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  Preface


Transformative Thinking is thinking that transforms things, that changes things. By changing our thinking we can change our world. Ideas into action. 
I developed the reframing method twenty years ago and wrote the book, Reframing – The Art of Thinking Differently, fifteen years ago. Since then I’ve used it in more than a thousand lectures and workshops, reaching well over one hundred thousand people. The same examples come back across many of these sessions. 
The frustrations and challenges we experience in our personal lives and at work turn out to be remarkably similar. We live in the same age, subject to the same changes in technology and global progress. Other reframes vary from sector to sector, or because people start from different, even opposite core assumptions. If the examples in this book resonate with you, you may feel relieved that other people are struggling with the same things. If they look very different, they may encourage you to take a radically different approach. We can learn from both.
I am convinced that changing your beliefs can change your world. I have seen it over and over again. I see people’s struggles, their confusion and frustration. I also see them shift situations by reframing them. Being able to reframe makes them feel more empowered, more in charge of their own reactions and experience. Sometimes it helps them laugh at themselves and at the absurdity of the situation. There are mental breakthroughs when people realise the thing they were struggling with was just an illusion. Reframing gives them the desire to shape their world and to shape their future.
This is a handbook and compendium. The steps are simple and outlined briefly at the beginning, with more detailed information in the method section at the end. Just dip into whatever example strikes your curiosity.






  
  Part One: Change









  
  Chapter 1
How to change


1.1 Good news and bad news
Life is very simple: there’s good news and there’s bad news. Let’s start with the bad news: we do most of the things that we do for the wrong reasons. We do them and yet we have no idea why we do them in this specific way. In our professional lives, we were taught to do things in a certain way, and we never really stopped to examine why. In our personal lives, we are driven by patterns from our upbringing, scripts inherited from our parents, and conditioning by our peers. If we examine the reason we do things, we don’t usually find satisfactory answers. 
Now, the good news is that there is much to be gained by changing. Because we do things for the wrong reasons or for no reason at all, we can easily find better reasons to do things. We can come up with reasons that are ours, driven by what we want out of life, and which will structure how we want to live and how we want to work. That is what reframing is all about: examine the reasons you do things, change them, and thereby change your world.

1.2 Dealing with change
Change. Everybody wants change, but nobody wants to change. Why do we have to change? We have to change because the world around us changes: technology, world politics, the situations we find ourselves in. And we have to change because we ourselves change: we grow older and life happens to us.
Yet the tragedy is that we try to change the things we can’t change, and refuse to change the things we can. The famous Serenity Prayer goes: “Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”
Reframing is about seeing where you can change. In any situation, you can change your frame: your attitude, your perspective, the way you see the world. That changes your actions, and that will change the situation. You have more agency than you think. We need to change, and change is always possible.

1.3 Reframing childhood patterns
It’s amazing how many of the things we do are driven by childhood experiences, by our upbringing and what our parents taught us. Growing up, we took one of two paths. We were the good girl or good boy, doing what our parents expected from us, thinking the way they did, seeing the world through their eyes. Or we rebelled against this, as bad girl or bad boy, telling ourselves that whatever we did, we’d live differently from how they taught us.
Either way, we are driven by what our parents taught us, whether we copy them or do the opposite. In neither case do we find out what we actually think. As we go through our own experiences in life, as we grow up and grow older, we have the chance to decide for ourselves where we stand.
Yes, our parents thought this. They lived in a different time. They had different challenges. We are not them. When we were young, we were very impressionable: people told us things, we learned things at school, our parents were either role models or people we disagreed with. Now we make our own decisions.
We discover why we think what we think, who we want to be, what we want to do, and how we want to treat other people. This is the way to become more ourselves. Reframing will help you examine things from your past, from your upbringing, and change them to become who you are.

1.4 Culture is a frame
If you ever visit a Dutch home and your host offers you a cookie, take the cookie. In many parts of the world, it would be polite to refuse: “Oh no, I shouldn’t, I mustn’t.” Then the host would say, “Oh, but please have a cookie,” giving you a second chance.
The Dutch, and I am half Dutch, are famous for being direct. Do you want a cookie or not? If you refuse once, the opportunity passes you by. This tells us that culture is a frame. Every culture has its own normal: things that make sense in that culture. We are already experts at navigating frames because we have all had to deal with different cultures.
Many of us have travelled to other countries and experienced cultures that seemed exotic and strange at first, until we got used to them. Perhaps your parents come from different cultures, so you have this experience at home every day. You are likely to be working with people from many different cultures. When you are adjusting from one cultural frame to the next, you are reframing. You know that in one culture you need to take the cookie immediately, whereas in another culture it is important you decline politely and wait for a second or even third offer.
Some cultures are very hierarchical: when your boss asks you to do something, you do it. Others are more egalitarian: everybody is treated in the same way and called by their first name. Some cultures are very indirect, giving you little hints about their feelings: the British, the Japanese. Other cultures are much more direct, such as the American and the Dutch. Some cultures prize the individual, but most cultures in the world value harmony, family and the group.
One fundamental distinction I have noticed is between cultures which operate on one layer and those which operate on two different layers. In single-layer cultures, what you see is what you get. People speak directly, they tell you what it is they want, and that is all there is to it. In two-layer cultures, there is the surface layer, which is formal and very polite. Underneath lies the real emotion. Nobody in that culture is fooled: everybody is aware of what is being communicated on both levels.
People in two-layer cultures might answer you very considerately, but actually be refusing your request. At other times, even though what they say is very polite, you feel that they are quite angry at you. It takes a bit of decoding to separate the two layers. Even when we have been exposed to many different cultures, we can still fall into the trap of looking at a different culture through the frames of our own.
Reframing is very much like approaching a different culture. It is like travelling, like exposing ourselves to a new way of looking at the world. The good news is that we have all been reframing, constantly. I think that this is very exciting, but then in my culture I would be telling you that.

1.5 You can only change yourself
We all like change, but we especially like change when someone else is doing it. If my partner were more like this, we would have a very happy relationship. If my children behaved more like that, we would have a very harmonious family. If my boss were more like this, I would be happy at work. If the organisation treated us differently, it would be great working here. The change we want is always in other people.
I hate to break it to you: you cannot change other people. Trust me, I have spent many decades trying. It does not work. Other people will change when they feel like it, when their pain becomes too great, when they have made the decision to do things differently.
The only thing you can change is yourself: your approach, your way of looking at the world, the way you show up in it. Showing up begins with your attitude. Are you going to be angry, are you going to wallow in self-pity: “the world is against me, everybody hates me”, or are you going to show up with curiosity? With compassion, with patience, with empathy for everything other people are going through? Your attitude, mental and emotional, makes a big difference. So do the way you behave and the way you talk.
The important thing is to begin where you have agency, to begin where you can begin. Change your thinking, change your approach. Try it out in small experiments: start behaving differently towards your partner, towards your children, towards your boss, towards your colleagues, towards people in the street, towards the person at the supermarket who you are convinced hates you, towards whoever you can think of.
Things will shift because all of us form a system. When you show up differently, people will have no choice but to react differently as well. It is a different “you” they are dealing with. So perhaps the news is not so bad after all. You can change other people somewhat, but only by changing yourself first, and showing up in a different manner. That is the work.

1.6 Stop pushing, start pulling
If brute force is not working, you are not using enough of it. That is one of my favourite jokes, because of course the opposite is true. If brute force is not working, we should try something else. Insanity, as the saying goes, is repeating the same approach and expecting a different result. In that sense, we are all somewhat insane: that is exactly what we keep doing.
If we want something and we meet resistance, our first reaction is to push harder. Our child does not want to clean up their room, so we force them, we threaten them, and we keep nagging them. When we want to convince somebody to do something, we give them advice, we keep repeating it, and then give them a hard time for not following it.
What would be the reverse, the reframe? Think of it as a movement. If I push, and push harder, you are going to resist. You will push back, sabotage, stall, or try to escape the situation altogether. You just want out.
If pushing is not working, try a different approach: pull. I should let you come to me, instead of being in your face all the time. That is a complete 180-degree shift. What form could this take? I could stop nagging my child about cleaning up their room. When they get tired of living in their own chaos, they will probably start cleaning it up of their own free will, and that change is much more likely to last. Once we stop giving so much advice to our friend, this will give them the space to start considering it, and they may even decide to act on it.
I work a lot with Learning and Development departments, and they tend to make learning mandatory. They force their employees to show up for a workshop, because learning points need to be acquired or some other non-compliance threat. This causes a lot of resistance in the room: participants who are forced to attend are upset that they are not trusted with making their own decisions about what they want to learn.
What if the department pulled instead of pushed? Imagine the announcement: this training is exclusive, and only a few places are left. Curiosity will do the rest. Some enthusiastic early adopters will try it. They will then tell their colleagues, “wow, that was a great course, I learned a lot.” Start with a few people and build from there, and soon many more will want to join. If pushing is not working, my advice, which you will probably not take, is to stop pushing.

1.7 Gradual change
We are pretty good at reframing when we have to. When something sudden happens and our situation changes dramatically, negatively or positively, we shift. We have no choice. The strange thing is that a lot of change happens imperceptibly. Suddenly, we find that our Friday nights have become a lot quieter because we prefer to stay in. Ageing: we look in the mirror every day and see pretty much the same person. It’s only when we find a photograph from five or ten years ago that we look at ourselves and realise time has moved on. Time waits for no one, not even for us.
This means we need to reframe: we can’t live based on the assumptions we had before. While it’s easy to reframe when change is dramatic, it’s much trickier to examine the parts of ourselves where we’ve changed gradually, and to update our approach to life, to change our actions and our behaviour to suit the stage of life we’re in.
I think it’s interesting to periodically examine the assumptions that run our lives. To take stock of how we live, how we act, what matters to us, to realise that our situation has significantly changed and that we need to reinvent ourselves.

1.8 Proactive change
One of the powerful aspects of reframing is that you can use it for small things: your attitude to something that irritates you, or something you need to do but don’t want to. You can also use it for fundamental life changes.
You can wait for something to force you to reframe, or you can look at your life and reframe proactively. You can examine the assumptions, convictions, and beliefs about your current situation, and ask yourself: I have this one life to live. Do I want to continue in the same way, or am I ready for a change? Is there a risk I’d like to take? An opportunity I’d like to pursue? Is there something that I’ve been dreaming about but I’ve been putting off until later?
What’s happening to us today, this week, this month, is not fixed forever. There is plenty of leeway, plenty of space, and many opportunities to explore. Make a list of the convictions at the bedrock of your current life, and see which ones you are willing to change.






  
  Chapter 2
Reframing in four steps


Let’s start by doing the full reframing exercise, all four steps. Reframing is not a complicated exercise, but the fact that it’s simple doesn’t mean that it’s easy. Reframing works best by iteration. We first learn to apply all four steps, and then we go deeper and deeper into different layers of assumptions, into different methods of changing our mindset, and into running a lot of experiments. To really shift our new thinking into action, and really change our world, we must try a lot of new things and see which one sticks. 
2.1 Step 1: Choose a topic
The first step in reframing is to choose a topic: something you want to think differently about, something you want to do differently, something you want to change your perspective on. The driver could be negative: a challenge, something you’re stuck with, something that’s going badly. Or it could be positive: an ambition, a way you want your future, your work, or your attitude to change.
Think for a moment: what in your life do you want to reframe? What topic drives you? What is happening to you today that you’d like to see differently? What irritates you, frustrates you, annoys you? What is something that you would like to do differently? That’s your topic.

2.2 Step 2: Surface an assumption
Why? Why do you do things this way? Why is this your attitude? Why do you believe this? This short word with three letters, “why”, is one of the most powerful words that we have. In the second step of reframing, we examine our assumptions. We look at our beliefs about the situation, and at our convictions, the things we believe very, very strongly. We can use all those complicated words, but the simplest word is just “why?”. 
This step is about asking why. What is the reason you’re doing something? What is it that drives you to do it a certain way? It’s a simple question, but thinking through it takes time, because it’s not at all clear why we do things.
Usually we don’t ask why because there is no clear answer. Think about your deep beliefs, your deep convictions, and your assumptions about a situation. “I think this is what’s happening.” “I think this is what needs to be done.” “I believe that this is the best way to do it.” “I think I have no other choice but to do this.” Any of these statements will help you find what drives you, and once you find it, you can change it.

