Leadership and Self-Deception
By Dr. Terry Warner & the Arbinger Institute

Part I: Self Deception and “The Box”

Chapter 1-Bud

It was two months ago to the day that | first entered the secluded campus-style headquarters of
Zagrum Company to interview for a senior management position. I'd been watching the company
for more than a decade from my perch at one of its competitors and had tired of finishing second.
After eight interviews and a three-week period of silence and self-doubt, | was hired to lead one of
Zagrum's product lines.

| was about to be introduced to a senior management ritual peculiar to Zagrum--a day-long, one-
on-one meeting with the executive vice president, Bud Jefferson. Bud was right-hand man to
Zagrum's president, Kate Stenarude. And due to a shift within the executive team, he was about
to become my new boss.

| had tried to find out what this meeting was all about, but my colleagues' explanations confused
me. They mentioned a discovery that solves "people problems," how no one really focuses on
results, and that something about the "Bud Meeting," as it was called, and strategies that
evidently follow from it, is key to Zagrum's incredible success. | had no idea what they were
talking about, but | was anxious to meet, and impress, my new boss.

| knew Bud by reputation only. He had been present at a product rollout conference | attended,
but had taken no active part. He was a youngish-looking 50-year-old combination of odd-fitting
characteristics: a wealthy man who drove around in an economy car without hubcaps; a near
high-school dropout who graduated with law and business degrees, summa cum laude, from
Harvard; a connoisseur of the arts who was hooked on the Beatles. Despite his apparent
contradictions, and perhaps partly because of them, Bud was revered as something of an icon in
the company--like Zagrum, mysterious yet open, driven yet humane, polished yet real. He was
universally admired, if wondered about, in the company.

It took 10 minutes on foot to cover the distance from my office in Building 8 to the lobby of the
Central Building. The pathway--one of 23 connecting Zagrum's 10 buildings--meandered beneath
oak and maple canopies along the banks of Kate's Creek, a postcard-perfect manmade stream
that was the brainchild of Kate Stenarude and named after her by the employees.

As | scaled the Central Building's hanging steel stairway up to the third floor, | reviewed my
performance during my month at Zagrum: | was always among the earliest to arrive and latest to
leave. | felt that | was focused and didn't let outside matters interfere with my objectives. Although
my wife often complained of it, | was making a point to outwork and outshine every coworker who
might compete for promotions in the coming years. | had nothing to be ashamed of. | was ready
to meet Bud Jefferson.

Arriving in the main lobby of the third floor, | was greeted by Bud's secretary, Maria. "You must be
Tom Callum," she said with enthusiasm.

"Yes, thank you. | have an appointment with Bud for 9:00," | said.



"Yes. Bud asked me to have you wait for him in the Eastview Room. He should be with you in
about five minutes." Maria escorted me down the hall and left me to myself in a large conference
room, where from the long bank of windows | admired the views of the campus between the
leaves of the green Connecticut wood. A minute or so later there was a brisk knock on the door
and in walked Bud.

"Hello, Tom. Thanks for coming," he said with a big smile as he offered me his hand. "Please, sit
down. Can | get something for you to drink? Coffee, juice?"

“No, thank you," | replied, "I've had plenty already this morning."

| settled in the black leather chair nearest me, my back to the window, and waited for Bud as he
poured himself some water out of the pitcher in the serving area in the corner. He walked back
with his water, bringing the pitcher and an extra glass with him. He set them on the table between
us. "Sometimes things can get pretty hot in here. We have a lot to do this morning. Please, feel
free whenever you'd like."

"Thanks," | stammered. | was grateful for the gesture but more unsure than ever what this was all
about.

"Tom," said Bud abruptly, "I've asked you to come today for one reason--an important reason."
"Okay," | said evenly, trying to mask the anxiety | was feeling.

"You have a problem--a problem you're going to have to solve if you're going to make it at
Zagrum."

| felt as if I'd been kicked in the stomach. | groped for some appropriate word or sound, but my
mind was racing and words failed me. | was immediately conscious of the pounding of my heart
and the sensation of blood draining from my face.

As successful as | had been in my career, one of my hidden weaknesses was that | was too
easily knocked off balance. | had learned to compensate by training the muscles in my face and
eyes to relax so that no sudden twitch would betray my alarm. And now, it was as if my face
instinctively knew that it had to detach itself from my heart or | would be found out to be the same
cowering third-grader who broke into an anxious sweat, hoping for a "well done" sticker, every
time Mrs. Lee passed back the homework.

Finally | managed to say, "A problem? What do you mean?"

"Do you really want to know?" asked Bud.

"I'm not sure. | guess | need to from the sound of it."

"Yes," Bud agreed, "you do."

Chapter 2-A Problem

"You have a problem," Bud continued. "The people at work know it; your spouse knows it; your

mother-in-law knows it. | bet even your neighbors know it." He was smiling warmly. "The problem
is that you don't know it."



| found myself speechless. How could | know | had a problem if | didn't even know what the
problem was?

"I'm afraid | don't know what you mean." | had no idea what he was talking about.

"Well," he said in a way that made me think he was enjoying this, "think about these examples for
starters.

"Remember the time you had a chance to fill the car with gas before your wife took it, but then
you decided she could fill it just as easily as you, so you took the car home empty?"

How did he know about that? | wondered.

"Or the time you promised the kids a trip to the ballpark but backed out at the last minute, on
some feeble excuse, because something more appealing had come up?"

How did he know about that?

"Or the time, under similar circumstances, you took the kids to the ballgame anyway but made
them feel guilty for it?"

Uh-oh.

"Or the time, when reading to your toddler, you cheated him by turning more than one page at a
time because you were impatient and 'he wouldn't notice anyway'?"

Yeah, but he didn't notice.

