinely understand how you see things.

	I say, “You see things differently—you are a threat.” If I can’t persuade you, I ignore, avoid, or actively oppose you.




	GET

	A broader, more inclusive view of the problem that enables a more robust solution.

	A narrow, exclusive view of the problem that leads to a defective solution.





My very identity is caught up in my opinions, my ideas, my instincts, and, yes, my prejudices; that’s why the preceding paradigms must be “I See Myself” and “I See You.” 3rd Alternative thinking requires the deep inner security that comes from a realistic view of myself and from an appreciation for the exceptional gifts and perspectives that you bring. The defensive mentality is the opposite: it feeds on insecurity and self-delusion, and it dehumanizes people who are different.

“I Seek You Out” starts with the principle that truth is complicated and that everybody likely has a little slice of it. “Truth is never pure and rarely simple,” said Oscar Wilde. No one has it all. 3rd Alternative thinkers recognize that the more slices of truth they have, the more they see things as they really are. So these thinkers deliberately seek out different slices of truth. If you have truth that I don’t have, why wouldn’t I come and find you so you can teach me?

Let me emphasize how radical a shift in thinking this is. It sees conflict not as a problem but as an opportunity. It sees strong disagreement as an avenue for learning, not as a brick wall. The many books on negotiation always emphasize finding points you can agree on, areas of common interest. This is important. But it is perhaps even more important to explore and capitalize on the differences.

It’s not only natural, but essential for people to have different opinions. I’ve said many times over the years that if two people have the same opinion, one of them is unnecessary. A world without difference would be a world of sameness where no progress is possible. Still, instead of valuing these differences, we defend ourselves against them because we believe our identity is under threat. People laboring under the defensive mind-set put up walls around themselves to shore up their position instead of moving forward.

Walls

One of the discouraging things about how we deal with conflict is that cement wall of opinion. Historically, we’ve seen the figurative walls between people turn into real walls. We saw it in Berlin between the capitalist and the communist worlds. We see it in the Middle East between the Israelis and Palestinians. We can’t move forward as long as the walls are up, until at least one of us is willing to seek out the other and truly understand the other.

These walls are made of piles of unthinking clichés. Political clichés are, of course, the most transparent form of manipulation, but you’ll find hackneyed arguments everywhere, at work and at home. The same accusations-as-arguments go on year after year, producing lots of heat among the 2-Alternative thinkers but dismally low light for everybody else:


	“Tax-and-spend liberal!”

	“Heartless conservative!”

	“Soft on crime!”

	“Racist warmonger!”

	“Weak-kneed flip-flopper!”

	“Fat-cat pawn of the military-industrial complex!”

	“If we elect you, the terrorists win!”

	“If we elect you, the rich get richer and the poor get thrown under the bus!”

	“Socialist!”

	“Fascist!”



In Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, we meet a strange group called the Laputans, who are the ruling elite in their country. They have decided that actually talking with one another takes too much effort, so they carry around sacks filled with symbols that they just flash at each other when they meet. “I have often beheld two of these sages,” says Gulliver, “who open their sacks, and hold conversation for an hour together, then put up their implements and take their leave.”20 Of course, Swift was making fun of government and business leaders who toss out the same stale talking points over and over as substitutes for authentic communication.

Today an increasingly venomous tone is creeping into these acts of noncommunication. We seem to be at an all-time low for civility in discourse. There’s anger, division, frustration, and polarization. Even at the highest levels of government, where mutual respect once reigned, we hear time and again of outbursts instead of dialogue. 2-Alternative thinking is becoming poisonous.

On the internet, on cable TV’s so-called news, on the radio waves of every nation, demagogues have found a short cut to wealth by cheering and cursing people into opposing camps. Some of these demagogues see themselves as martyrs, some are clearly just self-serving profiteers, but many are in the business of whipping up hatred for anyone who differs with them. By their simple-minded “us against them” mentality, as Professor Ronald Arnett says, they “give the illusion of sharpness of perception, when in reality there is a refusal to gain new insights by listening to the other’s view-
point.”21

With the internet, we have a newfound power to form tribes, as the entrepreneur Seth Godin points out.22 It’s a wonderful thing. Everyone from Stoic philosophers to Ukrainian folk dancers can connect and explore their common interests together. But there is a menacing side to this new tribalism: people clustering only with like-minded people. Two people asking Google the same question will get two different answers because the sophisticated search engine already knows the kind of answers they each want to hear. Ironically, even as the opportunities for hearing many voices proliferate on the internet, people immobilized behind digital walls withdraw from any contact or consideration of different viewpoints. They become like the Laputans, nodding vigorously at one another’s banalities, stopping their ears at anything else.

The Talking Stick

For years now I have been troubled by these agents of hostility and fragmentation. I have tried to counter them by teaching the paradigm “I Seek You Out.” I’ve met with more than thirty heads of state and countless corporate and government leaders. I’ve met with schoolchildren from Singapore to South Carolina. And I always teach the same thing, what I call “Talking Stick Communication.”