2.3 Step 3: Construct the extreme opposite
Now let’s make the shift to thinking radically differently. Let’s challenge this assumption, this belief, this conviction that you have. Let’s challenge the reason why you’re thinking something or you’re doing something. There are many ways to do this, but the simplest and most effective is to challenge that assumption, that belief, that conviction head on, by imagining the extreme opposite.
Now this sounds completely childish. Why would imagining the complete opposite of what I think make me change my mind? Why would I believe that? The point is not to make you shift 180 degrees. If it were that easy to flip you into the complete extreme opposite, how strongly did you really believe your original position?
The point is to make you doubt. To counter that strong conviction, you need to imagine a situation — just one — where the extreme opposite holds. If your assumption is “I must always say yes to be liked”, the extreme opposite is: “I must always say no to be liked”, and immediately you get confused.
How could you be likeable if you say “no” to things? That opposite immediately sends you to a radically different reality, where saying “no” is the best thing you can do, where it gets you respected, where it works for you. That’s the reason we think of the extreme opposite.
There are really two steps. The first step: what is the opposite? Saying “yes” becomes saying “no”. The second step is to push it to the extreme: “I always say yes” becomes “I always say no”; “I never say yes”; “whatever the question is, I’m going to say no”. That is the move we’re after. Construct the extreme opposite, push it as far as you can, and watch what happens to your deep conviction.

2.4 Step 4: Design a concrete experiment
Now that we think differently, we want to act differently. We want to move from thinking to doing. Once we have this radical new way of thinking, the way to test it is to run a small experiment. What is a small way in which you can do things differently? You are going to need to take a risk.
You are going to need to feel this in the pit of your stomach. “I don’t want to do this.” “I don’t want to do this because it goes against my belief, my worldview, the way I think the world should be.” It’s a direct challenge to your worldview. If you start by attempting too big an experiment, you will not do it. You will have plenty of reasons not to.
The key here is to run the smallest experiment possible. Many people suffer from always saying yes. I suffer from that. If that is your challenge, and your extreme opposite is to say no all the time, do not start with something that matters. Start with a very simple question somebody asks you. Decide in advance that you are going to say no, whatever the request, just to see what it feels like. How does it feel to get the word out of your mouth? How does it feel to look at somebody and say no? That is the experience you want: the experience of doing things differently.
Try as many experiments as possible for each reframed assumption. If you can try one small experiment every day, you are really going to shift things, because experiments build on each other. They will increase your confidence: yes, I can do things differently. It felt different. It changed my experience. I changed.






  
  Part Two: Personal Reframes









  
  Chapter 3
Self-image


3.1 Reframing perfection
Iam a recovering perfectionist. I’m not doing it perfectly, but at least I’m trying. What is wrong with a perfectionist? If a perfectionist works for you, they give you perfect work. If you try to do things as well as you could possibly do them, what could be wrong with that? 
I think perfectionists are far too ambitious. They try to do things perfectly every time. They exhaust themselves in the process, because it’s impossible. They exhaust the people around them, because they overpromise and underdeliver.
What are the assumptions at stake in this idea of perfectionism? Why do you need to do everything as an eight or nine out of 10, or an A if that’s the way you grade? Why does everything have to be done well? One of the things that really helped me is to realise that most things in life are pass/fail. You do them or you don’t. You pass them or you don’t. If you get your driving licence, for example, you don’t get it with a fantastic grade or a special commendation. Most things in life are actually pass/fail. It doesn’t matter that they’re done well; what matters is that they’re done at all.
That is the great problem with perfectionists. They are always trying to make the perfect thing, always striving for excellence, and they often miss their deadlines. They actually don’t get things done at all.
For me, the liberation, the reframe has been about striving for the extreme opposite. What is the least perfect thing I can do? What is the action I can get away with? You can hear the anxiety in my voice already. For somebody who wants to do things well, the mere idea of trying to get away with doing as little as possible is frightening. Yet that is exactly the resistance you are looking for in reframing when you are challenging a deep pattern.
The way out of your perfectionism, the way to avoid it and start recovering from it, is to embrace imperfection. Embracing the feeling that most of the time, you will make a mess of it. It’s fine. It’s good enough.

3.2 Flip the script
“You are not good enough.” “Smile and be cute.” “Other people are smarter than me.” These types of sentences may be running around in our mind: these are scripts, like those in a theatre or in a movie. Throughout childhood, we’ve listened to these scripts so often, and for so long, that we have ended up internalising them, and come to believe them. They have become stories we tell ourselves.
You can change the script. You can flip the script, because the script is usually wrong. Whatever it is, it’s always partial. If it’s a negative script, it was probably said to you in anger; it was not meant to represent your whole life, but you have internalised it. One of the paths of personal transformation is to start finding these scripts. What are the scripts running through your head? What are the sentences you believe about yourself? They are assumptions, convictions, or beliefs. They are not the truth.
Let’s construct the extreme opposite of these scripts by using the reframing method. “You are good enough.” “You don’t need to smile to be liked.” “You are just as smart as everybody else.” Those are radically different scripts. How liberating would those be? You can free yourself from damaging scripts by changing them. You can flip the script. This is not easy, but the rewards are worth it: a new story about yourself, the freedom to write your own script. A new life on your own terms.

3.3 You are good enough
“I am not good enough.” “I need to do better.” “I need to be better at this.” “Other people are much smarter than me, more handsome or prettier than me, much more successful than me.” One of the most damaging scripts that haunt us is the script that we are not good enough, that we are not enough.
We have set the bar so high that it has become impossible to clear. We need to be successful professionally and financially. We need to be in a wonderful relationship. We need to be popular. We need to be fit. We have all these expectations of ourselves at once. It would be superhuman to meet them all. Why do we set the bar so high?
The extreme opposite is that you are good enough as you are. You are perfectly fine. Take that bar and put it at the opposite extreme: on the floor. Now all you have to do is walk over it. You are always clearing the bar. Everything you do is successful. Or if you want a different image: the bar is still up there, intimidatingly high up, but now your task is not to go over the bar. Your task is to walk under it.
“You are good enough as you are.” This reframed script has made an enormous difference in my life: realising that just being alive, just breathing, entitles us to be here. We are alive. We are part of the human race. We are good enough as we are. Of course there are things we would all like to change. This whole journey is about transformation, but transformation as opportunity. Transformation starting from where we are, and where we have every right to be.
Imagine what it would be like if that impossibly high bar, if that script that says you are not good enough, was no longer ruling your life. If you think you are the only one with this script: you are not. Almost everybody I know has it. If you are setting the bar too high, think about changing your attitude to that bar. 
Breathe. You are alive. You have a right to be here.
3.4 No one cares
Nobody cares about you. People are not constantly thinking about you, weighing what you do, or watching your every move. You are really not that important. Most people are busy with their own lives, and they have limited bandwidth to deal with other people’s. I find this incredibly liberating. Everyone has their own life; they are not focused on mine.
Why is it so liberating? The unspoken fear that many of us carry is: what are people thinking about me? What will people say if I behave like this? How will people react? We can be so focused on the effect we believe our behaviour has on other people that we forget that they just don’t care. Other people are not that interested in us.
That is the reframe. Everyone is living in their own movie, in their own theatre play. We all have our own experiences, our own fears, our own interests, our own emotions, and our own thoughts. All the stuff going around in our heads is also going around in theirs, but it’s their lives that they are thinking about.
If you are worried about doing something because you think: what will people think of me? What will people say? Let it go. People are not constantly thinking about you. People do not really care about what you do. It does not matter. If you do have people who are obsessively focused on your life — you usually find them in your immediate family — it may be time they started thinking about their own lives and let you live yours. The liberating belief is this: no one cares about what I do. So go and experiment with it. Go and explore this new reality.

3.5 Reframing pain
Pain is horrible. Nobody wants to feel pain, and yet everybody feels it at times. Pain can be physical, emotional or mental. Physical pain is your body telling you that something is wrong, that this stove is hot, that you have twisted your knee, that you have hurt yourself. Emotional pain is the feeling that something is not quite right, that you have been hurt or suffered a loss. Mental pain is the feeling that you are overtaxing yourself, that you do not have the space and the time to do the things you need to do.
We do not want to feel pain, so we avoid it, and we try to stay out of painful situations. We also learn to tolerate pain by simply putting up with it. The situation is not great, but changing it would take a risk and a lot of work, so we endure it. We develop strategies to numb pain: with distractions, with entertainment, with drink or other drugs. At times, this can lead to a disconnect between how we feel deep down and the way we appear in the world.
How could we reframe pain? From pain is horrible to pain is wonderful? From enemy to friend? From something to avoid to something to embrace? How would that work?
Think of a toothache. Your tooth starts to ache and you know you should go to see a dentist, but you put it off. Then the toothache gets worse. You start taking painkillers so you do not feel it. Still you do not go, because you are afraid the dentist will hurt even more. You wait, until the pain becomes so unbearable that you have to go, and by then the whole tooth has to be replaced. Had you gone earlier, they could have fixed the cavity. It would have been cheaper, easier, and you would have kept your tooth.
By postponing the pain, you made it worse. Many situations in our lives are like that, and some of the biggest problems we face, like climate change, are toothaches we keep postponing. So pain is our friend, a signal we should heed. Physical pain tells us to react. Emotional pain tells us something needs readjusting. Mental pain tells us to change the way we approach things. Pain is a very clear signal for reframing.
A second reframe follows from the first. We can lower our tolerance for pain, see it as a welcome signal. We should not be proud of enduring painful situations. That is just stupid. Pain is a signal that something is wrong, and it will get worse if the signal is not addressed. We can decide to change at the first sign of pain. Pain is an invitation to change. It is an invitation to reframe.






  
  Chapter 4
Decisions


4.1 Yes and no
Many of us say yes too often. We say yes to requests. We say yes to invitations. We say yes to advertising. We say yes to everything the world throws at us. Then we feel overwhelmed. We feel like we are not protecting our boundaries. The reframe is to turn a yes, which seems the acceptable thing to do, into a no. 
One of the wonderful things I have learned is that “No” is a complete sentence. You do not have to give a reason. You do not have an obligation to explain your no. If this is something that you feel uncomfortable doing, if it is something that does not work for you at the moment, you can set your boundaries. That matters not just at work but in our personal lives as well.
If you feel so much more comfortable saying yes than saying no, it is worth experimenting with saying no. When you try the opposite approach, when you run an experiment, start with the smallest possible step: say no to something small. How does it feel when you say no to an invitation, no to a request, or no to pushy advertising?
Your reframe depends on your starting position, on your current comfort zone. If you are the kind of person who does say no all the time, who is afraid of engaging with people and with the world, experiment with the opposite approach. What would it feel like to say yes to something, to take a risk, to accept the invitation? There may be a wonderful opportunity left unexplored.
The most important thing is to realise that we have a preference, a current comfort zone. This comes from our childhood, from our upbringing, and from the way we’ve interacted with the world up until now. The goal is to become flexible, to feel comfortable in both registers. We want to be able to say no and to say yes, and to know which works for us in which situation. So we need to practise with both.
Examine your leading assumption. Is it yes? Is it no? What’s the extreme opposite? Always no? Always yes? Give it a try. The proof of the pudding, as they say, is in the eating. It is in the experience of saying no, of seeing how people react to it. The experience of saying yes, of feeling what it’s like to say it. Shifting your register will open up a whole new world.