"Or the time you parked in a Handicapped Only parking zone and then faked a limp so people
wouldn't think you were a total jerk?"

Hah! I've never done that.

"Or the time you did the same thing but ran from the car with apparent purpose to show that your
errand was so important that you just had to park there?"

Well, | have to admit | have done that.

"Or the time, driving at night, the driver of a car close behind you kept his brights on, and you let
him pass so you could do the same thing back to him?"

So?

"And think of your style at work," he continued, now on a roll. "Do you sometimes demean
others? Are you sometimes punishing and disdainful toward the people around you, scornful of
their laziness and incompetence?"

"l guess that's true part of the time," | muttered. | had to admit it; he seemed to know. "But-"

"Or do you more often try to do the acceptable thing?" he interrupted. "Do you indulge the people
who report to you with kindness and all the other 'soft stuff' you can think of in order to get them
to do what you want-even though you still feel basically scornful toward them?"



This was hitting below the belt. "l work hard at treating my people right," | protested.

"I'm sure you do," he said. "But let me ask you a question. How do you feel when you're 'treating
them right," as you say? Is it any different from the way you feel when you're being punishing and
scornful toward people? Deep down, is there any difference?"

"I'm not sure | know what you mean," | replied, stalling for time.

"I mean this: Do you feel you have to 'put up' with people? Do you feel-honestly now-that you
have to work pretty hard to succeed as a manager when you're stuck with the kind of people
you're stuck with?"

"Stuck?" | asked, still stalling.
"Think about it. You know what | mean," he said, still smiling.

| thought frantically. There was no escape. Finally, | replied: "Well, | guess it's true. | do think a lot
of people are lazy and incompetent. But what am | supposed to do? Telling them doesn't usually
help. So I try to get them going in other ways. Some | cajole, others | try to motivate, others |
outsmart, and so on. And | try to smile a lot. I'm kind of proud of how | handle myself, actually."

Bud smiled kindly. "l understand. But when we're finished, you won't be so proud of it. What
you're doing is often wrong."

| was incredulous. "How can it be wrong to treat people right?"

"But you're not treating them right. That's the problem. And you're doing more damage than you
know."

"What do you mean? You're going to have to explain that to me." Angry now, as well as
befuddled, | wanted to know what he was up to.

"I'll be happy to explain it to you," he said calmly. "I can help you learn what your problem is-and
what to do about it. That's why we're meeting." He paused, and then added, "l can help you
because | have the same problem."

Bud rose from his chair-slowly, even solemnly-and began pacing the length of the table. "To
begin with, you need to know about a problem at the heart of the human sciences."

Chapter 3-Self Deception
"You have kids, don't you Tom?"

| was grateful for the simple question and felt the life come back to my face. "Why, yes, one
actually. His name is Todd. He's 16."

"You remember how you felt when he was born-how it seemed to change your perspective on
life?" Bud asked.

It had been a long while since | considered those early thoughts surrounding Todd's birth. So
much had happened since then that those memories had been swept downstream by a decade of
bitter words and memories. Todd had been diagnosed as having attention deficit disorder (ADD),



and it was impossible for me to think of Todd without feeling a disturbance in my soul. He was
nothing but trouble and had been for years. But Bud's question called me back to a sweeter time.
"Yes, | remember," | began pensively. "I remember holding him close, pondering my hope for his
life-feeling inadequate, even overwhelmed, but at the same time grateful.” The memory lessened
for a moment the pain | felt in the present.

"That was the way it was for me too," Bud said, nodding his head knowingly. "l want to tell you a
story that began with the birth of my first child. His name is David.

"l was a young lawyer at the time, working long hours at one of the most prestigious firms in the
country. One of the deals | worked on was a major financing project that involved about 30 banks
worldwide. Our client was the lead lender on the deal.

"It was a complicated project involving many lawyers. In our firm alone, there were eight attorneys
assigned to it from four different offices worldwide. | was the second most junior member of the
team and had chief responsibility for the drafting of 50 or so agreements that sat underneath the
major lending contract. It was a big, sexy deal involving international travel, numbers with lots of
zeros, and high-profile characters.

"A week after I'd been assigned to the project, Nancy and | found out she was pregnant. It was a
marvelous time for us. David was born some eight months later, on December 16. Before the
birth | worked hard to wrap up or assign my projects so that | could take three weeks off with our
new baby. | don't think I've ever been happier in my life.

"But then came a phone call. It was December 29. The lead partner on the deal was calling me. |
was needed at an 'all-hands' meeting in San Francisco.

"How long?' | asked.

"'Until the deal closes-could be three weeks, could be three months. We're here until it's done,’ he
said.

"l was crushed. The thought of leaving Nancy and David alone in our Alexandria, Virginia, home
left me desperately sad. It took me two days to wrap up my affairs in D.C. before I reluctantly
boarded the plane for San Francisco. | left my young family at the curb at what used to be called
National Airport. With a photo album under my arm, | tore myself away from them and turned
through the doors of the terminal.

"By the time | arrived at our San Francisco offices, | was the last one in on the deal. Even the guy
from our London office beat me. | settled into the last remaining guest office-an office on the 21st
floor. The deal headquarters, and everyone else, was on floor 25.

"I hunkered down and got to work. Most of the action was on 25-meetings, negotiations among all
the parties, everything. But | was alone on 21-alone with my work and my photo album, which sat
opened on my desk.

"l worked from 7:00 a.m. till after 1:00 a.m. every day. Three times a day | would go down to the
deli in the lobby and purchase a bagel, a sandwich, or a salad. Then I'd go back up to 21 and eat
while poring over the documents.

"If you had asked me at the time what my objective was, | would have told you that | was 'drafting
the best possible documents to protect our client and close the deal,’ or something to that effect.
But you should know a couple of other things about my experience in San Francisco.