For centuries, Native Americans have used the Talking Stick at their council gatherings to designate who has the right to speak. As long as the speaker holds the stick, no one may interrupt until the speaker feels heard and understood. Once a noble group of Native American leaders awarded me a traditional Talking Stick, which I cherish. (They also renamed me “Bald Eagle” in the same ceremony!) The symbolism of the Talking Stick is well worth considering:
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Whoever holds the Talking Stick has within his hands the sacred power of words. Only he can speak while he holds the stick; the other council members must remain silent. The eagle feather tied to the Talking Stick gives him the courage and wisdom to speak truthfully and wisely. The rabbit fur on the end of the stick reminds him that his words must come from his heart and that they must be soft and warm. The blue stone will remind him that the Great Spirit hears the message of his heart as well as the words he speaks. The shell, iridescent and ever changing, reminds him that all creation changes—the days, the seasons, the years—and people and situations change, too. The four colors of beads—yellow for the sunrise (east), red for the sunset (west), white for the snow (north) and green for the earth (south)—are symbolic of the powers of the universe he has in his hands at the moment to speak what is in his heart. Attached to the stick are strands of hair from the great buffalo. He who speaks may do so with the power and strength of this great animal.23



This description of a Cherokee Talking Stick sums up beautifully what I have tried to teach. The Talking Stick is not about winning arguments but about hearing the story and understanding the heart of a person. It requires courage, wisdom, and the tempering of truth with compassion. Nothing is more crucial in the global culture of the twenty-first century than to understand others rather than try to dominate them. Talking Stick communication is a moral necessity in our time.

The Talking Stick is central to what is known as the talking circle, convened by the elders to discuss and deal with important problems and decisions. By custom, the circle is not a debating society. Dr. Carol Locust describes it this way: “The circle is to allow each person to speak their truth in a place of confidence and safety. … No one is more prominent than any other person, all are equal and there is no beginning and no end, so that all words spoken are accepted and respected on an equal basis.”

The origins of the talking circle are lost in time but find expression in the founding myth of the Iroquois Confederation. For centuries the five nations of the lower Great Lakes region of North America fought bloody wars among themselves, each tribe seeking a dominant position. Perhaps as early as the twelfth century CE a young outsider known to legend as Deganawidah, the Peacemaker, came among the nations and transformed everything.

The story goes that the Peacemaker sought out a bloodthirsty warrior who lived by violence, who was so terrifying and isolated from others that no one had even given him a name. One night the Peacemaker stole up to the nameless warrior’s lodge and climbed to the top of it, where smoke from his fire escaped through a hole. Inside the warrior was brooding over a boiling kettle. Seeing the face of the stranger reflected up at him from the depths of the water, he was struck by its beauty and began to meditate on the evil of his ways.

When the stranger came down from the roof and entered the hut, the warrior embraced him. “I was surprised that there was a man looking up from the bottom of the pot. His personal beauty amazed me greatly. … I came to the conclusion that it was perhaps I myself who was looking up from there. At that time I thought, ‘My custom of killing human beings is not fitting.’ ”

He unburdened himself to the stranger. He told his story, and the stranger listened respectfully. Finally the warrior said, “So now then I have finished. Now in turn it rests with you. I in turn will listen to whatever message you bring.”

The Peacemaker told him, “Now you have changed the very pattern of your life. Now a new frame of mind has come to you, namely Righteousness and Peace.” Together they looked again into the water and saw how much alike they were. The Peacemaker gave the warrior a name, Hiawatha, and the two men together “waged an intellectual and spiritual battle of many years’ duration” to unite the Mohawks, Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas into what is known today as the Iroquois Confederation.24

Called by some “the oldest living participatory democracy in the world,” the Confederation began as a 3rd Alternative to unceasing war on one hand and enslavement to the strongest tribe on the other. The Five Nations never again made war on each other. The Iroquois constitutional system, known as the Great Law of Peace, persists to this day, governed by a council of clan chiefs, with most decisions made by consensus in which each representative has an equal voice.25 Though important, this council deals only with major issues, while most local questions are dealt with by tribal councils in a unique federal system of government. Interestingly, women’s councils have veto power over the decisions of male leaders.

Although historians disagree about the extent of its influence, the Iroquois Confederacy appears to have provided a model for the creation of the United States. Decades before the American Revolution, Benjamin Franklin first proposed a similar union of the British colonies in America. He was impressed at the ingenious Iroquois “scheme of Union”: “It has subsisted Ages, and appears indissoluble.” If they could do it, Franklin asked, why couldn’t the colonies?26

This is the great legacy of that first talking circle, born in that moment when Hiawatha saw himself and his brother reflected in the water. The result, as the Peacemaker said, was a “new frame of mind”—the paradigms “I See Myself” and “I See You”—that “changed the very pattern” of Hiawatha’s life. To spread this new frame of mind among the nations, the two men practiced the further paradigm “I Seek You Out,” convening talking circles wherever they went, building toward the Great Law of Peace among the Five Nations. The Talking Stick became the icon of the Great Law of Peace.