4.2 Decisions, decisions, decisions
“I used to be indecisive — now I’m not sure.” Decisions, decisions, decisions. It’s tough. Sometimes we make decisions with our head: we think of the pros and cons. We weigh advantages and disadvantages. We make lists. Sometimes we make decisions with our heart, with our emotion. We get angry and send an email we end up regretting. We fear losing out, so we buy stock at an all-time high because everybody else is making money and we are not.
At other times we make decisions with our gut, using our intuition. It just feels right at a deep level, which is a different register from emotion. Gut people make decisions incredibly quickly. They never have to think about them. They never linger in their head, or wallow in emotion. They just go with their gut. They do make a lot of wrong decisions, but they usually don’t worry too much because they move on quickly to the next opportunity. Head people, on the other hand, can spend so long weighing the pros and cons that the opportunity is long gone by the time they decide.
We can change by analysing where our own preference lies. We tend to have one centre that dominates the others, but we would like to be able to use different registers. The assumption that choosing with your head is always the best approach is dangerous. The same is true for going with your gut, or with your heart.
When you want to buy something large, like a house or a car, your gut feeling is important. Do you feel at home? Does it feel right? If it does not feel right and you are trying to override it with your head by convincing yourself it is a great neighbourhood or a practical vehicle, you are deciding with the wrong decision centre.
On the other hand, when you make a financial decision about the mortgage, you do want to use your head. Which is the best rate? Which has the lowest risk? Which is the best deal? You calculate and make an impartial decision, one not influenced by the commercial or the sympathetic salesperson.
Emotions can be tricky when buying a house: are you deciding out of desire or out of fear? Is it a positive emotion towards the object or an emotion about something else? It’s worth examining your preferred pattern. Do you decide quickly or slowly? Do you regret your choices often or rarely?
It is important to understand how we make decisions, and why we make them the way we do. The point is to analyse the assumptions underneath. When you have found the assumption, change it. Learn to decide differently. Experiment with different decisions: faster ones if you are always overthinking; slower ones if you are always jumping right in; and decisions made from a different decision centre. We all make a lot of decisions every day. There is plenty of material to practise on.

4.3 The joy of missing out
Many of us have one thing in common: we are incredibly busy. There is so much going on in our lives. We have our work, our family, our friends, our activities. We feel we need to keep fit through sport or working out. We want to keep up with world affairs, national politics, and local news; with the latest trends, entertainment, and destinations. One of the defining features of modern life is this abundance of information, opportunities, and activities.
We like to do as much as possible. This sometimes leads to a fear of missing out — FOMO — the sense that something terribly exciting is happening and that we should be there: the fear of missing out on a fantastic opportunity for travel, for meeting people, or for an artistic performance.
Are we still enjoying ourselves if we keep rushing from one excitement to the next? The reframe, in my experience, is this: what if, instead of the fear of missing out, we experience the joy of missing out? What if we replace FOMO with JOMO? Isn’t joy a wonderful antidote to fear?
How would that work? How could there be joy in missing out? Reframing is strange: it gives us new combinations of words that make us think. I have started to enjoy JOMO: the joy of missing out. I live in a fantastic city, Amsterdam, with endless possibilities. Every evening I know I am missing out on amazing jazz performances, world-class orchestras, or cool literary events. I could be spending time in great bars and restaurants with wonderful friends.
My whole life, in fact, consists in missing out on so much more than I am actually experiencing. But this is precisely what gives me a great sense of abundance. It replaces fear and a sense of loss with feelings of contentment, of happiness, and of joy.
If your life feels too full, if you are struggling at work or in your personal life with all the things you think you should be doing, then it is worth exploring this radical opposite. The joy of emptiness, the joy of not knowing what you are going to do with your free afternoon. A feeling of having room to move, of space for the unexpected: the joy of missing out.

4.4 Turn off auto-renewal
Many of us are creatures of habit. Once we start a job or a relationship, we expect it to continue pretty much as it is. It’s as if we have a subscription and it’s set on auto-renewal. Every year, without us having to do anything or even being aware of it, it renews automatically.
Interestingly, in some countries, you cannot have auto-renewal. The company has to ask you to resubscribe. That’s a brilliant idea. Perhaps we should resubscribe to the situation we’re engaged in. We should resubscribe to our relationship. We should resubscribe to our job. We should take stock, every year, and ask ourselves: is this still what we want? Have we changed? Has the situation changed? Has the other changed? Do we need to reconsider or renegotiate?
We have changed in the meantime. Our assumptions, the basis on which we plan things, have changed. Think of relationships. You meet, you date, you fall in love, you move in together. If you have children, that’s a completely different part of your life, as you are no longer just a couple. Eventually the children grow up and leave for their own lives. That’s another stage in your life.
While these life stages last decades, there are definite inflection points where we need to reconsider the reasons why we do things. For me, the reframe has been to question the assumption that I want things to continue forever in the same way. Instead of living my life on auto-renewal, can I make a conscious decision to renew some things in my life, to cancel some of my subscriptions, and to discover new ones?

4.5 Reframing money
A lot of people want to talk about their financial situation, and most want to have more money. Sometimes this takes the shape of magical thinking: I don’t have enough money, so I’m going to imagine the reverse situation and then I’ll have all the money I need. A mental shift, however, is not going to increase our bank balance. It’s not about changing the balance in the outside world; it’s about changing our attitude to it, and our own assumptions about money.
Some of these assumptions are about happiness: I need a lot of money to be happy. Money buys happiness. Others are about safety: money will make me feel safe about my future, safe about my opportunities. Others are about status: money is tied to how I show up in the world, to wanting to be seen as well-off. Are any of these assumptions true? They are worth exploring to see if we can change them.
A lot of our assumptions about money come from childhood. People often hold the same assumptions their parents had, or they rebel and choose the exact opposite. Someone born into very poor circumstances may feel poor even when they have become rich, and spend their life trying to make even more money. Someone born to great wealth may take money for granted, or consider it evil.
Once we have surfaced some of our assumptions about money, we can start reframing them. The widely held belief “If I had more money, I would be happier” then becomes “If I had more money, I wouldn’t be happier”, then “I would be less happy”, and, pushed to the extreme, “I would be miserable”. Most people without much money find this extreme opposite hard to imagine. How could you be miserable if you have a lot of money? There is a perception that having money can solve all the problems in the world.
I’ve worked with rich people and with children of very rich families, and I can tell you that money doesn’t solve any problem in the world, except the problem of poverty. Rich people face the same issues you do, about love, about belonging, about deciding who they are and what they want to do with their lives. Beyond a certain point, more money is not going to make you happier. In fact, once you have a lot of money, you will get a whole new set of problems. It will become harder to trust people: are they your friends because of who you are or because you are rich? It will become harder to feel secure because you are now worth a lot.
Changing our attitude to money is easier than changing our financial situation, and probably has just as much effect on our happiness. Having said that, if you are drowning in debt or are struggling to make ends meet, more money will improve your happiness. Financial security matters a great deal as a foundation for a happy life. Beyond that, however, you may find that happiness is no longer related to your bank balance.






  
  Chapter 5
Acceptance and happiness


5.1 Reframing irritations
People in the supermarket screaming into a phone because their noise-cancelling headphones are on and they can’t hear how loud their own voice is. Power tools or construction work outside your window when you need to sleep. Sometimes life feels like one long series of irritations, which get under your skin. 
Reframing is a way of performing a bit of jiu-jitsu with these irritations. You can’t change how other people talk. You can’t change how they behave. You certainly can’t stop the noise outside your window. How do we reframe our attitude to what irritates us?
Let’s examine the assumptions underlying our supermarket experience. Their voice is so loud that I can’t help hearing what they’re saying. We can turn that into: I’m so glad they’re speaking loudly, so I can hear every word they’re saying. “I’m not interested in their conversation” becomes “their conversation is fascinating.” Is it really? Well, they are talking about private matters, seemingly oblivious to the fact that I’m listening in. I find myself imagining that I am an undercover alien, sent to find out what moves people on Earth. My task would be wonderfully simple if everybody just shouted out their innermost thoughts in supermarkets all the time. Or, more realistically, I fancy myself a screenwriter or novelist looking for some real-life inspiration.
Whatever happens to us can be seen from different perspectives, and we usually focus on just one of them. How can we reframe the noise outside our window? When I am lying in bed and there’s a lot of noise, I have started to think to myself: I can rest. I can probably even fall asleep, while that poor person is outside working a power tool, in the cold, in the rain. Meanwhile, I’m comfortable here. All is well. Usually at that point I drift off again.
Our reactions to the outside world may seem inescapable, but they are not unchangeable. Perhaps you can even reframe some of these irritations into things you will enjoy.

5.2 Reframing chores
Life is full of daily chores. We have to get up, wash and groom ourselves; cook food and do the dishes; clean our clothes and our house. There are endless life maintenance activities that need to be done every day. We can resent them, or we can try and make them more efficient. We can outsource them if we have the means. There is also another approach: changing our attitude to them.
When I first started working with reframing, I was surprised that many people used it to reframe small, mundane tasks: kitchen sink stuff, quite literally. Doing the dishes or clearing up the kitchen. They would take something they disliked intensely, and start examining the reasons why: I hate it because it takes up a lot of my time, or I dislike doing the dishes because I don’t like getting my hands wet with soap. They would then construct an extreme opposite and explore the feeling it gave them: I enjoy this warm water on my hands. I like the result of rubbing these dishes with a cloth. It’s quite Zen as a movement. It calms me. It’s a moment with the sink and the dishes, and I am actually enjoying it.
Imagine your whole life is a fight against everything you need to do every day. You are upset by it, you resent it, and that resentment grows deeper and deeper inside you. Now imagine what kind of liberation it would be if, instead of resenting these things you cannot avoid anyway, you started tolerating them, exploring them, and perhaps even enjoying them. If you started enjoying the things you need to do every day, would they still be chores?

5.3 The illusion of control
Most of us like to be in control. In control of ourselves, in control of the situation, perhaps even in control of others, because to control something is, quite literally, to have power over it. We feel in charge, and things happen according to plan. There is the rub: we may have some control over our own moods and the way we show up in the world, but we have no control over others. We certainly have no control over fate, over what happens in the world, over events large and small.
What happens when we try to control these things anyway? Think of a manager who wants to control their team, and so checks everything the team does. Think of parents who try to control their children, because they do not want bad things to happen to them. No parent does, of course. So they check on everything their children do, and where they are at every single moment. Think of someone on holiday who wants to have a fantastic time, and so tries to control every detail.
The manager, the parent and the holidaymaker are all trying to extend their power, and it usually backfires, sometimes spectacularly. The team will be paralysed, unable to do anything without the manager stepping in. They will start going around the manager, making decisions in secret, because they do not want to be subject to that oversight. The same goes for children. They do not want to be checked on at every single moment. They want some freedom, so they will get a second phone and do things you do not know about.
And the holidaymaker who wants to control everything? I guarantee it will not work out. You cannot foresee everything. Things will go wrong, and you will miss all the wonderful opportunities you had not planned for. You will be blind to them because you did not allow for them, and you are angry that things did not go as planned. The paradox of control is that the more you want it, the less you have it.
There is a further cost: people who try to control everything exhaust everybody, beginning with themselves. They are worn out from anticipating every situation, every possibility. Eventually they run their team into the ground, they run their family into the ground, or they have a horrible holiday. The people around them are also exhausted from being controlled and from having to resist this. 
If you have a tendency to want control, the reframe is: let go. Let go of what you cannot control. Welcome small mistakes from your team. Let your children discover who they are, and where their boundaries lie, by sometimes stepping over them. On holiday, be open to all the fantastic things that happen outside your usual surroundings: what you have not planned could be the discovery of a lifetime.

5.4 Reframing loss
How do we reframe loss? How do we reframe a horrible situation where we lose our job, our health, or a loved one? There are many situations in life that are incredibly painful because they are about loss, pure and simple. Our first reaction is often one of denial. We cannot believe this has happened. We are shocked. Then we might pass through depression, anger, and feeling sorry for ourselves. Yet eventually, we know we have to move on. We have to accept that this is the reality, that we cannot change the world. This has happened.
Something has been taken away from our old frame: our work, our health, our loved one. This doesn’t mean we can’t honour them, but the reality is they are no longer here. This is a difficult and very painful reframe, but I believe it is a necessary reframe. Reframing helps, because the assumptions under which we lived our lives are no longer valid. When we take those assumptions out of the picture, we can rearrange what remains, so that we can survive, and eventually become happy again.
We all have to deal with loss. I’m pretty sure I’m not the one breaking that news to you. You have experienced it in your life, hopefully as little as possible. One of the things that has helped me is the saying: pain is inevitable, suffering is optional. There is going to be suffering. My reaction to a loss is always suffering, but endless suffering is just not possible. We are not helping the person we have lost. We are not helping ourselves, and we are not helping the world by staying with that loss. Moving on, with fortitude and resolve, is the next step.