"All of the negotiations that were central to the documents | was working on were happening on
the 25th floor. These 25th-floor negotiations should have been very important to me because
every change to the deal had to be accounted for in all the documents | was drafting. But | didn't
go up to 25 much.

"In fact, after 10 days of lobby deli food, | found out that food was being served around the clock
in the main conference room on 25 for everyone working on the deal. | was upset that no one had
told me about it. And twice during those 10 days | was chewed out for failing to incorporate some
of the latest changes into my documents. No one had told me about those either! Another time |
was chewed out for being hard to find. And on two occasions during that period, the lead partner
asked for my opinion on issues that had never occurred to me-issues that would have occurred to
me had | been thinking. They were in my area of responsibility. He shouldn't have had to do my
job for me."

At this, Bud sat back down.

"Now let me ask you a question, Tom. Just from the little bit you now know about my San
Francisco experience, would you say that | was really committed to 'drafting the best possible
documents to protect our client and close the deal'?"

“No, | don't think so," | said, surprised at the ease with which | was about to lampoon Bud
Jefferson. "In fact, you don't seem like you were engaged in the project at all. You were
preoccupied with something else."

"That's right," he agreed. "l wasn't engaged in it. And do you think the lead partner could tell?"
"I think after those 10 days it would have been obvious," | offered.

"He could tell well enough to chew me out a couple of times at the very least,” Bud agreed. "How
about this: Do you suppose he would say that I'd bought into the vision? Or that | was committed?
Or that | was being maximally helpful to others on the deal?"

"No. | don't think so. By keeping yourself isolated you were putting things at risk-his things," |
answered.

"I think you're right,” Bud agreed. "I had become a problem. | wasn't engaged in the deal, wasn't
committed, hadn't caught the vision, was making trouble for others, and so on. But consider this:
How do you suppose | would have responded had someone accused me of not being committed
or not being engaged? Do you think | would have agreed with them?"

| pondered the question. Although it should have been outwardly obvious, Bud might have had
trouble seeing himself as others saw him at the time. "No. | suspect you might have felt defensive
if someone had said that to you."

"You're right. Think about it: Who left behind a new baby to come to San Francisco? | did," he
said, answering his own question. "And who was working 20-hour days? | was." Bud was
becoming more animated. "And who was forced to work alone four floors below the others? |
was. And to whom did people even forget to mention basic details like food plans? To me. So
from my perspective, who was making things difficult for whom?"

"l guess you would have seen others as being the main cause of the trouble," | answered.



"You better believe it," he agreed. "And how about being committed, engaged, and catching the
vision? Do you see that from my perspective, not only was | committed, | just might've been the
most committed person on the deal? For from my perspective, no one had as many challenges to
deal with as | had. And | was working hard in spite of them."

"That's right," | said, relaxing back into my chair and nodding affirmatively. "You would have felt
that way."

"Now, think about it, Tom." Bud was standing again and began pacing the floor. "Remember the
problem. | was uncommitted, disengaged, hadn't caught the vision, and was making things more
difficult for others on the deal. That's all true. And that's a problem-a big problem. But there was a
bigger problem-and it's this problem that you and | need to talk about."

He had my full attention.
"The bigger problem was that | couldn't see that | had a problem."

Bud paused for a moment, and then, leaning forward toward me, he said in a lower, even more
earnest tone, "There is no solution to the problem of lack of commitment, for example, without a
solution to the bigger problem-the problem that | can't see that I'm not committed."”

| suddenly started to feel uneasy and could feel my face again sag to expressionlessness. | had
been caught up in Bud's story and had forgotten that he was telling it to me for a reason. This
story was for me. He must be thinking that | have a bigger problem. My mind was starting to race
with self-worry when | heard Bud's voice again.

"Tom, there's a technical name for the insistent blindness | exhibited in San Francisco.
Philosophers call it 'self-deception.' At Zagrum we have a less technical name for it-we call it
'being in the box."' In our way of talking, when we're self-deceived, we're 'in the box.'

"You're going to learn a lot more about the box, but as a starting point, think of it this way: In one
sense, | was 'stuck’ in my experience in San Francisco. | was stuck because | had a problem |
didn't think | had-a problem | couldn't see. | could see matters only from my own closed
perspective, and | was deeply resistant to any suggestion that the truth was otherwise. So | was
in a box-cut off, closed up, blind. Does that make sense?"

"Sure. | get the idea," | responded, temporarily reconnecting with Bud and his story.

"There's nothing more common in organizations than self-deception," he continued. For example,
think about a person from your work experience who's a really big problem-say, someone who's
been a major impediment to teamwork."

That was easy-Chuck Staehli, COO of my former employer. He was a jerk, plain and simple. He
thought of no one but himself. "Yeah, | know such a guy."

"Well, here's the question: Does the person you're thinking of believe he's a problem like you
believe he's a problem?"

"No. Definitely not."

"That's usually the case," he said, stopping directly across from me. "ldentify someone with a
problem and you'll be identifying someone who resists the suggestion that he has a problem.



That's self-deception-the inability to see that one has a problem. Of all the problems in
organizations, it's the most common-and the most damaging."

Bud placed his hands on the back of his chair, leaning against it. "Remember how a few minutes
ago | mentioned that you needed to know something about a problem in the human sciences?"

"Yes."

"This is it. Self-deception-the box-is that problem."” Bud paused. It was clear this was a point of
major importance to him.

"At Zagrum, Tom, our top strategic initiative is to minimize individual and organizational self-
deception. To give you an idea why it's so important to us," he said, starting again to pace, "I
need to tell you about an analogous problem in medicine."

Chapter 4-The Problem beneath Other Problems
"Have you ever heard of Ignaz Semmelweis?" he asked. (He pronounced it 'Ilgnawtz Semelvice.")
“No, | don't think so. Is it a sickness or something?"