For nearly a millennium, the Five Nations have lived in peace with each other; at the same time the so-called civilized West has been raising war and mass killing to a science.

Empathizing

The essence of Talking Stick communication is empathic listening, as psychologists would say. I’ve devoted much of my life to teaching empathic listening because it is the very key to peace and to synergy. It is not just another technique for manipulating others. Hiawatha gave vent to all his loneliness and rage and guilt because the Peacemaker was willing to seek him out and listen to his heart as well as his words. Only after freeing himself of this burden was Hiawatha open to hearing the message of the Peacemaker: “So now then I have finished. I in turn will listen to whatever message you bring.”

What is empathy? I like this definition from the Israeli philosopher Khen Lampert: “Empathy happens when we find ourselves … in the mind of the other. We observe reality through her eyes, feel her emotions, share in her pain.”27 A capacity for empathy seems to be hardwired into us: even newborns cry at the sound of other babies’ crying.

Empathy differs from sympathy, which is about agreeing with or coming over to the other person’s side in a conflict. To listen empathically does not mean we agree with the other person’s point of view. It does mean that we try to see that point of view. It means listening for both the content and the emotion the other person is expressing so that we can stand in her shoes and know what it feels like.

I liken empathic listening to giving people “psychological air.” If you were suffocating right at this moment, you wouldn’t care about anything except getting air—now! But once you get your breath, the need has been satisfied. Like the need for air, the greatest psychological need of a human being is to be understood and valued.
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When you listen with empathy to another person, you give that person psychological air. Once that vital need is met, you can then focus on problem solving. In a conflicted world, so many people feel unheard, disenfranchised, frustrated at being ignored or misrepresented. That person who steps forward to listen—to really listen—carries a key that unlocks a suffocating mental prison. Listen to Carl Rogers describe the response of those who genuinely feel understood:


Almost always, when a person realizes he has been deeply heard, his eyes moisten. I think in some real sense he is weeping for joy. It is as though he were saying, “Thank God, somebody heard me. Someone knows what it’s like to be me.” In such moments I have had the fantasy of a prisoner in a dungeon, tapping out day after day a Morse code message, “Does anybody hear me? Is anybody there?” And finally one day he hears some faint tappings which spell out “Yes.” By that one simple response he is released from his loneliness; he has become a human being again.28



I seek you out, I hear you, and the walls come down. Think of the impact on our troubled marriages, on our legal disputes, on our political battles, on the toughest conflicts we face when we can at last say, “Thank God, somebody hears me.” The psychic tension drains away and we can move on to a 3rd Alternative.

The ability to feel what another feels is native to us. In the early 1990s researchers discovered a type of brain cell called a “mirror neuron” that fires whether we perform an action ourselves or see another person perform it. Italian scientists first noticed this phenomenon in monkeys. While experimenting to see which brain cells light up when their test monkey reached for a piece of food, they were astounded to see the same brain cells light up when the monkey watched another monkey reaching for food.

Apparently the mirror neurons can tell hostile from innocent moves. The cells react differently when we watch a person lift his arm, even if there’s no way to know whether the person intends to comb his hair or grab a club to knock us down. The same neurons fire whether we smile ourselves or someone smiles at us. By seeing a smile, we feel the smile. By seeing pain, we feel pain. These neurons can feel what the other person feels.29

If the capacity for empathy is natural to us and has such a profound impact, why is it so rare? Because the competing paradigms are strong. In her fine study Empathy and the Novel, Suzann Keen observes that “the desire for dominance, division, and hierarchal relationships” weakens empathy. Conventionally, an empathic person is a “bleeding heart” who believes naïvely that understanding people will change them.30 Hardheaded realists are not empathic.

But when you consider the natural consequences of imposing “dominance, division, and hierarchy” on human beings, you have to ask yourself who the real realists are. If I seek to dominate and divide people, forcing them into categories, I will inevitably breed resistance. There will be no “I-Thou,” only “I-It.” I will get conflict instead of creativity.

Another barrier to empathy, as Rogers says, “is our very natural tendency to judge, to evaluate, to approve, or disapprove the statement of another person.” He gives an example: “As you leave a lecture, one of the statements you are likely to hear is, ‘I didn’t like that man’s talk.’ Now how do you respond? Almost invariably your reply will be either approval or disapproval of the attitude expressed. Either you respond, ‘I didn’t either,’ or else you reply ‘Oh, I thought it was really good.’ In other words, your primary reaction is to evaluate what has just been said to you, to evaluate it from your point of view.”31 This sort of exchange is usually harmless, but the sharper the conflict, the more judgmental we become and the less likely we are to empathize. When disagreement touches on deep beliefs or identity issues, empathy often disappears entirely. That’s why empathic listening is counterintuitive unless we make it a habit, as I’ve taught for many years: “Seek first to understand, then to be understood.” Not the other way around.