5.5 The present moment
Reframing is all about change. It’s the desire to change, to do things differently, to explore through new experiments. Sometimes we need to examine this very desire for change: the idea that the life we want to live is going to happen next year, or when we’re on holiday, or when we’ve grown up, or when we have achieved a certain position. In that sense, our real life is always in the future. It is always dependent on a stage we have not reached yet.
Eastern wisdom encourages us to live in the moment, to be happy with what we have now, to realise that the only life we’re experiencing is the present moment. When we’re eating, we’re eating. When we’re waiting for somebody, we’re waiting. When we’re lying in bed at night and can’t sleep, that’s what we’re doing. When we’re taking a shower, we can enjoy the warm water falling on our skin. Our awareness is in the present moment. Everything else going on in our heads is what the Buddhists call the monkey mind: little thoughts, little plans, little calculations, or emotions such as anger or jealousy.
I’m all for wanting to change your life. This whole journey is about transformation, but it’s worth examining that process itself, and the assumption underneath it: I will only be happy when I’ve achieved this, I will only be happy at some point in the future. The move is to change that assumption into its opposite: I can have all the happiness I need now. This is the best time of my life, because this is the only time I am alive.
That awareness, that enjoyment of the moment, will increase our happiness. We can take inspiration from the East and from the West. We can live in the moment, and we can also change, design, and shape our future. Enjoy your plans. Enjoy your aspirations. Enjoy your dreams, and don’t forget to enjoy the present moment.

5.6 The key to a happy life
The key to a happy life is low expectations. To me, that is a liberating statement, while to other people it’s very puzzling. Why would you have low expectations? Don’t you expect good things in your life? I would like good things in my life. I have dreams, I have ambitions, I work to shape the future, but this is different from having expectations. I do not expect the world to conform to my view. I do not expect people to behave in a particular way. If I am only happy when the world meets my expectations, when the results of my endeavours are exactly as I plan, then I am setting myself up for failure. I am setting myself up for disappointment, because how likely is it that the world is going to be exactly as I want it to be?
Don’t get me wrong. It doesn’t mean that we should not have dreams or plans for the future. I’m an optimist and I have plenty of those, but I have found that low expectations save me from a lot of irritation and frustration when things don’t work out as planned. When transport gets cancelled, when people don’t do what they have promised, when organisations let us down, when the weather doesn’t cooperate with our plans for the weekend. The main reason this can be so painful is that we expected it to be different. We expected sunny weather. We expected the Tax Office to be incredibly efficient. We expected our friend to keep their promise.
What right did we have to do that? We don’t have any control over other people, large organisations, or the weather. The only control I have is over my own perspective on life, my own attitude, and my own approach. I have found it wonderfully liberating to have low expectations. Perhaps the weather will be nice, perhaps it won’t. Perhaps this person will keep their promise, perhaps they won’t. It’s possible that dealing with the Tax Office will be an enjoyable experience, but if it isn’t, I won’t be disappointed. The key to a happy life is having low expectations. Give it a try. Though I won’t be disappointed if you don’t.






  
  Part Three: Professional Reframes









  
  Chapter 6
Communication


6.1 Do we understand each other?
One of the most fundamental assumptions we carry into any conversation, whether in everyday life or at work, is that we understand each other. When I say something to you, I assume you have understood what I was trying to say. Working on that assumption, I keep going with my explanation and with our discussion. 
Yet what if my assumption is incorrect? What if the person I’m speaking to didn’t understand me? What if what I said is unclear to them, or they are confused by it? What if they understood something completely different from what I meant?
There is a simple way to check. After I’ve said something, I could ask: could you summarise what I have just said? Could you repeat it back to me? It feels rude, because it sounds as if I think you weren’t listening. In my experience, however, people usually cannot summarise reliably what they’ve just heard.
Most conversations rest on a hidden assumption: that perfect understanding is taking place, and that as the conversation moves on, we are building on secure foundations. That assumption is usually incorrect. We are seldom building on a sound foundation. We misunderstand each other a little bit here, then a little bit there, and before we know it, the whole edifice is in danger of collapsing.
What if you started testing for understanding? Think of it as a little game that you are playing when you have conversations at home or at work, especially when they are important. Ask: “could you summarise what I have just said?” The trick is to say it in such a way that it does not come across as an aggressive move. You are not judging. You are working on securing sound foundations: do we understand each other?

6.2 Communication styles
We all use a mental frame in our communication: a certain type of communication that makes sense to us, that we find convincing. Take technical people, for example. When they explain something to you, they do so with a lot of technical details. If you look lost and say “I don’t understand what you’re saying”, they will explain it to you again with more technical details.
Of course, your problem isn’t that you didn’t get enough technical details. The problem is that having it explained to you with technical details is not effective in the first place, because that’s not your mental frame. Your mental frame may be about strategic argumentation, management concepts, or marketing psychology.
If your concern is to speak to the needs of the client, and your mental frame is about marketing to them, a technical explanation is missing the point. The message that our machine has all these fantastic specifications and that it runs at this many teraflops a second, is not going to convince my customer. They want the machine to do something for them.
Technical people and marketing people speak very different languages. Procurement people speak a different language from researchers in the innovation department. HR speaks a different language from accounting.
When we’re having these kinds of professional conversations, it pays to start thinking from the frame of mind of the person you’re talking to, especially when you’re trying to convince them. Imagine how hard it is to make someone see your position when you are not speaking their language.
One unexamined assumption is that we are all speaking the same language. What if the opposite were true? We are all speaking different languages. If we start from that opposite assumption, we can make an effort to put ourselves in somebody else’s shoes by getting through to them in their preferred language.

6.3 Reframing emails
Emails. Who doesn’t hate emails? Most of the people I meet in organisations are upset at their inbox. They feel overwhelmed by the number of emails they’re getting. Interestingly enough, that number can vary wildly. For one person, 20 emails a day feels like drowning; for another, 200; for some, 1,000. The number can vary enormously, depending on your sector, your function, and your communication habits. The feeling is always the same: overwhelmed.
There are all kinds of techniques and technological fixes to streamline our email, but I want to focus on this feeling of being overwhelmed. What are the assumptions underlying how we approach incoming emails in the first place? Do we feel we need to read every email? Do we feel we need to answer every email? Do we feel we need to answer them within 24 hours?
The way we use email, and especially the way we cc each other, usually doesn’t make a distinction between the ones we must read, the ones we could read, those just for our information, and those that require action. That is why it’s important to discuss the assumptions underlying email use. Does every email need to be read? Does it need to be read in full? Does it need commenting on? Is a follow-up action always required? This could lead to the adoption of explicit codes, such as FYI for information or a tick for action, to signal which type of email it is.
Organisations often look to technological fixes for communication issues. We could automate the use of emails with the help of AI, which can organise our inboxes, summarise mail, rank them in order of relevance or urgency, or even draft complete answers. But before we automate, we must have a deeper conversation about the fundamental assumptions underlying our use of email and how it shapes the way we communicate. Otherwise, we will continue to struggle with this feeling of being overwhelmed.
Questioning these fundamental assumptions by exploring their opposites is a courageous way to open up this discussion. If your assumption is “I must answer all my emails”, one extreme opposite is “I don’t have to answer any emails”. If it’s “I must read all my emails”, the opposite is that not all emails need to be read, or not all emails should be read. If the deeper fear is captured by the assumption “I must always know what’s going on”, consider that things often work out perfectly well when you don’t. Before implementing technological fixes, examine these assumptions, question them, and experiment with a radically different approach.

6.4 Reframing meetings
Most meetings are pretty dreadful, and some meetings are hell. A lot of that has to do with the way they are structured: they last an hour or two, and they are chaired by the most senior person. There is usually too much information: one person speaking at great length, sometimes with slides or graphs, followed by a free-for-all question round towards the end. By the top of the hour there is no time left to decide anything, so we postpone, and schedule another meeting.
How do we turn meetings from a colossal waste of everybody’s time into something productive and effective, something people want to join and contribute to?
Start with the outcome. What is the meeting for? Is it a decision? Is it an update? Is it getting everybody on board? The outcome determines the process. How will the meeting be run? One person speaking? Short rounds? Reading in advance? A vote?
There are many powerful alternatives: pair work; a short walk, a coffee, some fresh air, and back; small groups; time alone to reflect before asking questions; writing questions down and looking at them all together. A judiciously chosen combination of these processes works best. One person speaking and everybody listening is just one option, and should be used sparingly. Making it the default is disastrous.
Two simple interventions work remarkably well. First, use a timer. Even an artificial voice will do, saying: “We have now used 15 minutes of our one-hour meeting. We have now used half an hour of our one-hour meeting.” That speeds things up: people realise time is slipping away and that they had better move to a decision. Second, do not let the most senior person chair the meeting. The chair should be the person with the least skin in the game, often quite a junior one. The chair is like a referee: not a participant, only there to make sure the process is followed and people play by the rules.
Imagine well-structured, productive meetings which leave attendees energised and inspired. Isn’t that worth reframing your current approach?

6.5 It’s not personal
None of us likes to be judged. We do not like to be told how to do things, or how we should have done them. Most of us are resistant to feedback and to well-meaning advice.
The way to break out of this is to realise it’s not personal. It is not really about us. The feedback is not given to us as criticism. It is not meant to judge us, to punish us, to make us feel bad, or to make the other person feel better about themselves.
If the feedback is given honestly, as a gift, that person is on our side. They are not standing across from us, judging us, looking down on us. They are standing side by side with us. They are telling us: let’s see what happened. Let’s analyse this situation. How did things turn out this way? This is a bit of a mess. How do we avoid it next time? Their interpretation, their analysis is designed to help us.
Like most people, I take feedback far too personally. You can tell by the intensity of my eyes when you are giving me feedback that you are taking a serious risk. At the same time, I want your input, I want your perspective, I want help with the things I am struggling with, and so the shift I have to make is: it’s not personal. This person is on my side.
When I am the one giving feedback, I try to remind myself: I am their friend, I am trying to help them. I am soft on the person, so I can be hard on the content: let’s take a hard look at this mess. That didn’t work out the way we expected. What can we do about it?
This has been one of my major realisations. Feedback always feels tricky. Trust me, I struggle with it every day. But the liberation, the way out of feeling judged, of feeling small, of feeling criticised, the way out of anger, is this: it’s not about us. It’s not about you. It’s not personal.






  
  Chapter 7
Customers


7.1 The customer knows what they want
One of the core assumptions we have about our customers is that they know what they want. It underpins the idea that to be successful in business, you have to give customers what they want. They know what they want and you provide it for them: this makes a successful transaction. 
Let’s question that assumption. Do customers really know what they want? If they do, it’s simple: give them what they want. But what if this assumption is not correct? Customers may not know exactly what they want. They may be confused about what they want. A more extreme version: customers may be completely mistaken about what they want. If this is the case, then giving them what they say they want is counterproductive. There is often a different, unspoken need behind what they claim they want.
I experience this frequently in my work. Requests for lectures or workshops usually come with a specific approach in mind. When I ask: “why do you want this approach?”, I am given a goal, such as becoming more proactive in a changing environment. The problem is that their suggested approach and desired goal usually do not match. As the expert, I have a much better sense of what would help them achieve it. The customer doesn’t know what they want. They have an idea, but because this is outside their expertise, they are often mistaken about it. It takes several rounds of questioning to unearth what they are actually looking for.
There is a radically different approach, and a company that has gone all in on this reframe. Apple has a tendency to override its customers’ needs. It will take away functionalities that its customers have come to expect on its products, such as disk drives or headphone sockets. People get upset at first, as they cannot imagine living without them, but get used to it quickly. Apple believes it knows better than its customers what their real needs are. Another famous example is the quote attributed to Henry Ford: “If I had asked people what they wanted, they would have said faster horses.”
One of the core assumptions most worth challenging is “the customer knows what they want”. In my experience, the opposite assumption leads to much better results for everybody involved, including the customer.

