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Seeing Different
Get outside the box, notice the view from another perspective, embrace new experiences. To be truly excellent, a leader must step away from tired agendas.
In the hospital where I once worked, there was an old couch that sat in a hall outside the lab. In my first days on the job I would walk past that old couch and notice how ratty and out of place it looked. The rest of the hospital was nicely decorated and well kept. But then there was this couch. I asked others who worked at the hospital about it and they all reacted pretty much alike. "What couch?" they would ask first, and then they would slowly remember it. "Oh, yeah, that couch." They would eventually agree that it was a pretty ugly couch but would say they had grown used to it. Over time, I grew used to it, too. I would drive to work every morning. Park in pretty much the same place. Walk in the same door. Walk down the same hallway. And I'd walk past that same old couch. Before long, I didn't notice it was so out of place. I became acclimated, and the old couch slipped away. It wasn't really important. It played no critical role in my daily life. So I pushed it aside. I quit noticing.

We all experience the same thing. Arrive in Florida after months in a colorless landscape of a Midwest winter and the green vegetation jumps out at you. So do the smells. But in a couple of days, you get used to all that green. It loses its intensity. Automobile drivers often insist that they never saw the motorcycle or bicycle they ran into. Researchers have found that at a very real sense this is true. Motorcycles and bicycles are too small to enter the consciousness of drivers well entrenched in the nearly automatic process of driving. At some level below the consciousness of the driver, the cyclists did not pose a clear and present threat, so they didn't register. Aldous Huxley once asserted that frogs are not fully aware of leaves as they fall from trees and float to the water surface. The leaves are not food, not other frogs, and not predators. So the frog fails to notice them.

We travel through a world filled with old couches, frail cyclists, and falling leaves that we don't see. And that's probably as it must be. We're each too small a receptacle to pour everything into. A lot of stuff has to spill over the brim. Through this automatic filtering process, we become aware of only some of the world around us and that gets winnowed down to the limited set of stimuli to which we respond.

In the vast river of what gets ignored flows the extraneous. What is extraneous is a subjective distinction, of course. Because in the flood of the ignored resides all the information and illumination we've forsaken in order to get through the day.

We respond to a world filled with more than we can experience by regulating our intake. This we accomplish through planning and habit. Planning in its simplest terms is an intention to act in the future. Habit is an ingrained intention to act routinely in the future, so it is a kind of planning, albeit subconscious. The routine of habit makes us more efficient. But our habits cut us off from alternative perspectives.

Habit and routine can be opiates of a vital mind. They narrow the range of possibilities and anesthetize the mind to different views. The phrase "get out of the box" has become a cliché, which is too bad because it is a powerful notion. Nothing is more ordered than a box. The inside of a box is constrained. Freedom of movement is limited. Outside the box, you can run as far as you want in any direction. Once you leave the box, you can never re-enter it as you left. Stepping out of the box switches you from order to a place of nonorder, where things are in a dynamic boil and new things are possible. Explorers often described themselves as having set out into the "unknown." Part of what they were saying is that they were moving into a disordered world. An ordered world is, by definition, a known world. An unknown world is a disordered world. What these explorers sought was, of course, "discovery." And what discovery yields is a new view.

Leaving an ordered world behind on a regular basis means being continuously subjected to disorder. As you move in the direction of disorder, you find new opportunities. At the interface between order and disorder rests what is described by scientists as the" edge of chaos." It is here, at this boundary, that all sorts of new things emerge. Such new things do not emerge in an ordered world because order makes no room for them. They do not emerge in disorder because to be a thing, even a new thing, requires the thing to have some sort of order itself (or how could we recognize it). The only way to get to this place of new possibilities is to go there intentionally and regularly.

An agenda is a kind of box. It hems in conversations, thinking, possibilities, and decisions. While agendas may change, the stream of meetings often lose their distinction. The rooms are the same. The people are the same. The opinions are the same. A deadening of the mental spirit sets in. Go someplace distinctly different and you come back different. You are transformed. While the change is never fully reversible, the pull of the routine inevitably begins to hammer you back into your old shape. We carry our boxes around with us, after all. And the gravity in the box is very strong.