To make empathic listening a habit, we must be deliberate about it. When I hear someone who disagrees with me, I walk up to him and say, “You see things differently. I need to listen to you.” The more I do this, the more comfortable it becomes and the more I learn. I enjoy the exchanges.

In response to the person who “didn’t like that man’s talk,” as an empathic listener I will say, “Tell me more.” If the point at issue is minor, I’ll gain some insight. If the issue is one I really care about and I first seek to understand the other person’s point of view, she will then be more likely to hear my point of view.

But you say, “I’m a good listener. I’m fair. I’m open.” Chances are that you haven’t been listening empathically. If you’re like most of us, you are formulating your answers while I’m talking. Can I really be free and open with you if you automatically counter everything I say? If you’re trying to communicate with your daughter, will she open herself up to you if you judge or contradict or laugh at her points? If you’re the boss, can the people who work for you really talk to you and expect to be understood?

The next time you get in a discussion, try this experiment: each person can speak only after he or she has stated the ideas and feelings of the previous speaker to that person’s satisfaction. The first thing you’ll find out is that it isn’t as easy as it sounds. It’s one thing to restate another person’s ideas, but to capture feelings is tough. If you keep trying, however, you’ll arrive at empathy. You’ll find out what it’s like to stand in the other person’s shoes and to see the world as he sees it.

The techniques of active listening—mirroring feelings, repeating ideas, refraining from judging or commenting—are widely known and helpful. But to be an empathic listener, you need to just sit back, be quiet, and pay attention. Of course, if you’re the kind of person whose face gets red when you don’t like what you’re hearing, this can be a challenge.

By far the greater challenge is to adopt the mind-set of empathy. If you seek me out because I differ from you, if in your positive regard for me you sincerely want to understand what I think, why I think it, and how I feel about it, you’ll be amazed at how fast I’ll open up to you. Active listening techniques might get in the way of empathic listening. And if I sense that you’re only pretending to be interested in my viewpoint, I will deeply resent your using active listening techniques as just another attempt at manipulation.

In the end, empathy enlarges your own thinking. When your spouse or your co-worker or your friend really opens up to you and becomes transparent to you, he injects his views into yours. His truths now belong to you as well. Because she valued the truth so much and understood how limited she was, the political philosopher Hannah Arendt taught herself how to get past those limits into the minds of others. She wrote, “To think with an enlarged mentality means that one trains one’s imagination to go visiting.”32 And the Dalai Lama often says that those with whom he is in conflict are his most important teachers.33

You might be thinking, “But won’t empathic listening drag out the conflict? Do I really have to hear it all again? Doesn’t it just make things worse? I don’t have time for this!” These questions reveal your paradigm. If you think you’ve heard it all before, you’re mistaken. Unless you’ve figuratively given me the Talking Stick—unless you’ve understood me and my feelings so well that you could make my argument for me—you haven’t actually heard anything.

And as for dragging out the conflict, I’ve found invariably that the quickest way to a solution is empathic listening. The time you invest in understanding my mind and heart is nothing compared to the time and resources you would waste fighting me. In the United States alone, 1.2 million lawyers charge approximately $71 billion a year for their services—and this number doesn’t even include the financial judgments they win in court. How much of that time and money could be spared if people sought to understand one another openly and honestly?

On a personal level, how many years are wasted in conflicted marriages and other relationships because empathy is lacking? Empathic listening takes time, but nothing like the time it takes to restore frayed or broken ties, to live with repressed and unresolved problems.

In 2010, in the midst of a divisive national debate over a new health-care law, the president of the United States and the leaders of Congress decided to talk out their opposing opinions on television. It was a rare and fascinating experience to watch the interchange at the highest levels of government that usually takes place behind closed doors. It was also incredibly revealing.

I acknowledge that synergy can be harder to get to when many, many people are involved. But it has been done often, and it usually happens when a few people step outside the insanity and decide to go for a better way. That didn’t happen this time. Both sides spoke with intelligence and persuasive skill. They told horror stories about people who couldn’t get help, about extravagant costs and outrageous wrongs. They laughed and cried at gross inefficiencies and inequities. They made sharp points about the shortcomings of their opponents’ philosophies. By the impressive information they had at their command, you could tell they had clearly done their homework.

But at the end you could just feel the frustration of the two sides. Despite all their skillful appeals to logic, to data, to emotion, they had made not one micrometer of progress in resolving their conflict. Even allowing for the fact that they all knew they were on camera and that it had been an exercise in political gamesmanship, you could still sense the hollowness, the disappointment they all felt that the walls between them showed no signs of coming down.

What was missing? Their paradigms were wrong, and I’m not talking about their political paradigms. It was clear that they saw themselves and each other merely as representatives of a side, not as thinking, reasoning, creative individuals capable of independent judgment. As a result, there was no attempt whatever at empathic listening. They were simply not interested in understanding each other’s stories so that they could learn from one another and move toward a 3rd Alternative.

I am not saying there should be no debate, that people shouldn’t argue things out.