7.2 Reframing price
Companies usually assume they should compete on price, because one core assumption about customers is that they buy things that are cheap. This seems obvious. We try to get the best deal on groceries, on appliances, on travel and entertainment. If your budget is limited, it makes sense to choose the cheapest option, especially if products are broadly comparable.
What if that assumption is not correct? Let’s explore its opposite: customers want to pay a lot of money for products. Or: customers like to buy expensive things. Pushed to the extreme: customers love paying more than they need to. Customers love paying as much as possible. The more we pay, the happier we are.
When we say it like that, we may start feeling a little ridiculous. Would customers really be happy to pay as much as possible? Is that a realistic situation? If we examine the way we buy things, we find that both assumptions hold. Sometimes we are trying to get the best price, and we might go to great lengths to get a deal. At other times, when we decide to splurge, or buy nice clothing for ourselves, we go for luxury products. We celebrate with champagne. We want to feel that this is a special occasion, and that we deserve it. We would be disappointed if what we bought was cheap.
Soap is a good example. When we buy soap as a commodity, we can find bargains such as two bars for a euro. When we give soap as a present, we want beautifully crafted and scented soap, preferably in special wrapping or with an impressive brand name, and are willing to spend 15 euros for a single bar. The expensive soap is presumably of higher quality, but is not 30 times better. The fascinating thing is that both purchasing experiences make us happy, even at wildly different price points.
When you are selling something, whether as a company product or when pricing your own work as a freelancer, remember that both of these opposite assumptions about price are correct. Sometimes customers want the cheapest product. Sometimes they enjoy paying much more, and they would be disappointed if they did not have the opportunity to do so. Sometimes you’re successful when you are cheap, and sometimes when you are expensive.

7.3 Reframing pitches
I have always been fascinated by pitches, by the act of pitching. Pitching yourself, pitching your design, pitching your product. In one sector, pitching is completely natural behaviour, the mechanism that anchors all decision-making. In another, it simply does not exist. Underlying it is the assumption that we need to choose between candidates, that it is a contest. Show us what you’ve got: pitch yourself, pitch your proposal, pitch your design, and we’ll choose.
I want to examine whether this is an efficient way to decide, since we are asking several parties for a great deal of work. When architects pitch, for example, they go to great lengths to think through the concept, make a design and a model, and present this. There is a whole choreography of pictures, of presentation skills, of reveals, of the wow moment that wins the job.
Seen from a distance, from a sector where pitching is unheard of, the obvious question is: why pitch at all? Why all the extra work? A great pitch is no guarantee of a great product: you might be very good at pitching and poor at delivering. For many pitches the client has already decided, and the pitch itself is a piece of theatre. Architects have told me: sometimes everybody knows the other pitching firm has already been chosen. We are the filler, and we resent all that work.
There is a further danger: bidders can misrepresent the price, quoting a much lower figure to win, since many organisations are obliged to take the lowest bid, and raising it once the work starts. Selection criteria thus make the choice unreliable. To an outsider, the whole thing looks like expensive theatre. 
How could we reframe pitches? One solution is to pay for the work that goes into the pitch, as many organisations now do. That suggests an interesting reversal: pitching as the business model. You never build anything. You just do great pitches, and get paid for them. I thought this was a clever business model, but architects hate it: they really want to build something.
There is a deeper reframe: run a competition. Pitches generate an enormous amount of wasted work, for architects, designers and consultants alike. A competition generates the opposite: if you want people to work very hard on something useful, this is how. The Ansari X Prize offered 10 million dollars to the first privately built craft to reach the edge of space, and dozens of teams set to work on the problem, spending far more than the prize was worth to win it. The result was a wave of innovation. If you want to stimulate a field, to encourage experimentation and breakthroughs, put up a prize and let people compete for it. A pitch wastes work. A prize makes all that work valuable.






  
  Chapter 8
Targets and efficiency


8.1 Reframing time
Time. How long do we spend doing things? Changing the time you spend on an activity is one of the simplest, but also one of the most powerful things you can reframe in your professional life. Many of us get paid for our time, whether through a nine-to-five schedule, a time clock, or hourly rates. Time is the unit we are evaluated by, the unit we sell. This model is inherited from assembly-line work that moves at a specific speed, producing a measurable output every hour. We have applied this hourly yardstick to white-collar work, where it makes very little sense. Despite this near-universal adoption, time and output are not the same thing. 
The most famous example is meetings, which by default last one hour. Why is this? Because of the diary, which gives you an unambiguous structure: one-hour slots. The extreme opposite is provocative: meetings should never last an hour. They can last 25 minutes or run to an hour and a half. If there is little to discuss or if agreement comes quickly, they can be over in less than 15 minutes. But they should never last an hour, because there is no good reason for them to. This is true not just of meetings; it is true of all the work that you do.
Think of a specific activity, and ask yourself: why does it take this amount of time? Why do I think this part of my job requires an hour, or half a day? What are the assumptions behind my time allocation, and are they correct? Could it be done in a different time frame altogether? In half that time? In a quarter?
Experiment with setting a timer for half your current time allocation to see if it can be done in half the time. The attempt itself is the experiment, and will give you valuable data. Sometimes it will not work: you will get stuck, you will get flustered, the quality will be bad. That tells you your current approach is the right one. But I guarantee you that in other cases, you will find out that you can easily do it in half the time, retaining the same quality or even improving on it. You might even enjoy it more at that pace. Imagine all the time you will save by making this your new standard — at least until you question it again.

8.2 Less is more
More is better. Let’s look at a deeply held family of assumptions: more is better, longer is better, more elaborate is better. This applies to all kinds of products: reports, slide decks, books, even databases. There’s this sense that if they are longer, then they must be better. The deeper assumption underlying this is proportionality: input is proportional to output. This applies to the result: a hundred-page book is better than a 50-page book. It also applies to the creation process: if you put in a hundred hours, you get a great product. If you put in ten hours, you get a mediocre product. You can see why this idea would make sense intuitively: the effort you put into something is proportional to the output.
That is not always true. In many cases, it’s not true at all. We can all name examples where less is more, shorter is better, or simpler is better. How deeply does the assumption of proportionality affect our work? Take the example of hourly rates. In most of our business models, whether you are an accountant, a consultant, or work in any kind of product or service, you will be paid by the hour. A product will be translated back into a number of hours or days of work, and this formula rests on the assumption that the time you spend doing something is proportional to the value of the output.
Many people understand that it doesn’t make sense to have hourly rates for products. It doesn’t matter how much time was spent on it; it’s the quality of the output that matters. If less is better, if shorter is better, and if simpler is better, then many things can be done in far less time. The assumption of proportionality between input and output breaks down. We could of course just charge for quality, but this disrupts our sense of fairness and the internal accounting metric of large firms. How do we escape the paradigm of hourly rates in a world in which less is sometimes more?

8.3 Key Persecution Indicators
Let’s examine targets. Targets in the business world are often called Key Performance Indicators, or KPIs. Many people resent KPIs: they dislike their work being turned into quantitative indicators, targets they need to hit. A team I worked with once said the letters really stood for Key Persecution Indicators.
Targets are not only disliked, but also dangerous. This is because each target is a proxy for something else. The target itself does not matter, whether it’s a budget target or a sales target. What matters is what the target stands for: a well-run company or a good product. Translating something qualitative into something quantitative makes people focus on hitting the target even if they’re losing sight of why. There lies the real danger. The target was never about the target. It’s a proxy, a stand-in for another value. That something else is what matters.
There are multiple dangers involved in using quantitative targets. The first is a complete focus on hitting targets instead of on the activity itself. The second is finding workarounds to hit the target in a way that doesn’t serve its actual purpose. The third is actively gaming the system to produce unreliable numbers. The output will look impressive in spreadsheets, while the quality and the reliability of the product suffer, and relationships with customers and stakeholders are put at risk. Targets and the rationale behind them should be questioned frequently. Their usefulness as proxies depends on it.
Why do people use such strong language? Why persecution? Because the targets feel unfair to them. When I tell managers their team finds the targets unfair, they respond: “everybody should live with targets, that’s just the way it is. Everybody has KPIs.” Then I ask them: “how do you feel about the KPIs your manager is giving you?” They say: “that is completely different. My KPIs are horrible. They don’t make sense, and they’re very hard to achieve.” You see the double standard: the targets you impose on others feel justified and acceptable; the targets others impose on you feel like persecution.

8.4 Your inner Terminator
“Waste is doing with great efficiency what should not be done at all.” That’s a quote by the management guru Peter Drucker, and it’s one of my favourite reframes because it questions the very basis of what we set out to do. When we decide to do something, we usually try to do it efficiently. At the same time, we keep adding tasks: more emails, more meetings, more reports to read and write, and additional ways to interact with our customers and within our organisation. Because there is so much to do, the question becomes: how do we do our emails efficiently? How do we run efficient meetings?
In my experience, and I say this whenever I work with organisations, 50 per cent of what you do at work is completely unnecessary. If you stop doing it, nothing bad is going to happen. Either things will remain the same, or they may even improve. It does feel a little strange to confidently propose 50 per cent. I get asked: what do you know about our sector? What do you know about banks? How can you make that claim? You’re just a philosopher. My answer is: I’ve spent a long time in education, and there it’s closer to 80 per cent, so my estimate of 50 per cent is on the safe side. I could easily question the point of half of the things that you are doing.
The simple question that we should ask whenever we do a task is: why are we doing it at all? Every organisation could use a Chief Destruction Officer, a CDO, whose job it is to go through all the things that need to be done and ask: are they really necessary? What happens if we don’t do them? If you are not a member of the executive team and argue that as a middle manager you are not in charge, then think of yourself as a Terminator. What unnecessary tasks can you terminate in your own sphere of influence?
The important thing is to treat this as an experiment. That is the reframe. You question a task, and you stop doing it. That is the experiment. Do not ask permission from your manager. If you do, they will not simply agree to you cutting the task, because you are shifting the responsibility for doing so onto them. As it is now their decision, they become responsible. This is not about them, it’s about your own action. What responsibility can you take? Just make a decision to stop doing something and see what happens.
Run it as a small, low-risk experiment. Don’t tell people about it; just do it. If it’s a ten-page report, do it in one page. Why does it have to be ten pages? Nobody reads those anyway. Write a one-page report, send it off, and see what the reaction is.
If you are scared of sending it, write the ten-page report as well, but send the one-pager first. My guess is nobody will come back screaming at you that they want ten pages. But if they do, you will have them ready. You can send them with an apology: sorry, I sent you the wrong attachment. You will have a way out. You are not just running an experiment, you are running both versions at the same time. The most likely scenario is that nobody will notice what report you sent them, because they tend not to get read. The response might also surprise you: this one-page report is great, I finally have time to read it.
Stop doing things that don’t make sense.

8.5 Laziness as superpower
“I choose a lazy person to do a hard job because a lazy person will find an easy way to do it.” That’s a wonderful quote by Frank Gilbreth Sr. At the beginning of the twentieth century, he was one of the first people to ask: how can we make people more effective? If the word “lazy” bothers you, replace it with the word “smart”? I choose a smart person to do a hard job because a smart person will find an easy way to do it.
Many of us consider ourselves to be hardworking. When faced with a challenge, whether a target or a special request from our boss, we jump in and get going as quickly as possible. This works best when we are in a team full of people with the same attitude, so we hire people like that for our team. We are proud to be part of such a team. If being hardworking is your default way of approaching your work, your unexamined assumption, it is worth asking yourself: what would be the extreme opposite of a hardworking person? The extreme opposite is a person who is not hardworking, a person who is trying to do as little as possible. In other words, a lazy person.
If you ask a lazy person to do something, their first reaction will be to question the brief: does it really need to be done? What happens if we don’t do it? Perhaps that is enough to realise it does not need to be done. But let’s say that yes, we are certain that it needs to be done. The lazy person will then ask: has somebody else already done this? Then we could just copy-paste their work. We don’t need to reinvent the wheel. Let’s imagine for argument’s sake that you are indeed the first people in the history of the world to do this or, more likely, that there are reasons you cannot copy someone else’s work. The lazy person will still ask: is there somebody else who would love to do this? We could outsource it to them.
Only if the answer to all three questions is that the work needs to be done anew by us will the lazy person consent to do it. These are three crucial tests to apply to every request, in order to avoid unnecessary work. Remember that we all have preferences. If you are surrounded by eager people who are proud to be hardworking, you are all stuck in the same frame. To apply this smart approach, you will need some people in your team who are lazy.
Do you have a lazy person in your team? If so, are they valued for their approach? If not, will you hire one? If you are lazy but hiding this aspect of yourself at work, stop it. Show up as your best self. Your critical laziness, your smartness, is a huge asset to a team. The goal was never to work hard; it was to work smart. Laziness is a superpower.