“No, no," Bud said with a chuckle. "But close. Semmelweis was a European doctor, an
obstetrician, in the mid-1800s. He worked at Vienna's General Hospital, an important research
hospital, where he tried to get to the bottom of a horrendous mortality rate among women in the
maternity ward. In the section of the ward where Semmelweis practiced, the mortality rate was
one in ten. Think of it. One in every ten women giving birth there died! Can you imagine?

"l wouldn't have let my wife near the place."

"You wouldn't have been alone. Vienna General had such a frightening reputation that some
women actually gave birth on the street and then went to the hospital.”

"l can't blame them," | said.
"Nor can |," Bud agreed.

"The collection of symptoms associated with these deaths," he continued, "became known as
‘childbed fever.' Conventional medical science at the time called for separate treatment for each
symptom. Inflammation meant excess blood was causing swelling-so they bled the patient or
applied leeches. They treated fever the same way. Trouble breathing meant the air was bad-so
they improved ventilation. And so on. But nothing worked. More than half the women who
contracted the disease died within days.

"The terrible risk was well known. Semmelweis reported that patients were frequently seen
'kneeling and wringing their hands,' begging to be moved to a second section of the maternity
ward where the mortality rate was one in fifty-still horrific, but far better than the one-in-ten rate in
Semmelweis's section.

"Semmelweis gradually became obsessed with the problem-in particular with discovering why the
mortality rate in one section of the maternity ward was so much higher than in the other. The only
obvious difference between the sections was that Semmelweis's section was attended by
doctors, while the other section was attended by midwives. He couldn't see why that would



explain the difference, so he tried to equalize every other factor among the maternity patients. He
standardized everything from birthing positions to ventilation and diet. He even standardized the
way the laundry was done. He looked at every possibility but could find no answer. Nothing he
tried made any measurable difference in the mortality rates."

"He must have been incredibly discouraged," | said.

"I'd imagine so," Bud agreed. "But then something happened. He took a four-month leave to visit
another hospital, and upon his return he discovered that the death rate had fallen significantly in
his section of the ward in his absence."

"Really?"

"Yes. He didn't know why, but it had definitely fallen. He dug in to find the reason. Gradually, his
inquiry led him to think about the possible significance of research done by the doctors on
cadavers."

"Cadavers?"

"Yes," he answered. "Remember, Vienna General was a teaching and research hospital. Many of
the doctors split their time between research on cadavers and treatment of live patients. They
hadn't seen any problem with that practice because there was as yet no understanding of germs.
All they knew were symptoms. And in examining his own work practices compared to those who
worked for him in his absence, Semmelweis discovered that the only significant difference was
that he, Semmelweis, spent far more time doing research on the cadavers.

"From these observations, he developed a theory of childbed fever, a theory that became the
precursor to germ theory. He concluded that 'particles' from cadavers and other diseased patients
were being transmitted to healthy patients on the hands of the physicians. So he immediately
instituted a policy requiring physicians to wash their hands thoroughly in a chlorine and lime
solution before examining any patient. And you know what happened?"

| waited anxiously. "What?"
"The death rate immediately fell to one in a hundred."
"So he was right," | said, almost under my breath. "The doctors were the carriers."

"Yes. In fact, Semmelweis once sadly remarked, 'Only God knows the number of patients who
went prematurely to their graves because of me.' Imagine living with that. The doctors were doing
the best they knew how, but they were carrying a disease they knew nothing about. It caused a
multitude of debilitating symptoms, all of which could be prevented by a single act once the
common cause of the symptoms was discovered-what was later identified as a germ."

Bud stopped. He put his hands on the table and leaned toward me. "There is a similar germ that
is spread in organizations-a germ we all carry to one extent or another, a germ that kills
leadership, a germ that causes a multitude of 'people problems,' a germ that can be isolated and
neutralized."

"What is it?" | asked.

"Just what we've been talking about,” Bud replied. "Self-deception-'the box." Or more precisely,
self-deception is the disease. What we're going to learn about is the germ that causes it.



"What I'm suggesting, Tom, is that, like the discovery of the cause of childbed fever, the discovery
of the cause of self-deception amounts to the revelation of a sort of unifying theory, an
explanation that shows how the apparently disparate collection of symptoms we call 'people
problems'-from problems in leadership to problems in motivation and everything in between-are
all caused by the same thing. With this knowledge, people problems can be solved with an
efficiency that has never been possible before. There is a clear way to attack and solve them-not
one by one, but in one disciplined stroke."

"That's quite a claim," | said.

"Indeed," Bud responded. "And it's quite a discovery. But | don't intend for you to take my word for
it. I'm going to attempt to help you discover it for yourself. We need you to understand it because
you need to make sure that the strategies that follow from it are implemented in your division."

"Okay," | said.

"To begin with," he said, "Let me tell you about one of my first experiences at Zagrum."

Chapter 5-Beneath Effective Leadership

"After ten years at the law firm, | left to become general counsel of Sierra Product Systems. Do
you remember Sierra?" Bud asked, turning toward me.

Sierra had pioneered several of the processes that Zagrum had exploited to climb to its place at
the top of the high-tech manufacturing heap. "You bet," | said. "Their technologies changed the
industry. Whatever happened to them?"

"They were acquired-by Zagrum Company."
"Really? | never heard that."

"The deal was sort of complicated. But the long and short of it was that Zagrum acquired most of
Sierra's useful intellectual property-patents and so on.

"That was sixteen years ago. At the time, | was COO of Sierra and came to Zagrum as part of the
deal. | had no idea what | was getting into." Bud reached for his glass and took a drink. "At the
time, Zagrum was a bit of a mystery. But | was introduced to the mystery of Zagrum in a hurry-in
my second major meeting to be exact.