Within the polarized paradigms of our society, we often assume that the whole point of an argument is to win—to beat the other side. Just try that on your friends and family and see how far you get toward a loving and creative relationship. For a 3rd Alternative thinker, the goal is not victory but transformation, for everyone on all sides. As we learn from each other, we naturally change our views, sometimes radically.

In the paradigm “I Seek You Out,” I argue with you to try out ideas, not to impose them. I use argument as a vehicle for learning, not as a weapon. My purpose is not to score points on you in the weary old game of one-upmanship but to change the game.

In the paradigm “I Seek You Out,” I listen to you to understand your slices of truth, not to scout out holes in your argument to use against you. Rogers explains, “The only reality I can possibly know is the world as I perceive it. … The only reality you can possibly know is the world as you perceive it. … And the only certainty is that those perceived realities are different. There are as many ‘real worlds’ as there are people!”34 Unless I have the whole truth myself (which, I’m sorry to say, isn’t likely), I can only benefit from your truth. I’m not going to learn much if I hear only myself talking. Consider this thought from the philosopher John Stuart Mill:


Not the violent conflict between parts of the truth, but the quiet suppression of half of it, is the formidable evil; there is always hope when people are forced to listen to both sides; it is when they attend only to one that errors harden into prejudices, and truth itself ceases to have the effect of truth.35



In the paradigm “I Seek You Out,” I take a terrible, delightful risk. If I really come to understand how you feel, to see things as you see them, I’m in danger of changing my own point of view! If I’m honest, it’s unlikely I will see things as I did before, nor is it desirable. If you don’t influence my thinking, then I have cause to worry about my own closed-mindedness. Indeed for my own good I need to hear your truth. As Carl Rogers says, my paradigm should not be “I care for you because you are the same as I” but “I prize and treasure you because you are different from me.”36

Making Robust Decisions

Now you might be saying to yourself, “All this talk about empathy seems not only softhearted but also softheaded. Sure, I’m willing to listen, I don’t want to be disrespectful, but I know my own mind. I don’t need other people telling me what to think.”

My response is that there is nothing at all softheaded about empathic listening; in fact, it’s a very practical thing to do. You’re in trouble if you don’t do it. Anyone in the workplace who doesn’t listen well is headed for a fall. Business punishes leaders who don’t make robust decisions, and robust decisions depend on a thorough understanding of the viewpoints of customers, suppliers, team members, other departments, innovators, investors—in short, of all stakeholders. A robust decision is defined as “the best possible choice found by eliminating all the uncertainty possible.”37 And the only way to minimize uncertainty is to hear people out.

For example, some years ago leaders of a multinational food company decided to cut production costs by purchasing apple-juice concentrate from a new, lower-price supplier. The executives included only their financial people in the decision, excluding the R&D director who was supposed to be in charge of product development. The astounded R&D director, a research scientist, tried to warn his bosses that the new product contained no apple juice at all—it was just sugar water—but the bosses were so delighted with the $250,000 a year they were saving that they laughed off the man as “naïve and impractical.” Eventually a day came when the executives went to jail and paid $25 million in fines—an amount equal to a hundred years of the dollars they supposedly saved by serving up a fraudulent product.38

So who is “naïve and impractical”? Those who seek out different viewpoints with the intent to understand, or those who don’t?

Defective decisions like these are made every day by business people who can’t or won’t listen empathically. But the same weakness helps explain failed decisions in every part of life: at home, in the community, within governments, between parents and children. The refusal to listen breeds conflict instead of creativity, weakness instead of robustness. The great irony? Those who worry that empathic listening makes them appear weak are the very ones who make the weakest decisions.

I know of a couple with three grown children. This is a good family, ordinary in every way and full of life and spirit. The father did a good deal of traveling for his work while his daughter and two boys were growing up. His relationship with them was sound and safe, but he just wasn’t around very much. Everything was fine until his teenage daughter started having behavioral problems at school and then with the law.

Each time she got in trouble, her anxious, time-conscious father would sit down with her and try to talk through the problem—maybe a little impatiently. They would go around on the same issues every time: “I’m too fat, I’m too ugly.” “No, you’re not, you’re beautiful to me.” “You have to say that, you’re my dad.” “I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t true.” “Yes, you would.” “Do you think I’d lie to you?” And the discussion would turn to the question of the father’s honesty. Or he would tell her a story from his own youth, like the one about how he grew up with skinny arms and shoulders and everyone made fun of him. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” she would say.

Things would calm down, he’d leave town, and the cycle would start again. He was on a trip when his wife rang him to say their daughter had disappeared. Frantically, he caught a plane home and the family fretted for days while the search went on. At last she turned up in a runaway shelter in another city, and the parents collected her. She was silent all the way home. The father, a kind man and genuinely baffled, poured out his heart to her about how much she’d been missed, how frightening it had been not to know where she was. He told her stories about friends of his who had been troubled as youths but were now sturdy grownups.

That night he and his wife talked things through. “I do not know what to do about her,” he confessed. His wife replied, “You might try listening to her.” “What do you mean? I listen to her constantly. It’s getting to be all I do when I’m home.”