  
  Chapter 9
Management and leadership


9.1 The unavailable manager
It is tough being a manager. One of the assumptions I always hear from managers is: I must be available for my team. I must be available on my messaging app in the evenings. I must read my emails at the weekend. I must know what’s going on. The fear that underlies it is: if I don’t know what’s going on, then things could go horribly wrong. People must be able to call on me at any time. I am crucial to every step of this team. 
What if that fundamental assumption is wrong? What if always being in the loop, always being there to help your team, doesn’t make you a good manager? Indeed, how is your team going to become independent? How are they going to get the confidence to solve things by themselves if you are always available, always looking over their shoulder, always in effect parenting them?
Perhaps what makes you a good manager is to not always be available. To say: I’ll be gone for a few days. Why don’t you sort it out, and tell me how things went when I come back. Or to take some distance by being available only at set times: I’ll be there for you, but only at those times. Otherwise, you are on your own.
If you are the type of manager who thinks you are indispensable, who thinks your presence is crucial, as most managers do, what about exploring the opposite assumption? Your team can do without you most of the time. A manager who is regularly unavailable is a great manager.

9.2 The best employees say no
It seems obvious that the best employees always say yes to their boss. We believe we are a good employee when we immediately rush off to do what we’re being asked. Is that true? What if we suffer from saying yes too often? How can we reframe our fundamental belief?
What is the opposite? Instead of always saying yes, we always say no. Could we always say no? Whatever you’re asking me to do, the answer is no. That sounds outrageous. Do you think we would keep our job if we said no to every request?
There are in fact many good reasons to say no to requests. Perhaps the request is unfulfillable. Perhaps it won’t actually solve the issue at hand. Perhaps it doesn’t make sense in this context. The person asking us may not be aware of this. So instead of saying yes and shifting into action immediately, we should pause and question the request. We could say: no, it can’t be done this way. Is there a different way we could approach this issue?
Our initial assumption was that the best employees say yes all the time. The opposite is that they say no all the time. This has led us to see the value in saying no in different scenarios. The best employees are the ones who don’t unquestioningly accept what you ask them to do, and so they often say no.

9.3 One size fits none
One fundamental assumption that we hold is equality: we should treat people equally. That sounds like a wonderful thing to do in our private lives, in business, and in society. It also assumes that by treating people in the same way we are treating them equally. On this assumption, we have one approach to working hours, one approach to salaries, and one approach to management. One size fits all.
The opposite of the assumption that one size fits all is: one size fits none. Or a different opposite: all sizes fit all. That also sounds convincing. We are all very different. Different things scare or excite us, engage or demotivate us. We find different things challenging. What we find easy or difficult to understand varies widely. This means that treating everybody in the same way is suboptimal: everybody gets treated in a way that doesn’t really fit who they are.
Treating everybody in my team differently may seem like a lot of work. One responds well to a challenge. A second needs encouragement. A third needs clear guidelines and deadlines. A fourth needs me to show interest, while a fifth prefers to be left alone. I thus have five different ways of motivating people in my team. One size definitely does not fit all.
The reframe is that treating people equally will not be very helpful to them. We can even question whether it is as ethical as it seems. Does equality mean treating everybody in the same way, even if everyone is different? The outcome will also be suboptimal. While a completely optimal outcome is out of reach, we can achieve much better results by treating people according to what works for them, by customising our approach to individual personalities and preferences. It will also be a more enjoyable process for everyone involved. Many sizes fit many people.

9.4 Reframing rosters
Imagine choosing your own working hours. You start in the afternoon because, like me, you hate getting up in the morning. Or you work straight through the summer, because in March you are going to hike through New Zealand. Most of us cannot choose to do this, because the roster of our organisation, whether it’s a company, a government institution, or a school, requires everybody to work at the same time. Usually nine to five, sometimes in set shifts. The work roster is fixed. It has been decided top down. This is essentially a suboptimal solution for everyone, as they are continuously assigned their second or third choice. Nobody is really happy, but the organisation is happy.
Now imagine again that you get to decide when you want to work, and so does everyone else in your organisation. Morning larks start early. Night owls work in the evening. Those who want to take off in mid-March do so. This approach is optimal for all the employees, but the great fear is that this flexible, bottom-up solution is going to be terrible for the organisation. There will be chaos, as the work cannot be done if people come in irregularly or go on holiday at will. I see this fear of letting go in most organisations I work with. When I tell them that there is a more optimal solution for rostering work, the people in charge dismiss it as an impossible fantasy.
There is a magic solution that matches the flexibility the employees desire with the outcome the organisation needs: a combination of exchange and currency. First, direct exchange: those who are required to work mornings but would prefer evenings trade with those in the evening who prefer mornings. Employees who want summer off trade with those who want winter holidays. Most of the roster will still get filled, especially with a large number of employees, as preferences tend to even out. Second, you establish a currency system for the remaining imbalances. If the company needs more people to work in the summer, it is made more attractive. For example, each day of summer work is worth two in the winter. If you don’t have enough people for early mornings, you offer higher pay, and the same goes for any slot that is hard to fill.
This exchange and currency system also works across time, allowing for flexibility in our stages of life. I want to work fewer hours in the coming months, as I have a sick parent to care for, young children at home, or I simply need time off for myself. I will make it up later when I can commit more time, or by choosing extra pay for unpopular hours. The same approach works with changeable needs: I will work more to save up for a large purchase, and can work less when my financial pressure eases.
This is what a currency system does in everyday life: we don’t all buy the same amount of shoes and shirts. You want to spend a lot on shoes? Be my guest. You don’t want to spend much on shirts? Then don’t. It’s an optimal system, in which you make the choices that matter to you. The currency system allows these individual choices to aggregate into a system that works for the whole: supply and demand are in dynamic balance.
Reframing a fixed but suboptimal roster into a flexible approach can be done by introducing such an exchange and currency system. The result is an optimal roster for the organisation with optimal preferences for the people who work there. The reason it may appear to be such an insurmountable challenge is just force of habit. It is challenging, but definitely worth trying. And, as always with reframing experiments, the key is to start small and build on early successes.

9.5 Reframing the annual review
A reframe often starts with an irritation. A school director once told me that he had to do more than 40 annual evaluations, one with every single teacher. This happened in December, an incredibly busy month, with Christmas, the end of the financial year and the holidays coming up. Every year he dreaded the process.
We started looking at the task. Every teacher gets an hour’s sit-down meeting in his office. They go through a printed list of questions, sign off on it, and the ritual is complete. Let’s question every aspect of this custom, this protocol, this ritual.
First, why every teacher? Why every teacher at the same time, in the same month? The assumption is that everybody needs an annual review at the end of the year. For most teachers that is not true: they are doing fine, and if there was an issue, they raised it earlier. Some teachers will request a meeting, and they should of course have one. As the director, you will also want to speak to some teachers to discuss their work. You will likely end up with around 10 instead of 40.
Second, why a sit-down meeting in your office, hour after hour? Perhaps you could go for a walk instead: side by side rather than across a desk, discussing how things are going. Third, the list of questions: the same list every year, the same list for every teacher. The last question is always the most interesting: is there anything else you want to discuss? Why not start with the last question first, and see afterwards whether anything on the list still needs raising? Finally, why an hour? Some discussions take half an hour. Others need an hour and a half or more.
This one-size-fits-all protocol is supposed to guarantee equal treatment, to cover everybody’s responsibility and to capture the outcome in a paper trail, but it is not fulfilling its function. That function was to surface problems, and to give the director an overview of how his teachers are doing. There is a more targeted and effective way to do this. Talk to the teachers who want the meeting. Talk to the teachers you want to see yourself. Have walking discussions, side by side, where you look at the problem together. Start with the most important question and take as much time as you need. Every custom can be questioned, and every ritual can be reframed. Redesign every dreaded process as something you will look forward to.

9.6 From expert to manager
It is a truth universally acknowledged that every manager was once an expert. You were the best programmer, so you were promoted to head of programming. You were the best salesperson, so you became sales manager, then head of sales. You were the best engineer, so you ended up running the engineering team.
This looks like a natural progression, and congratulations on your promotion, but it is a fundamental shift. If you are a programmer, an engineer, or any kind of expert, the work that you do is your own. You are responsible for it. The quality of your work is what makes you valuable. You are focused on delivering the best product, the best result, the best analysis. That is what it means to be an expert.
Once you become a manager, all that changes into its very opposite. You are no longer responsible for your own work. You are responsible for the work of the team. You should not be doing any of the work yourself anymore. By being promoted, you move from doing the work to managing the people who do it. This is a radical shift. It requires completely different skills, from focusing on your own activity to facilitating and managing the activity of others. Many people cannot make this shift. The result is a lot of damage and misery, for them and for their teams.
The classic case is the micromanager who cannot let go of their old identity, their old skills, their old passion. They still want to program, so they get involved in their team’s code, looking over everyone’s shoulder, correcting everyone’s work: remember, they were the best programmer. The same goes for the sales manager who thinks they are still the best salesperson, the professor turned dean who cares more about their own research than about running the department. Micromanagement, in fact, is an unfinished promotion.
How do we reframe this? Does a manager need to be an expert at all? If you are running a hospital, do you need to be a doctor? If you are running a lab, do you need to be a scientist? If you are running a programming team, do you need to program yourself?
Of course, it helps to have done the work your team is doing. It helps to know the language and the output. But there is an equally good argument for distance. What if you are not a specialist at all, but you are good with people, good with targets, good with the big picture? Your real job as a manager is to make other people’s work possible.
I went through this myself. I was a professor, teaching and researching, and then I became director of research. Suddenly I had a small team of about ten people part-time, and my job shifted to managing the team’s result: give them the capacity, the time, the budget, the encouragement and everything else they needed to do their work properly. My success was their success. Or, more precisely: their success was my success.
This meant less time for my own research and my own teaching, which I started to resent. They were having all the fun. So I took several steps back, which is to say several steps down the ladder, and became a teacher and researcher again. I found that I am not cut out for leadership. I do not enjoy managing people.
The automatic promotion from best expert to manager needs re-examining. Many of the best experts are not suited to management, and they will not enjoy it. They will be miserable, and they will make the team miserable with their micromanagement. This opens the door to hiring people who are not experts in the field, whose expertise is the big picture, and whose ignorance of the detail makes micromanaging impossible.
If you are a manager yourself, have you made the shift from your own output to the team’s output, from your own success to the success of your team, from the detail to the big picture? Have you completed your promotion?
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  Chapter 10
Reframing processes


10.1 Reframing processes
Most of what we do professionally is a process. It is a chain of tasks and activities that leads to a certain outcome. You can reframe your assumptions about a specific situation, about customers, about meetings, about price, but you can also apply it to a whole process. 
Hiring is a good process to break down: HR people know they make a lot of assumptions, and because hiring never stops, they can experiment and see what works. It usually starts with a profile. The assumption is that we know who we are looking for, and we can describe them in such a way that the right person will apply. But immediately we start to wonder: is that true? Is there a match between the profile and the person applying? Perhaps we do not know exactly what we want. Perhaps we want a certain attitude rather than a specific skill.
Take experience. We usually want people who have it. The assumption is: the more experience the better. They know the field and the product well, so they will hit the ground running. What if the reverse were true? What if experience is not an asset? Experience is backward-looking. It is what we did in the past, but we are living in a fast-changing world in which the future is nothing like the past. In this case, experience is not an asset: it is ballast. What we need is a fresh approach, fresh eyes on the situation, especially now that AI is changing everything about the way we work.
There is a further problem: we ask for experience in several competencies at once. Five years in this, five years in that. I have seen lists as long as 12 five-year requirements. Who will fit all of these? This describes a very small subset. Anybody who falls short on one of the 12 will not apply, so we have shrunk our pool of candidates before we have even started.
Next comes the CV. A curriculum vitae is literally the course of our life: what we have done up until now. It says nothing about what we will do next. And CVs are easy to game, especially now that AI writes them for us.
Then comes the interview, the default way of seeing whether somebody fits, and it is also full of assumptions. We tend to hire people who look like us and make a good first impression. But being good at interviews does not make you good at the job. Conversely, somebody who comes across as insecure, solemn or nervous may be exactly right for the job, and simply bad at interviews. We are in effect screening out some of the best candidates.
Our process is riddled with assumptions, each one compounding the last. Luckily, every one of them can be tested. Make the profile broader, to the point where we can try open hiring. Whoever wants this job can apply, and we will find out in practice whether they are a good fit. Take experience to the opposite extreme: experience not required. If we want to push it further, experience not wanted: if you are experienced, please do not bother to apply. Replace CVs, so easily gamed, with something that actually tells candidates apart. As for the interview, borrow from orchestras: when they started auditioning musicians behind a curtain, so that the judges could not see them, they hired far more women.
Hiring is just one example. Take any outcome your organisation is working toward and divide the process into its constituent steps. Each of these steps has a number of assumptions built in. Surface these assumptions. Question them. Construct the extreme opposite to widen your field. Then design an experiment to test that daring opposite. Step by step, you change your process, you make it more effective, and you rescue it from the danger of doing things because they have always been done that way.