"Being intimately familiar with the key acquisitions from Sierra, | joined Zagrum as part of the
executive team. In my first meeting, | was given several difficult assignments to complete before
the next meeting in two weeks. It was a heavy load, learning the business and all.

"At last, on the night before the next meeting, there was only one assignment that I'd yet to
complete. It seemed late, and | was tired. Given all I'd accomplished and been through to do it,
this one remaining assignment seemed inconsequential. So | let it go.

"At the meeting the next day, | reported my achievements, made recommendations, and shared
the important information | had gathered. | then told the group that because all my time had been
taken up with these other assignments, not to mention all the obstacles I'd encountered, there
was one assignment | hadn't yet completed.



"I'll never forget what happened next. Lou Herbert, who was then president of the company,
turned to Kate Stenarude, who at the time occupied the position | have now, and asked her to
take that assignment for the next meeting. The meeting then continued with others' reports.
Nothing more was made of it, but | noticed that | was the only person in the group who had left
something undone.

"l spent the rest of the meeting lost in my own thoughts-feeling embarrassed, feeling small,
wondering if | belonged, wondering if | wanted to belong.

"The meeting closed, and | packed my documents into my briefcase as others chatted. | didn't
feel part of the group at that moment and was quietly slipping past some of my bantering
colleagues toward the door when | felt a hand on my shoulder.

"Bud¥4'

"I turned and saw Lou smiling, gazing at me with his gentle yet penetrating eyes.
"Would you mind if | walked with you back to your office?' he asked.

"No, not at all,' | said, surprised that | really meant it."

Bud paused for a moment. "You don't know Lou, Tom, and probably haven't been here long
enough to know the stories, but Lou Herbert is a legend. He was personally responsible for taking
a mediocre, inconsequential company and making it into a juggernaut-sometimes in spite of, and
sometimes even because of, his weaknesses. Everyone who worked at Zagrum during his era
was fiercely loyal to him.

"I've heard a few stories, actually," | said. "And | remember from my work at Tetrix how even the
top folks there seemed to admire him-Joe Alvarez in particular, the Tetrix CEO."

“Yeah, | know Joe," Bud nodded.
"Well," | continued, "he thought of Lou as the pioneer of the industry."

"He's right,” Bud agreed. "Lou was the industry pioneer. But Joe doesn't know the extent of his
pioneering. That's what you're going to learn,” he emphasized. "Lou's been retired for 10 years
now, but he still comes around a few times a month to see how we're doing. His insight is
invaluable. We still keep an office for him.

"Anyway, | knew much of his legend before | joined the company, Tom. So perhaps you can
understand my warring emotions after the meeting. | felt that I'd been slighted, but | was also
supremely worried about Lou's opinion of me. And then he asked if he could walk me to my
office! | was glad to have him walk with me but also afraid-of what, though, | didn't know.

"He asked me how my move had been, whether my family was settled and happy, and how | was
enjoying the challenges at Zagrum. He was saddened to hear that Nancy was having a hard time
with the move and promised to call her personally to see if there was anything he could do-a call
he placed that very night.

"When we arrived at my office, before | could turn to go in, he took me by both shoulders with his
strong, lean hands. He looked straight into my eyes, a look of gentle concern written in the lines
across his weathered face. 'Bud,’ he said, 'we're happy to have you with us. You're a talented
man and a good man. You add a lot to the team. But you won't ever let us down again, will you?"



"He said that?" | asked incredulously.
"Yes."

"Nothing against Lou," | said, "but | think that was a little uncalled for given all you'd done. You
can scare away a lot of people doing things like that.”

"That's true," Bud agreed. "But you know something? It didn't happen that way for me. With Lou,
in that moment, | wasn't offended. And in a way, | was even inspired. | found myself saying, 'No,
Lou. I won't. | won't ever let you down again.'

"Now | know that sounds corny. But that's the way it was with Lou. He very rarely did things by
the book. He probably violated every management principle known to man. If 100 people tried to
do what Lou did to me in that meeting and afterward, only 1 in a 100 could have invited my
cooperation, as Lou did, rather than my resentment. By the book, it shouldn't have worked. But it
worked anyway. And with Lou, it usually did. The question, Tom, is why-why did it work?"

That was a good question. "l don't know," | finally said, shrugging my shoulders. Then, almost as
an afterthought, | said, "Maybe you just knew that Lou cared about you so you didn't feel as
threatened in the situation as you might have otherwise."

Bud smiled and sat down again in the seat across from me. "What you just said is extremely
important, Tom. Think about it-we can tell how other people feel about us, and it's to that that we
respond. Let me give you another example.

"There were two people over in Building 6 a couple of years ago who were always dancing
around each other, and it was creating trouble for the team. One of them came to me to talk
about it and said, 'l don't know what to do here. | can't get Leon to respond and cooperate with
me. It doesn't matter what | do; Leon doesn't seem to think that | have any interest in him. | go out
of my way to ask about his family; | invite him to lunch; I've done everything | can think of doing,
but nothing helps.'

"1 want you to consider something, Gabe,' | said to him. 'Really think about it. When you're going
out of your way to do all those things for Leon so that he'll know you have an interest in him, what
are you most interested in-him or his opinion of you?'

"I think Gabe was a little surprised by the question. 'Perhaps Leon thinks you're not really
interested in him," | continued, 'because you're really more interested in yourself.'

"Gabe finally understood the problem, but it was a painful moment. It was up to him, then, to
figure out what to do about it, applying some of the ideas that you and | are going to cover today."

Bud gave me a long look, as if to read what | was thinking. "Let me give you another example,"
he said, "closer to home.

"One morning years ago, Nancy and | were locked in an argument. As | recall, she was upset that
| hadn't cleaned the dishes the night before, and | was upset that she was so upset about it. Do
you get the picture?"