His wife gave him a half smile. “Go and listen to her. Don’t talk. Don’t talk. Just listen.”

He sat down with his daughter, who was still silent, and asked her, “Would you like to talk?” She shook her head, but he stayed where he was, silent as well. It was getting dark before she finally spoke. “I just don’t want to live anymore.”

Alarmed, he fought the urge to protest this and said softly, “You don’t want to live anymore.” This was followed by about five minutes of silence—the longest five minutes of his life, he later said.

“I’m just not happy, Dad. I don’t like anything about myself. I want it to be over.”

“You’re not happy at all,” he breathed.

The girl began to cry. In fact, she began to sob intensely, trying to talk at the same time, words flowing like a flood. It was as if a dam had burst. She talked into the early morning hours, he said hardly ten words, and the next day things looked hopeful. Where before he was giving her only sympathy, at last he had discovered empathy.

This was only the first “psychological airing” of many over the next few hard adolescent years, but the young girl is now a woman, calm and confident of herself and her father’s love for her. That he would seek her out, that he would value the outpourings of her heart instead of imposing his version of reality on her, helped give her a robust foundation for life.

I encourage you to take this paradigm to heart: “I Seek You Out.” Think about your own stressed and strung-out moments in your relationships with others. When tensions are high and confidence is low, when the next step doesn’t look clear at all, when a wall has gone up, try an experiment with empathy.


	Go to the other side and say, “You see things differently. I need to listen to you.”

	Pay the price to understand. Give your full attention. Don’t multitask while you’re listening. Don’t judge, evaluate, analyze, advise, toss in your footnotes, commiserate, critique, or quarrel. The speakers don’t need you on their side. All they need is your positive regard for them.

	Be quiet. You don’t have to provide an answer, a verdict, a solution, or a “fix.” Free yourself from all that pressure. Just sit back and listen.

	Speak only to keep the flow going. Say things like “Tell me more,” “Go on,” or just “Hm.”

	Pay close attention to emotions. Affirm feelings: “You must feel (sorry, angry, hurt, worn out, anxious, disappointed, baffled, confused, betrayed, unsure, suspicious, skeptical, worried, frustrated) about this.”

	Use a Talking Stick—literally or figuratively—if that will help.

	Remember, you’re listening to a story. When you go to a movie, you don’t interrupt and argue with the story and talk back to the screen. (If you do, you’ll be asked to leave—and good riddance!) You’re involved, your sense of reality is suspended, you’re almost in a trance.

	Be ready to learn. If you’re open, you’ll gain insights that will light up your own mind and complement your own perspective. Changing your viewpoint due to more data is natural—it is not a sign of weakness.

	Make sure you really do understand. If necessary, tell the story back to the storyteller. Restate what you thought you heard. Talk about the feelings you perceived. Ask if he feels that you have thoroughly understood where he’s coming from. If not, try again until he is satisfied.

	Show some gratitude. It’s a great compliment to be invited into the mind and heart of another human being. And it’s a real benefit to you because you’ve grasped a slice of truth you didn’t understand before. As John Stuart Mill said, “If there are any persons who contest a received opinion, let us thank them for it, open our minds to listen to them, and rejoice that there is someone to do for us what we otherwise ought.”39




Do you see how to let “psychological air” into a conflict? At some point in the experiment, don’t be surprised if the other parties change their attitude toward you and want to hear you out too. If you’ve paid the price to truly understand them, then they’re ready to hear your story. When that happens, you’re really on your way to a 3rd Alternative.

Paradigm 4: I Synergize With You

This last paradigm is about going for a solution that’s better than anyone has thought of before, rather than getting caught up in the cycle of attacking one another.

[image: Image]

I call this paradigm “I Synergize With You.” As we’ve seen, synergy is the process of actually creating the 3rd Alternative. It’s about the passion, the energy, the inventiveness, the excitement of creating a new reality that is far better than the old reality. That’s why I also call this the paradigm of creation.



	 

	I Synergize With You

	I Attack You




	SEE

	1 + 1 equals 10 or 100 or 1000!

	1 + 1 equals 0 or less!




	DO

	I look for the 3rd Alternative. I ask: “Are you willing to go for a solution that is better than either one of us has in mind?”

	I look for a Fight. I insist on my own narrow solution. I make sure the other side loses, although in the end I might have to compromise.




	GET

	What are the benefits of finding the 3rd Alternative?

	What are the costs of contempt for others? To a business? To a nation? To a family?





The chart above illustrates how the paradigm of synergy contrasts with the paradigm of attack. The mind-set “I Attack You” is the logical conclusion to the mind-sets “I Stereotype You” and “I Defend Myself Against You.” This is the paradigm of destruction—of relationships, of partnerships, companies, families, organizations, nations—indeed of the future. If I have this mind-set about you, you’re a stereotype, not a person I can see. You stand for an ideology that I can’t tolerate because you’re just plain wrong. Or you’re a wife or husband or partner or family member who threatens my identity, my very self-worth. So if I see you that way, what do I say? “I’ll get even with you.” “There’s no room for both of us—it’s either you or me.”