10.2 Eight years to eight minutes
How long should things take? Eight years? Eight months? Eight weeks, eight days, eight hours, eight minutes? All around us, life has sped up. We have instant communication, next-day delivery, everything that we do is so much faster than it was a decade ago, yet many of our institutional processes still take an enormous amount of time. The question is: why do these processes take so long? More specifically, what are the deep assumptions, the deep convictions, the deep beliefs underlying how we structure them?
I want to look at two examples, both of which I find mind-blowing. The first is the justice system, the second is permits.
When I worked with prosecutors and judges, I realised that they share a deep assumption: justice done well, justice done equitably, takes time. The United States Supreme Court has turtles carved everywhere in its building, a symbol of its conviction that justice should move slowly. Court cases take years, which is detrimental to everybody involved: to victims if there are any, to litigants, to defendants waiting for a verdict. By the time the decision is made, the world has moved on.
Court cases are still run exactly as they were several decades ago, when we did not have email, let alone instant translation. Plenty of practical solutions exist that would speed this up tenfold, so that court cases which now last eight years take eight months, or perhaps even eight weeks. We could use current technology to do more of the analysis, and propose mediation far more often.
The second example is permits. Permits famously take a long time. The reason I chose eight years is that in the Netherlands, getting from the first plan for a new house to the delivery of the keys now takes more than eight years on average. A couple of decades ago it only took a fraction of that. The process is now completely clogged up.
Even small changes take a long time. I once worked with a manager from a municipality who told me that requests to install a dormer, the raised window you put in your loft for extra space, used to take eight weeks. His civil servants said: “We have eight weeks to decide, so we always wait eight weeks and send the result before the deadline.”
When he looked into it, he realised that 99 per cent of these requests were granted, because it was policy to encourage them. So he said: “I want you to give the result within 24 hours. Pick out the cases where you think there might be a problem, and for those, still within 24 hours, send a letter saying that we are going to look at the case in more detail.”
It was a shift in thinking. There was no reason for it to take eight weeks, because they were no longer sending out surveyors or having meetings to decide. The reason this manager had a different attitude is also instructive. He came from the world of logistics, where everything moves much, much faster.
In both cases, the justice system and permits, these delays severely damage our quality of life. They slow down resolutions and stop us from moving forward. Mostly they rest on a deep conviction that doing things requires plenty of time, even if it takes months or years, while we have the technology, the insight and the means to make them take days or hours.
It is time we made that shift in thinking. How long should these processes take? Eight years, or eight minutes? What do you believe, and why do you believe that?

10.3 Reframing homework
Most of us grew up doing homework. If you were like me, you left it to the absolute last moment. If you were more disciplined, you did it first and then went out to play. Either way, homework was unquestioned. Everybody did it. It was simply part of going to school.
Can we question homework at all? The first thing to ask is: does it improve education? The answer may surprise you. Many studies show that it does little for learning, and nothing at all in primary school. But the deeper assumptions lie elsewhere. Take the assumptions we have about home: all homes are created equal; home is a place where you can study in peace, with the right resources; home is a bit like your school. We all know this is untrue: pupils have very different conditions at home.
Let’s examine the word home-work: it puts home and work together. Your work comes home with you. Why not do schoolwork at school, where it belongs? Home is a separate place. Giving pupils homework prepares them for a lifetime of bringing their work home, for a lifetime of overwork. Teachers are also doing home-work by bringing their preparation and grading home with them. The habit of mixing work and home starts very early.
What if we flipped it and went to the extreme opposite: there shall be no homework. Work is at work and home is home. No homework for pupils. No overwork for teachers either: grading and preparation happen at school, and when you go home, your time is your own. There are schools where teachers are not overworked, because they have one simple rule: their work stays at work.
Sometimes the very thing we need to question is the word itself. The word homework already announces its fundamental assumption. That is an assumption we can question and flip. That is a world that we can change. If we dare, generations of pupils, teachers and parents will be grateful to us.
10.4 Reframing selection
We can pick the best grant application, the best artist, the best proposal. We can pick the winners. That fundamental assumption rests on our belief in our own capacities: we have panels of experts to evaluate and judge applications. The questions we need to ask: is that always true? Is it true most of the time? Is it true at all?
There are some famous counter-examples. Katalin Karikó was turned down for grant after grant at the University of Pennsylvania, demoted, and eventually left. In 2023 she won the Nobel Prize for the work that made the mRNA vaccines possible. The experts, the very people whose job it was to judge the potential of her research, turned her down every time.
The director of a famous art school once told me, wistfully: this artist just won a major prize. We never let him into our programme. That one is representing our country at a premier international art show. We turned her down too. We were convinced they weren’t good enough for us.
These could be the exceptions. People will still claim that the selection system works, because it is so thorough. We ask for information, for referrals, and for track records. We have experts assign very precise grades. There lies the rub. These numbers are meaningless. Nobody can judge in advance what will succeed or what will be groundbreaking. If you go by the numbers, you reward the safe bet: the research we already know will lead somewhere, the artist who already shows promise. You are not selecting the future best, you are selecting the current best. We are just as bad at picking research or artists as we are at picking stocks reliably. Nobody can do it.
So what do we do? Why not leave it up to fate? Why not set a minimum requirement to check that a proposal is serious, and then run a lottery, where some win and some lose? For a start, it is fairer. Extensive research shows that the results are at least as good, and that running a lottery has important positive knock-on effects. The researcher whose grant is turned down, the artist who is refused a place at the exhibition: it is just bad luck. Better luck next time. Nobody feels disheartened, rejected, or takes it personally. Equally important: the people who do make the cut, who get the exhibition or the grant, do not feel full of themselves. They know that part of it was luck.
The idea that we can pick the winners is one of our most dangerous assumptions, because of the damage it does to our science, to our arts, to any system where we rank people. It is time, high time, to let go of it.






  
  Chapter 11
Numbers and measurement


11.1 Reframing student evaluations
Student evaluations improve education. They allow us to evaluate professors and their teaching, they signal problems, and they improve the curriculum. The more data we have, the better the evaluation. This sounds convincing. 
In the 1980s, universities started rolling out student evaluations. The idea was: if we ask the students how they perceive the teaching, we can improve it. It was a fair assumption. So we collected data, we collected more data, and we started relying on it.
Questions touched on many different aspects of teaching. Did you enjoy the class? Are the teacher’s explanations clear? Do you have sufficient information about the curriculum? But also: how well does the teacher know their subject? This is a different category of question altogether: why would a student be capable of evaluating the depth of a teacher’s professional knowledge?
Soon, other problems started surfacing. If a student got a bad grade, they sometimes took revenge by giving the teacher a bad evaluation. But there is a big difference between a teacher grading a paper on academic criteria and a student evaluating teaching prowess.
The damage is real. The first problem is that the numbers are completely unreliable. Study after study has shown that they bear no relation to how much students learn. They provide a false sense of certainty, which is exactly why people continue with them. The second problem is that they hurt teachers. I have heard so many stories of teachers who were crestfallen, deeply hurt by a bad evaluation they felt was unfair, given in anger or disappointment, or simply because the student did not like them.
Evaluations are also easily gamed. I was given this advice by fellow teachers: give the students an easy exam so that everybody has a high grade, and then ask for the evaluation when you hand back the results. This will put them in a good mood, and they will give you a high evaluation in return. My colleagues were blunt: you’re only harming yourself by asking at any other time.
So where are we now? We know the system does not work. We know that it has no positive effects, only negative ones. Still we carry on, because it is entrenched, and whenever I bring up the issue I hear the same objection: what will we do instead? We can’t live without an evaluation system.
We used to be fine without one. When I first started teaching, we did not have an evaluation system. We had a complaint system: if you thought your teacher was terrible, you lodged a complaint and it was investigated. Complaints were taken seriously, especially if there was more than one. By signalling the exception, we had a system that worked, and we replaced it with a system that tries to measure every interaction and does not work.
I feel strongly about this because I was part of it. But look beyond the university and the same pattern is all around us. Customer feedback, online reviews, constant ratings of every process. All these ratings are easy to game, can be weaponised to do real harm, and the precision they promise is false.
When a system rests on a mistaken assumption, that more precision gives better results, and does nothing but harm, it has to go. It is a challenge, which begins with one question: are our assumptions correct?

11.2 Quality over quantity
Is more better? What is the relationship between quantity and quality? How deeply is the assumption that having more of something increases effectiveness embedded in our systems and our organisations?
Take the Netherlands, where there is a shortage of teachers across the board. Schools compete for them, there are retraining programmes, and there are constant problems about what to do with pupils when teachers cannot be found. At the heart of the problem is the number of teaching hours. In Dutch primary schools it is 940 hours a year; in secondary schools 1,000, down from 1,040. 
If you think a round thousand is based on deep research, think again. It is a number that must have appealed to some civil servant once upon a time. More importantly, there is no evidence that 940 hours is any better than 800, the European average, or 660, the figure in Finland, the country that usually ranks top in education. More hours do not mean better pupils.
This concern with the number of hours is a national obsession. Many Dutch universities have four terms of 10 weeks and teach 40 weeks a year. The universities I taught at in America and Japan had two semesters of 15 weeks. The University of Oxford famously teaches 24 weeks a year. Are Dutch universities almost twice as good as the University of Oxford because they teach almost twice as many weeks? 
What does this fixation on the amount of time produce? Overburdened teachers, overburdened professors, overburdened students. There is not enough time left to do the important things that education requires: time to think, time to read, time to write, time to get away from classroom interaction.
This obsession with quantity everywhere in education leads to absurd situations. A few years ago a Dutch economist was caught plagiarising: parts of an article he had co-authored had been lifted from another source. Some academics put their names to dozens of articles a year, each with 20 or 30 co-authors. This professor’s defence was: I haven’t read the article. You can’t expect me to read all the articles that I’m a co-author of. How did we get to the point where you can put your name to an article you have not even read, and claim you are not responsible for what is in it? The absurdity of the story shows how far this quantitative system has drifted.
Question the numbers. Where do they come from, and is there any evidence that they produce the effect we want? One of our most dangerous hidden assumptions is that more is necessarily better. There is no fixed relationship between quantity and quality.

11.3 The numbers lie
One of the big shifts of the last decades has been from the qualitative to the quantitative. More specifically, we have decided that we can measure quality by numbers. We send out surveys to measure quality: the quality of customer satisfaction, the quality of academic research, the quality of a product or a service. There are four problems with this, and together they are serious enough to destroy the exercise.
The first is noise. I once worked with a transport company whose customer satisfaction had dropped from 6.8 to 6.7 on a scale of 10. They held meeting after meeting and drew up a whole strategy to address this. But these numbers have a margin of error of several tenths at least, so a drop of 0.1 tells you nothing. It is just noise.
The second is self-selection. Who fills out these surveys? People who are upset about something, and people who love filling out surveys. Then make it compulsory, some will argue. But a compulsory survey upsets people too, and they will fill it out at random, or in such a way as to annoy you. In most cases, it is just not possible to get accurate numbers, at least not at that level of precision.
The third is that these numbers can be gamed. In academic research, everything turns on citations, so colleagues cite each other to boost each other’s count. And when researchers disagree vehemently with an article, they cite it as an example of what not to do, which boosts its citations just as well. The same goes for every rating of a taxi ride, a hotel or a book: they are far too easily gamed.
The fourth is aggregation. When we rank universities, we mix the number of Nobel Prize winners and cutting-edge research publications with the quality of the teaching, the housing, the food in the cafeteria and the overall student experience. We also conflate all departments in the humanities, sciences, and social sciences into one number, which consequently loses all meaning.
This shift runs so deep that we can no longer imagine a world without numbers, without rankings, without constant measurement. And yet that world existed, three or four decades ago, when we had a sense of what mattered without constantly measuring it.
Numbers distort the picture of what is really happening, and they mask it with an air of precision. All the time we spend collecting numbers, collating them, and ranking each other is time spent inside one mistaken frame, based on one groundless assumption: the idea that quality can be measured by quantity. The numbers lie.