"Oh yeah, I've been there," | said, thinking of the latest in the long line of tiffs I'd had with my wife,
Laura, that very morning.



"After a while, Nancy and | had actually worked our ways to opposite sides of the room," Bud
continued. "l was tiring of our little 'discussion,' which was making me late for work, and decided
to apologize and put an end to it. | walked over to her and said, 'I'm sorry Nancy,' and bent down
to kiss her.

"Our lips met, if at all, only for a millisecond. It was the world's shortest kiss. | didn't intend it that
way, but it was all either of us could muster.

"You don't mean it,' she said quietly, as | backed slowly away. And she was right, of course-for
just the reason we've been talking about. The way | really felt came through. I felt wronged,
burdened, and unappreciated, and | couldn't cover it up-even with a kiss. But | remember
wandering down the hall toward the garage, shaking my head and muttering to myself. Now | had
more evidence of my wife's unreasonableness: she couldn't even accept an apology.

"But here's the point, Tom: Was there an apology to accept?"
"No, because you didn't really mean it, just like Nancy said."

"That's right. My words said 'I'm sorry," but my feelings didn't, and it was the way | was feeling-
revealed as it was through my voice, my gaze, my posture, my level of interest in her needs, and
so on-it was that that she responded to."

Bud paused, and | thought of that morning with Laura: her face, a face that once radiated energy,
concern, and love for life, now obscured by resignation to a deep hurt, her words tearing holes in
whatever convictions | still held for our marriage. "l don't feel like | know you anymore, Tom," she
said. "And what's worse, | get the feeling most of the time that you don't really care to know me.
It's like | weigh you down or something. | don't know the last time | felt love from you. It's all
coldness now. You just bury yourself in your work-even when you're home. And to be honest, |
don't really have strong feelings for you either. | wish | did, but everything is just kind of blah. Our
life together isn't really together at all. We just live our lives separately while living in the same
house, passing each other every now and then, inquiring about calendars and common events.
We even manage to smile, but it's all lies. There's no feeling behind it.'

"The point, here, Tom," | heard Bud say, calling me back from my troubles, "is that we can sense
how others are feeling toward us. Given a little time, we can always tell when we're being coped
with, manipulated, or outsmarted. We can always detect the hypocrisy. We can always feel the
blame concealed beneath veneers of niceness. And we typically resent it. It won't matter if the
other person tries managing by walking around, sitting on the edge of the chair to practice active
listening, inquiring about family members in order to show interest, or using any other skill they
might learn in order to be more effective. What we'll know and respond to is how that person is
regarding us when doing those things."

My thoughts turned to Chuck Staehli again. "Yeah, | know what you're talking about," | said. "Do
you know Chuck Staehli, the COO over at Tetrix?"

"About six-foot-four, thinning reddish hair, narrow intense eyes?" asked Bud.

"That's him. Well, it took me about 10 minutes with him to know that he felt the world revolved
around him-and if the world, then certainly everyone in his organization. | remember, for example,
being on a conference call with Joe Alvarez after a hectic October spent fixing a bug in one of our
products. It was a Herculean effort that consumed nearly all of my time and 80% of the time of
one of my groups. On the call, Joe offered congratulations for a job well done. Guess who
accepted all the praise?"



"Staehli?"

"Yes, Staehli. He didn't even acknowledge us-or if he did, it was in such an undervalued way that
it was worse than if he hadn't. He just lapped it all up, and basked in the glory. I think in that
moment he really thought he was responsible. It made me sick, quite frankly. And that's just one
of many examples."

Bud was listening with interest, and suddenly | became aware of what | was doing-lampooning
my old boss in front of my new one. | felt that | should shut up. Immediately. "Anyway, it just
seemed that Chuck was a good example of what you're talking about." | sat back in my chair to
signal that | was done, hoping that | hadn't said too much.

If Bud was alarmed by anything, he didn't show it.

"Yeah, that's a good example," he said. "Now compare Staehli to Lou. Or more precisely,
compare the influence that each of them had on others. Would you say, for example, that Staehli
inspired in you the same kind of effort, the same level of results, as Lou inspired in me?"

That was easy. "No way," | said. "Staehli didn't inspire hard work or devotion at all. Don't get me
wrong, | worked hard anyway because | had a career of my own to worry about. But no one ever
went out of his or her way to help him."

"Notice that some people-like Lou, for example-inspire devotion and commitment in others, even
when they're interpersonally clumsy," said Bud. "The fact that they haven't attended many
seminars or that they've never learned the latest techniques hardly matters. They produce! And
they inspire those around them to do the same. Some of the best leaders in our company fall in
this category. They don't always say or do the 'right' things, but people love working with them.
They get results.

"But then there are other people-like Chuck Staehli, as you described him-who have a very
different influence. Even if they do all the 'right' things interpersonally-even if they apply all the
latest skills and techniques to their communications and tasks-it won't matter. People ultimately
resent them and their tactics. And so they end up failures as leaders-failures because they
provoke people to resist them."

"That's true," | said. "Staehli was a smooth operator, but | held that against him because it always
felt that | was being 'smoothed.’

"But are you saying that people skills don't matter?" | added. "I'm not sure that's right."”

"No. I'm certainly not saying that. What I'm suggesting is that people skills are never primary. In
my experience, they can be valuable when used by people like Lou-they can reduce
misunderstandings and clumsiness. But they're not so helpful when used by people like Staehli,
as you described him, for they just create resentment in the people one is trying to 'skill’-or
'smooth," as you say. Whether people skills are effective or not depends on something deeper."

"Something deeper?"

"Yes, deeper than behavior and skill. That's what Lou-and my reaction to him-taught me the day
of that second meeting here at Zagrum. And what he taught me at the beginning of the very next
day when he and | met for a day-long meeting."