Of course, we sometimes get shoved outside the box quite accidentally. A wrong turn can take you there. So can dislocations like war and illness. Despite our best efforts, life has a tendency to knock us out of the box. But when we are intentional about getting out of the box, that is something different. That's an expedition, an act undertaken deliberately to see things from a very different angle or altitude. And a surefire way to achieve this is to go someplace substantially different from where you've been.

I believe the expedition is one of the great missed opportunities in leadership and organizational development. Expedition has a long history in human affairs. It may be as ancient and primal as life itself. What need did an amoeba have for movement? Why not stay tightly anchored, unmoving in one place? Here's some of the answer: Because staying anchored dramatically reduced the field of opportunities for food, for interaction, and for discovery. One of humanity's great questions has been, "What is life?" And one of life's great answers has been "movement." We were made to be untethered. Evidence suggests that Homo erectus, our most direct ancestors, wasted no time (relatively speaking) in moving out of Africa. Odysseus wandered, and we loved him for it. When man first edged into space, it was the new perspective that left him breathless and changed. We looked back through his eyes and never saw ourselves the same from that point forward. John Steinbeck put it best: "People don't take trips ... trips take people."

Leadership is about deciding. And once those decisions are made, acting on those decisions. The quality of leadership is enhanced by multiple perspectives because the quality of decision making is enhanced by multiple perspectives. Perspectives derived from expeditions outside the box are much more powerful than perspectives found inside the box. I often use mountains to demonstrate the power of multiple perspectives: Driving west on I-80 through Nebraska eventually gives you a perspective on the Rockies. But you get another kind of perspective when you move into the foothills and still another as your car moves up the inclines. Then you get a completely different view when you're flying over the Rockies. Each perspective is true, of course, but a combination of perspectives yields a richer kind of truth. Our minds are difference detectors. Learning is the refinement and enrichment of our ability to discern and relate patterns. Some things are more similar. Some things are more different. Differences are better discerned from different angles. The more angles, the better.

Being moved through the day on the tide of agendas, habits, and routine without pausing to reflect on perspectives that rest at sharp angles to that flow creates myopia. Time is precious. The tendency will always be to find no room for expedition. The answer to this tendency is always demand that room be left for expedition. The way to protect the expedition from the agenda is to put the expedition on the agenda. Time does not squeeze agendas. Agendas squeeze time.

Going on expedition without struggling for implications of the experience is a waste of protoplasm. It is impossible, I would suggest, to exercise leadership without wondering what it is; and having wondered, continuing to wonder. Because what leadership is, or should be, depends on context. You can wait for new context to arrive, which it surely will, or you can go looking for new contexts already at work in the world, place yourself in them, and examine leadership afresh. It is as important for leaders to carry questions around with them as it is for them to carry awareness. It is important to carry both on expedition - the questions so that they might begin to be answered and the answers so that they might begin to be questioned. Expeditions are not vacations. They are purposeful excursions. Their purpose is to see things differently. In order to do that, you've got to do some thinking about what you'll examine. At the heart of productive expedition is a form of inquiry that reflects the scientific method. We articulate answers and questions, construct a hypothesis, then test the hypothesis through experiment. Each expedition is an experiment that tests the hypothesis as well as already accepted answers. The result over time is more robust and durable answers - truths that are truer.

If leaders have a fundamental responsibility to decide, they also have a fundamental responsibility to help those they lead see things whole. Seeing things from multiple perspectives makes an obvious contribution to this. Expeditions create rich reservoirs of stories. And stories are among the most powerful tools for leadership.

Consider a once obscure nurse in Australia who became something of a folk hero by taking wing in a plane he built himself. Jon Johanson reflects on the experience of moving out of his old box into the perspective of craftsman and creator: "I had never worked with metal, driven a rivet or swung a paint gun. Most of my working life, I had been a nurse; now here I was trying to be an aircraft builder. I was sure I had bitten off more than I could chew. After a few days, I stopped thinking about the aircraft I was building and started to think about the spar, then the ribs and the skins, then the vertical stabilizer....By doing each small job and forgetting that I was building an aircraft, I was able to keep going without being overwhelmed."