I can pity you, I can try to convert you to my point of view, but ultimately you are merely a representation of something I can’t live with, so I defend myself against you by ignoring you, mocking you, or undermining you. The final stage is the direct attack: I have to take you down. It’s not enough for me to win; you must lose. One plus one equals zero, because we’re playing a zero-sum game. And what results do we get? You and I together cannot produce anything but warfare.

With the attack mind-set, the best possible endgame is compromise, which by definition means we both lose something. Compromise is one plus one equals one and a half. Compromise is not synergy. It has a good reputation, and people think it’s a great thing to get to a compromise, but it’s not synergy.

By contrast, the opposite mind-set, “I Synergize With You,” is the logical conclusion to the mind-sets “I See Myself,” “I See You,” and “I Seek You Out.” Recall that everything starts with authentic respect for myself and for you: I meet you, I don’t use you, to paraphrase Martin Buber. The next stage is enthusiastic empathy, a genuine determination to seek out and understand all the slices of truth available. I can’t go on to synergy until everyone feels completely understood in terms of both content and emotion. Professor Horacio Falcao of the international business school INSEAD describes it this way: “I show by my own behavior that you don’t have to fear me. Therefore, you don’t have to defend yourself because I’m not attacking you. You therefore don’t have to resist and you don’t have to bring your power to the table because I’m not bringing mine.”40

Now ask yourself: What are the costs of the attack mind-set to your business? To your nation? To your family? On the other hand, what are the benefits to your business of the synergy mind-set dedicated to finding the 3rd Alternative? To your nation? To your family?

You can answer these questions for yourself. But consider what would have happened if, on that fateful night at a South African train station, Mohandas Gandhi had surrendered to the attack mind-set? What would have been the consequences for himself and ultimately for the future of India? On a totally different level, what would have happened if Nadia, the parent so upset at the discontinuation of music in her daughter’s school, had launched a blazing attack on the teacher instead of synergizing with her? And on a different level yet, what if Japanese manufacturers had treated W. Edwards Deming as a foreign intruder and attacked him with cultural antibodies?

The Japanese word for the attack paradigm is kiai. In the martial arts, this term refers to total and intense focus of strength on blocking or destroying an enemy and is symbolized by an explosive shout. The opposite, synergy paradigm is called aiki. This term refers to openness of mind, a nonconfrontational alignment of your strength with your opponent’s strength. The revolutionary martial art based on synergy is called aiki-do, or “the way of peace.” In aikido, you defuse the conflict by blending your strength with the strength of your opponent to produce, paradoxically, much more power. Fortunately, Japanese industry met the American Deming with an aikido mind-set, and the results were historic.

According to the prominent aikido master Richard Moon, “The most important thing in aikido is that we never oppose someone else’s force. The way that is applied in conflict resolution is that we never oppose someone else’s beliefs, or someone else’s ideas. … We want to learn more about what they are thinking, we want to learn more about their energy, their spirit, and when we do that, we can get playful and move with it and it can change the situation.”41

Never lose sight of the fact that true synergy requires aiki rather than kiai, the mind-set of authentic respect and empathy instead of the mind-set of blocking and attacking.

The Process of Synergy

After the lack of a proper mind-set, the second obstacle to synergy is a lack of skill. Synergy is the process that gets to the 3rd Alternative, and you need to know how that process works. Up to now I’ve been talking about the essential character of a synergistic person and have examined the paradigms that make up 3rd Alternative thinking. From here on, I’ll talk about the skills of a synergistic person.

Children practice synergy naturally. We are born with the paradigm of creation. A friend tells me he watched his two young boys and their friends build a whole city out of a couple of food boxes, some windfall cherries (these were the people), a pile of rocks, and a banana peel (this was the king’s palace). They told each other an elaborate story about this great civilization, inventing it as they went along. They introduced politics, wars, economics, love, jealousy, and passion into their story.

Children are natural world makers. As we grow up and specialize through school and work, we often mislay the skills we once used to create worlds. But those skills are never lost. Sometimes people surprise themselves when they arrive at a 3rd Alternative out of necessity. A crisis can force 3rd Alternative thinking, as in the events surrounding the accident on Apollo 13, the ill-fated April 1970 mission to the moon. After an explosion onboard, the three astronauts found themselves slowly asphyxiating inside the crippled spaceship because of carbon dioxide buildup from their own lungs. Loss of electrical power forced the astronauts to move from the command module of the ship into the lunar landing module, which was not designed to support three breathing human beings. The carbon dioxide filters gradually depleted, and that meant slow death. There were plenty of fresh cube-shaped filters available in the command module, but they were incompatible with the lunar module’s system, which required cylinder-shaped filters. It was the classic 2-Alternative problem of fitting a square peg into a round hole.