"You mean-?"



"Yes, Tom," Bud answered, before | had voiced the question. "Lou did for me what I'm now
beginning to do for you. They used to be called 'Lou Meetings,™ he added with a grin and a
knowing look in my direction.

"Remember, | have the same problem that you have."

Chapter 6-The Deep Choice that Determines Influence

"So what's this something deeper?" | asked curiously.

"What I've already introduced to you-self-deception. Whether I'm in or out of the box."
"Okay," | said slowly, wanting to know more.

"As we've been talking about, no matter what we're doing on the outside, people respond
primarily to how we're feeling about them on the inside. And how we're feeling about them
depends on whether we're in or out of the box concerning them. Let me illustrate by giving you a
couple of examples.

"About a year ago, | flew from Dallas to Phoenix on a flight that had open seating. I'd arrived early
enough to have a rather early boarding number. While boarding, | overheard the boarding agent
say that the plane was not sold out but that there would be very few unused seats. | felt lucky and
relieved to find a window seat open with a vacant seat beside it about a third of the way back on
the plane. Passengers still in need of seats continued streaming down the aisle, their eyes
scanning and evaluating the desirability of their dwindling seating options. | set my briefcase on
the vacant middle seat, took out that day's paper, and started to read. | remember peering over
the top corner of the paper at the people who were coming down the aisle. At the sight of body
language that said my briefcase's seat was being considered, | spread the paper wider, making
the seat look as undesirable as possible. Do you get the picture?"

"Yeah."

"Good. Now let me ask you a question: On the surface, what behaviors was | engaged in on the
plane-what were some of the things | was doing?"

"Well, you were being kind of a jerk, for one thing," | answered.

"Now that's certainly true," he said, breaking into a broad smile, "but it's not quite what | mean-not
yet anyway. | mean, what specific actions was | taking on the plane? What were the things | was
doing? What was my outward behavior?"

"Well, let's see," | said, thinking of the picture in my mind. "You were--taking two seats. Is that the
kind of thing you mean?"

"Sure. What else?"

"Uh--you were reading the paper. You were watching for people who might want to sit in the seat
next to you. To be very basic, you were sitting."

"Okay, good enough," said Bud. "Here's another question: While | was doing these behaviors,
how was | seeing the people who were looking for seats? What were they to me?"



"I'd say that you saw them as threats, maybe nuisances or problems-something like that."

"Okay, good. Would you say that | considered the needs of those still looking for seats to be as
legitimate as my own?"

"Not at all. Your needs counted, and everyone else's were secondary-if that,” | answered,
surprised by my bluntness. "You were kind of seeing yourself as the kingpin."

Bud laughed, obviously enjoying the comment. "Well said, well said."

When he stopped chuckling, he continued, more seriously. "You're right. On that plane, if others
counted at all, their needs and desires counted far less than mine."

"Now compare that experience to this one: About six months ago, Nancy and | took a trip to
Florida. Somehow there was a mistake in the ticketing process, and we weren't seated together.
The flight was mostly full, and the flight attendant was having a difficult time trying to find a way to
seat us together. As we stood in the aisle of the plane, trying to figure out a solution, a woman
holding a hastily folded newspaper came up from behind us, from the rear of the plane, and said,
'Excuse me, if you need two seats together, | believe the seat next to me is vacant, and I'd be
happy to sit in one of your seats.’

"Now think of this woman. How would you say that she saw us-did she see us as threats,
nuisances, or problems?"

"No, not at all. It seems like she just saw you as people in need of seats who would like to sit
together," | said. "That's probably more basic than what you're looking for, but-"

“No, that's great," said Bud, apparently about to make a point. "Compare this woman to me. Did
she privilege her own needs and desires as | did mine?"

"It doesn't seem like she did," | answered. "It's sort of like from her point of view, under the
circumstances, your needs and her needs counted about the same."

"That's right,"” Bud said as he walked away from me to his right toward the far end of the
conference table. "Here we have two situations in which a person was seated on a plane next to
an empty seat, evidently reading the paper and observing others who were still in need of seats
on the plane. That's what was happening on the surface-behaviorally."

Bud opened two large mahogany doors at the far end of the table to my left, revealing a large
whiteboard. "But notice how different this like experience was for me and for this woman. |
minimized others; she didn't. | felt anxious, uptight, irritated, threatened, and angry, while she
appears to have had no such negative emotions at all. | sat there blaming others who might be
interested in my briefcase's seat-maybe one looked too happy, another too grim, another had too
many carry-ons, another looked too talkative, and so on. She, on the other hand, appears not to
have blamed but to have understood-whether happy, grim, loaded with carry-ons, talkative, or
not-they needed to sit somewhere. And if so, why shouldn't the seat next to her-and in her case,
even her own seat-be as rightly theirs as any others? Where | saw threats, nuisances, and
problems, this woman simply saw people who would like to sit together.

"Now here's a question for you," Bud continued. "Isn't it the case that the people getting on both
planes were people with comparable hopes, needs, cares, and fears and that all of them had
more or less the same need to sit?"



That seemed about right "Yes. I'd agree with that."

"If that's true, then | had a big problem-because | wasn't seeing the people on the plane like that
at all. My view was that | somehow was entitled or superior to those who were still looking for
seats. | was the 'kingpin,' as you say, and the people still looking for seats were somehow inferior
and less deserving than me. Notice how my view of both myself and them was distorted from
what we agreed was the reality-that is, that all of us were people with more or less the same need
to sit. So my view of the world was a systematically incorrect way of seeing others and myself. |
saw others as somehow less than they were-as objects with needs and desires somehow
secondary and less legitimate than mine. But | couldn't see the problem with what | was doing. |
was self-deceived-or, if you prefer, in the box.