Johanson completed the plane and went on to fly it into the record books. He became the first person to fly an aircraft solo around the world twice. He eventually held more than 30 world aviation records, all earned in a small, single-engine aircraft the intensive care nurse built himself.

Like Johanson, my dad built his own plane. Watching him gave me a perspective on the emergent nature of things. The airplane emerged to become much more than the sum of its parts. Not only did it become a pathway into the sky, it became a container for the spirit. There are other insights. My perspectives have been altered by flying with my dad. Your view of relationships on the ground cannot help but be shaped by the view from 5,000 feet. Connections and interactions, once invisible, become apparent. Pilots, no matter how experienced, go through an obligatory ritual. It's called the checklist. Before every flight, the pilot moves through the checklist, which is usually typed up on a sheet. Some pilots may be too arrogant to rely on a checklist, but they give life to an old adage, "There are old pilots and there are bold pilots. But there are no old, bold pilots."

I have friends who have gained a different perspective by racing sailboats. First, there is the experience of the racing itself, which is rich in strategy and hard realities. But there's also the perspective borne of slipping away from shore under a threatening sky. Part of that perspective is the knowledge that you have left the safe certainties ashore and have now entered a zone where you may be completely beyond help. As the wind kicks up, you realize that things seem to break or fly out of control in direct proportion to the wind speed.  Some sailors intentionally delay for a few minutes before they respond to changed conditions on the race course. Too quick a reaction can be costly if the wind dies or changes direction.  That perspective from the water carries over into their decisions on land.

I know executives who have bought farms. They are amazingly consistent when they reflect on the positive change their purchase engendered in them. They revel in their ability to plow straight rows in fresh soil. But they also point to the newfound patience that results from riding the vagaries of weather, wildlife, and disease. Several of them said they wished they had found these lessons earlier in life. One of those new farmers said he also wished he could get his entire executive team out on the farm so they could experience a shift in perspective together.

At a Midwestern medical center I know, the executive team would occasionally play paint ball with the medical staff. Stories abound of games played in an old warehouse dimly lit by a few overhead bulbs. In a memorable game, one of the participating players had past military experience. At the start of the game, while others pursued the tactics they had used in the past, this guy climbed into the rafters and systematically shot out all the lights, then patiently proceeded to ambush competitors in the dark. Everybody carried new lessons back into the executive suite and the operating room: "challenge the rules, act quickly, disorient, use stealth."

If expedition is valuable to leaders, then it must also be valuable to those who are led. If one leader can generate richer understanding through continuous expedition, then many people on many expeditions create an even richer perspective, particularly if they engage in meaningful dialogue focused on important questions. For this leverage to occur, a leader must encourage expeditions, provide a setting for dialogue and ask the questions. The questions are the thing. Time must be set aside to define what the organization's most fundamental questions are. These then are what go in everyone's backpack. Expedition is not a lark. It is disciplined search.

Expedition is a metaphor, of course. And while some expeditions involve shifting geographies, others are achieved close to home by shifting interactions. That's the power of human communication. Experiences can be packaged and transported. Going to a place is better than not going. But even if I don't have time to travel to the North Pole, I can see through the eyes of someone who has. We can't all build airplanes or spend time on a tractor. It may be necessary to take a different path out of the box. For example, discover new perspectives by asking the seasoned competitive sailor to reflect on her experiences or be intentional in watching a video on mountain climbing. Then ask in an explicit way, "What does this say about leadership?" "What insight does this provide on the questions in my backpack?"

The key to "doing" different is "being" different. And for us, as human beings, the key to being different is seeing and hearing different. Vision and hearing are our most developed senses. What we see and hear shapes us. On expedition, we see and hear things differently. Expedition is a way of becoming different. As Henry Miller observed, "One's destination is never a place but rather a new way of looking at things." Inevitably, it also becomes a new way of doing things.
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