“Failure is not an option!” vowed Gene Kranz, the mission director on the ground. A 3rd Alternative had to be found. So from materials available to the astronauts—plastic wrap, duct tape, cardboard, rubber hoses—the technicians on the ground rapidly constructed a mailbox-like contraption that would connect the mismatched filters. The specs for this makeshift solution were radioed to the astronauts. They built it, and it worked.

In this case, the 3rd Alternative originated under the pressure of a life-or-death situation, which is of course extreme. But what can we learn from the synergizing done by the Apollo mission team? We learn that 3rd Alternatives can come quickly. We also learn that we can create 3rd Alternatives out of the resources we have; we don’t always need more or different resources. We learn once again that most dilemmas are false dilemmas. Most of all, we learn that people profoundly committed to one another can achieve miraculous synergies.
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We’ve seen that sometimes a crisis forces synergy. But I don’t need a crisis to get to synergy. If I start with the right mind-set, I can get to synergy on purpose by following four steps.

4 Steps to Synergy


	I ask you: “Are you willing to go for a solution that is better than any of us have come up with yet?” This one revolutionary question can disarm defensiveness because I am not asking you to give up your idea. Not at all. I’m simply asking if we can look for a 3rd Alternative that is better than my idea or your idea. It begins as a thought experiment, nothing more.

	Then I ask you something like this: “What would better look like?” The idea is to come up with a clear vision of the job to be done, a list of criteria for a successful outcome that would delight us both—criteria that move beyond our entrenched demands.

	Once these criteria are up on the wall, we start experimenting with possible solutions that will meet the criteria. We create prototypes, we brainstorm new frameworks, we turn our thinking upside down. We suspend judgment for the time. Later, I’ll describe several ways of doing this, but all synergy depends on allowing ourselves to experiment with radical possibilities.

	We know when we’ve arrived at synergy by the excitement in the room. The hesitation and conflict are gone. We keep working at it until we experience that burst of creative dynamism that represents a successful 3rd Alternative, and we recognize it when we see it.



There are many experts in “conflict resolution.” But for most of them, conflict resolution usually means negotiating a low-level accommodation that stops the fight without necessarily breaking through to amazing new results. The 3rd Alternative is more than an armistice, and far more than a compromise—it’s about creating a new reality that is better than what’s “on the one hand” or “on the other hand.” Neither the First Place nor the Second Place. A Third Place.
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me. | choose my own “story.”
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3rd Alternative Thinking. To arrive at a 3rd Alternative, | must first practice self-awareness and
value the different viewpoint that you represent. Then | must seek to understand that viewpoint
thoroughly. Only then can we move up to synergy.
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| Seek You Out. Instead of seeing your different viewpoint as a threat, | avidly seek to learn from
you. If a person of your character and intelligence differs from me, | need to listen to you. | listen
empathically until I genuinely understand you.
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The 3rd Alternative. Most conflicts are two-sided. The 1st Alternative is my way, the 2nd
Alternative is your way. By synergizing, we can go on to a 3rd Alternative—our way, a higher and
better way to resolve the conflict.
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You/Thou. To me you are not a “thing,” a tool like a wrench or a hammer | can use for my own
ends. As Martin Buber said, you are a “thou,” an end in yourself, a real person with strengths and
weaknesses, with idiosyncrasies and amazing gifts.
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I See You. | see a whole human being unlike any other, a person of innate worth, endowed with
talents, passions, and strengths that are irreplaceable. You are more than your “side” in a conflict.
You deserve dignity and my respect.
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See-Do-Get. Our paradigms govern our behavior, which in turn governs the consequences of our
actions. We GET results based on what we DO, and what we DO depends on how we SEE the
world around us.
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Empathic Listening. In a conflict, we are usually thinking about our own rebuttals and
responses while the other person talks. We can'’t hear each other through that “wall.” By contrast,
an empathic listener seeks to understand the thoughts and feelings of the other.
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The Talking Stick. An ancient Native American tradition, the Talking Stick is a symbol of peaceful
communication. So long as the speaker holds the stick in hand, no one may interrupt until the
speaker feels heard and understood.
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Solving Life’s Most Difficult Problems
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Synergy

Synergy. The natural principle that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. Rather than
going my way or your way, we take the path of synergy to higher and more productive results.
You and | together are far greater than we are alone.
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| Synergize With You. Once we understand each other fully, we are in a position to go for
synergy, to find a solution that is better than anything we've come up with individually. Synergy is
rapid, creative, collaborative problem solving.
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3rd Alternative Question
Are you willing to go for a
solution that is better than

any of us have come up
with yet?

The 4 Steps to Synergy. This process helps you put the synergy principle to work. (1) Show

willingness to find a 3rd Alternative. (2) Define what success looks like to everyone. (3) Experiment
with solutions until you (4) arrive at synergy.
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2 Alternatives. In a conflict, we are used to thinking in terms of “my way” or “your way.” People
with a synergy mind-set co-opt both sides or simply move beyond this narrow thinking toward a 3rd
Alternative solution.
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