"The lady who offered us her seat, on the other hand, saw others and the situation clearly,
without bias. She saw others as they were, as people like herself, with similar needs and desires.
She saw straightforwardly. She was out of the box.

"So the inner experiences of two people," he went on, "although they exhibited the same outward
behaviors, were entirely different. And this difference is very important. | want to emphasize it with
a diagram."

At this, he turned to the board and spent a minute drawing the following:
Behaviors

* Sitting next to empty seat

» Observing other passengers

» Reading the paper

"It's like this, Tom," Bud said, stepping to the side of the board so | could see. "Whatever | might
be 'doing' on the surface-whether it be, for example, sitting, observing others, reading the paper,
whatever-I'm being one of two fundamental ways when I'm doing it. Either I'm seeing others
straightforwardly as they are-as people like me who have needs and desires as legitimate as my
own-or I'm not. As | heard Kate put it once, one way, | experience myself as a person among
people. The other way, | experience myself as the person among objects. One way, I'm out of the
box; the other way, I'm in the box. Does that make sense?"

| was thinking about a situation that occurred a week earlier. Someone in my department had
made herself into a terrible nuisance, and | couldn't see how this in-the-box and out-of-the-box
distinction applied. In fact, if anything, the situation seemed to undercut what Bud was talking
about. "I'm not sure," | said. "Let me give you a situation and you tell me how it fits."

"Fair enough," he said, taking his seat.

"l have a conference room around the corner from my office where | often go to think and
strategize. The people in my department know that the room is kind of like a second office to me
and are careful now, after a few altercations over the last month, not to schedule it without my
knowing. Last week, however, someone in the department went in and used it. And not only that,
she erased all my notes from the whiteboard. Can you believe that?"

“No, that's pretty bad," Bud said. "She never should have done that."



"That's what | thought too. | was furious. It took me a while to reconstruct what | had done, and
I'm still not sure that | have everything right." | was about to tell more-about how | immediately
had her called into my office, refused a handshake, and then told her without even asking her to
sit down that she was never to do that again or she would be looking for a new job. But then |
thought better of it. "How does self-deception fit into that scenario?" | asked.

"Well," Bud answered, "let me ask you a few questions, and then maybe you can tell me. Tell me
what kinds of thoughts and feelings you had about this woman when you found out what she'd
done."

"Well--I guess | thought she wasn't very careful-in fact, she was careless." Bud nodded with an
inquisitive look that invited me to say more. "And | suppose | thought she was stupid to do what
she did without asking somebody. And | thought she was pretty presumptuous and overly
comfortable.”

"It sounds that way to me too," Bud said. "Anything more?"
"No, that's about what | remember."
"Well let me ask you this: Do you know what she wanted to use the room for?"

"Well, no. But why should that matter? It doesn't change the fact that she shouldn't have been
using it, does it?"

"Probably not,” Bud answered. "But let me ask you another question: Do you know her name?"

The question caught me by surprise. | thought for a moment, but nothing came to me. | wasn't
sure I'd ever heard her name. Had my secretary mentioned it? Or did she say it herself when she
extended her hand to greet me? My mind searched for a memory, but there was nothing.

But why should that matter anyway, | thought to myself, emboldened. So | don't know her name.
So what? Does that make me wrong or something? "No, | guess | don't know it, or | can't
remember," | said.

Bud nodded his head, his hand on his chin. "Now here's the question I'd really like you to
consider. Assuming that this woman is, in fact, careless, stupid, and presumptuous, do you
suppose that she's as careless, stupid, and presumptuous as you accused her of being when all
this happened?"

"Well, | didn't really accuse her."
"Not in your words, perhaps, but have you had any interaction with her since the incident?"

| thought of the ice-cold reception | gave her and the offer of her hand rebuffed. "Yeah, just once,"
| said more meekly.

Bud must have noticed the change in my voice, for he matched the change himself-dropping his
voice slightly and losing his matter-of-fact tone. "Tom, | want you to imagine that you were her
when you met. What do you think she felt from you?"

The answer, of course, was obvious. She couldn't have felt worse if I'd hit her with a two-by-four.
Whereas before I'd barely considered her, | now remembered the tremor in her voice and her
uncertain yet hurried steps as she left my office. | wondered now for the first time how | must



have hurt her and what she must be feeling. | imagined that she must now be quite insecure and
worried, especially since everyone in the department seemed to know about what happened.
"Yeah," | said slowly, "looking back on it, I'm afraid | didn't handle the situation very well."

"Then let me come back to my prior question," Bud continued. "Do you suppose that your view of
this woman at the time made her seem systematically worse than she really was?"

| paused before answering, not because | wasn't sure, but because | wanted to collect my
composure. "Well, maybe. | suppose it did. But that doesn't change the fact that she did
something she shouldn't have, does it?" | added.

“Not at all. And we'll get to that. But right now, the question | want you to consider is this:
Whatever she was doing-be it right or wrong-was your view of her more like my view of the
people on the plane or more like the view of the woman | told you about?"

| sat there thinking about that for a moment.

"Think of it this way," Bud added, pointing at the diagram on the board. "Were you regarding her
as a person like yourself, with similar hopes and needs, or was she just an object to you-as you
said, just a threat, a nuisance, or a problem?"

"l guess she might've been just an object to me," | said finally.

"So now, how would you say this self-deception stuff applies? Would you say you were in, or out
of, the box?"

"l guess | was probably in it," | said.

"That's worth thinking about, Tom. Because this distinction," he said, pointing again at the
diagram, "reveals what was beneath Lou's success-and Zagrum's for that matter. Because Lou
was usually out of the box, he saw straightforwardly. He saw people as they were-as people. And
he found a way to build a company of people who see that way m