11.4 Reframing bias
Who runs faster, men or women? For most people, the answer is simple: look at the world records. Men run faster. They have stronger bodies: they win the 100 metres, the 10 kilometres and the marathon. But the real answer is more subtle: it depends on the distance.
In multi-day events, in a 4,000-kilometre bicycle race across a continent, women have won outright. The longer the race, the better women do. For physiological reasons: their bodies can handle more pain, and they recover faster. And for mental and emotional reasons: they are not overconfident. They manage their resources better over the whole distance.
So who runs faster? That depends on what we measure, and that is where the first bias comes in. If one group of people gets to decide what is measured, they have already won: they simply choose the measurement that works in their favour. Many of the biases in our society, and the bias between men and women in particular, come from that choice.
In her book Invisible Women, Caroline Criado Perez gives many examples: crash-test dummies are based on male bodies, office temperatures are set to the male metabolism, and medication is tested mainly on men even though it works differently in women. When we think of human beings, we have taken one body as the standard, and the other one is seen as a deviation.
We keep repeating that we want the best candidate, but best depends on the measurement we use. Until the 1970s, almost every musician hired by the big American orchestras was a man. Then auditions moved behind a curtain, so that the jury could only hear the playing, not see the player, and many more women were hired.
Think of the movie Barbie. It opens in a matriarchy. The women are in charge, and Ken’s job is to look pretty and hope someone notices him. Then they shift to the real world, where Ken realises the rules are reversed, and the movie takes off from there. It was immediately banned in several countries. Imagining a world where men were not in charge was deemed far too subversive.
What follows from this? Every time you hear “we must hire the best candidate for the job”, and the best candidate just happens to be the one who scores highest on the usual measurement, question the measurement. Don’t fall into the trap of accepting the measurement frame.
To shift the frame, you must first make it visible: the biased world we live in has to be seen before it can be changed. You can do it as a woman, realising that the deck is stacked against you, and you can do it as a man, realising that you have lived with male privilege all your life. Question the measurement. Question the frame.






  
  Chapter 12
Reframing the system


12.1 Cause and symptoms
Reframing is all about digging deeper, finding the root cause behind a system that is causing problems. Here is a conundrum I am faced with time and again: when I work with large organisations, I meet highly educated, dedicated and hardworking employees who are trying to fix an issue which somehow escapes them and which, no matter how hard they try, keeps getting worse. 
Step back, and the pattern is almost always the same: they are treating the symptom. The root cause does not change. The Dutch have a wonderful expression for it, from a country that has always, and for good reason, been afraid of water: “mopping the floor while the tap is still running”. We need more mops, so give us a bigger budget. We need more moppers, so give us a bigger head count. The question that we don’t ask is: who left the tap running?
Let us take an example. Money laundering is a worldwide problem with a clear root cause: illegal activities, mostly involving drugs, which generate a large amount of money that needs to be laundered every year. In the Netherlands, the solution is to oblige the banks to screen all their accounts for signs of money laundering. The absurd result is that one in five bank employees in the country, around 13,000 people, spend all day policing accounts.
All these account checkers catch very few new cases of money laundering. The unwanted side effect, on the other hand, is enormous: a great many ordinary accounts are blocked for no reason. There is a grotesque imbalance between the cost of this solution, running to billions of euros a year, the number of people involved, and the result that it provides. After many years, we are belatedly realising this. You cannot fix a root problem by treating the symptom.
Which raises the question: how is this possible? Why do we not see it? How do thousands of hardworking, intelligent people end up fixing a symptom that leaves the root cause untouched? If we had consciously set out to invent unnecessary work, this is what we would have come up with.
The strength of reframing, its disruptive power, comes from this singular focus on the root cause: digging deeper, finding out why we do things, what lies beneath the systems we find ourselves in and the crises that beset our organisations, our companies, and our societies. We will not solve any of them while we keep working at the surface, mopping the water without asking where the tap is, who left it running, and how to turn it off.

12.2 Going full ostrich
When we are faced with a new reality so different from anything we have known, so overwhelming that it requires us to reframe at the deepest level, we tend to go full ostrich: we stick our heads in the sand and pretend it is not happening at all.
First of all, the joke is on us, because ostriches do not do this. How would they, if the ground is rocky? Pliny the Elder, a naturalist of the first century, started the story, and the image has stuck even though it is completely wrong: fake news is older than the twenty-first century. It survives because it points to a very human reaction. Faced with something that does not work, our first move is denial: pretend it is not happening, lie low, do not move, and it will pass.
Artificial intelligence causes exactly that reaction. It is an overwhelmingly disruptive technology, and nowhere is that clearer than in universities. Higher education is built, at least in the humanities, on writing: a thesis, a treatise, a scientific paper. Knowledge, ideas, proposals and conversations are all turned into writing.
Generative AI models produce a convincing simulacrum of writing, writing that looks like the real thing, even though it is a form of pattern matching. It sounds like a real argument, a real historical thesis, or a correct analysis, and is composed more fluently than what many students and researchers can achieve by themselves. The consequence for education is simple: you can no longer use writing to assess students. 
The main pillar under assessment has thus gone. So what can we do? We could replace it with writing in longhand during exams, going back 50 years in history. We could shift from writing to oral exams, as some countries still do and as we once did, but that asks students to think very differently: not the careful assembling of words, but answering questions on the spot with the knowledge they have. There are many ways to deal with this, but most of the universities I know respond by sticking their heads in the sand, by going full ostrich, even though, it bears repeating, ostriches never do that.
We need to look this new reality in the face. The world as we knew it has gone, and it is not coming back. Once we get past the shock, and the mourning for a world that has disappeared, we can start thinking about how to make a new one. We can reframe how we assess student progress. Time to take our heads out of the sand: the future is ours to shape.

12.3 Useless, damaging and inefficient
Much of what happens in organisations is useless, some of it is damaging, and the rest is inefficient: this sums up what I have learned in 20 years. It is not meant to be a harsh or cynical point of view. I would like these organisations not to do useless things. I would like them to be less damaging. I would like them to be more efficient.
Why these three categories? Think of a normal, fairly large organisation. There is a lot of useless activity: meetings, metrics, emails written back and forth. There is also damaging activity: targets and budgets that lead us in the wrong direction, and poisoned office politics, which set teams and people against each other.
Then there is the inefficient part, which is usually the production process itself: making the product or the service that the company sells. When we intervene in an organisation, most of the focus goes to making that part more efficient. I think it is more important to address the other two.
The damaging part is the obvious target, but it is complicated, because these are things that need to happen. We need targets and budgets, and people have to communicate and work together. The low-hanging fruit, to use an overused organisational metaphor, is the useless activity. That is where to start. There is no downside to stopping doing useless things. It clears time to think about how to do the damaging things differently, and even, if we get to it, to improve efficiency.
So look at everything you do at work each day and ask yourself: why am I doing this? What is the reason for this activity? What is the output that I am aiming for? Where will it impact the organisation? If you keep asking these questions with great tenacity, you will find that many of the things you thought needed to be done do not need to be done at all.
I am not trying to be the bearer of bad news. I am trying to help, and one effective change is to get rid of the things we do not need to do. That will give us time to focus on where we can make other radical changes. That is what reframing is for.

12.4 Scapegoats
In my work with organisations, one pattern stands out: every team, every organisation, every sector has a scapegoat. The scapegoat is the person or entity you are blaming for everything that’s going wrong for you. You are working hard with the best intentions, but someone else is stopping you from being successful and hitting your targets. It’s that terrible person making your life miserable, that institution making your work impossible, that boss out to get you, and that colleague undermining your efforts.
By blaming your scapegoat, you are shoving responsibility for the situation onto them, but you are also giving up a lot of power. In effect, you are saying: I don’t have the autonomy and the power to change the situation. Someone else is in charge; they decide, they make my life hard.
Notice this happens at every scale: between individuals, between people and organisations, and at the level of organisations themselves. There is always a manager, an internal compliance officer, or an external regulator cast as the scapegoat.
Here is the challenge, the reframe: what if there was no scapegoat? What if we got rid of the goat? When there is no one else to blame, it’s up to us. We always have some influence. We are part of the system, we are involved, so we can change it. We can never abdicate our responsibility completely: if we are involved, we are at least complicit in the outcome.
Let’s take an example familiar to everyone working in modern organisations: the meeting. We’ve all sat through boring meetings, thinking: what’s the point of this? I’m not learning anything. I’m not contributing anything. There is no sense in my being here. Yet we suffer in silence. In doing so, and by making the organiser the scapegoat through complaining about the boring meeting later, we abdicate our responsibility.
The reverse move is to raise your hand and say: I would like to point out that I find this meeting tedious. Is there anybody else who feels this way? I guarantee at least half the people in the meeting will feel the same, and possibly everybody, but each one might believe they are the only one. If you ask from genuine curiosity rather than aggression, it will be the start of an interesting conversation. Ask yourself: if I feel this meeting isn’t working, or isn’t working as well as it could, what change can I propose? Can I start taking responsibility as someone who is present at this meeting, and thus complicit in how it unfolds?
The reframe is that what is happening to you isn’t about other people. You can’t change them. Trust me, I’ve tried. It doesn’t work. What you can do is to change how you work and how you interact with your environment. You are already part of the system, you are already involved, you are already complicit. If you start behaving differently, the system will have to adapt. It will have to change.
Let the goat be the goat. Reclaim that responsibility and catch yourself when you are blaming somebody else or holding some nameless organisation responsible for your misery. You are giving too much of your power away. Get rid of your scapegoat.

12.5 Love your regulator
Love your regulator. The person who inspects your work, the organisation tasked with setting the rules: they are your best friend. That may seem counterintuitive. All the organisations I work with have regulators, and they tend to dislike them. The regulator can be internal, like the compliance department, or external, like the financial authorities for banking. I keep hearing versions of the same litany: we would love to offer creative banking products, but the financial authorities won’t allow us. Every time we think of a way to make money, Compliance says we can’t do it. Regulators are spoilsports. They enjoy making our lives miserable. Inspectors slow down our operations and expansion plans. The people who enforce the rules are our enemies.
I find this way of thinking unproductive, unhelpful, and, above all, untrue. It puts you and the people regulating you in opposition. Imagine instead a world in which you are side by side, because you have a shared goal. Whether it’s a restaurant, a supermarket, or a school, the goal of the inspection is the same as yours: safe food, a safe environment, or a school where high-quality learning takes place.
You are on the same side. You have the same goal. You want to achieve the same thing. Regulators are your friend. They’re your best friend. They are the people you like most in the world. I often ask participants to imagine that they love their regulators, that these are some of their favourite people on earth, and that they have a framed photograph of their inspector, compliance officer, or regulator hanging in their office.
Next time you’re sitting across the table from your regulator, realise that you are on the same side, that you want to achieve the same things, and that together you can achieve them much more effectively. You can even rearrange the seats to literally sit side by side. You make a happy couple.

12.6 Flows
A large organisation is not just a structure. It is a system of flows. If we are looking for a frame, a fundamental metaphor for what an organisation does, flow, a liquid metaphor, is much more apt than structure, a building metaphor. Organisations do have hierarchies and management layers, divisions and teams, and communication between all these elements. We can draw a picture of a very large, intricate system, but its function is to facilitate these flows.
If the company makes a product, these are intricate flows of raw materials towards the final product, say a laptop or a phone. If the company provides services, it is an equally intricate dance of people and steps that combine to provide that service. The flow of products or services is visible. These are the things you buy and sell, and they show up in spreadsheets and in results, but there are many less visible flows: the flow of information in the organisation, the flows of communication and meaning, the flows of cooperation.
Ideally these flows would be smooth, but even in nature not many things move unimpeded: photons at the speed of light, perhaps electrons in a superconductor. Most things are subject to friction. They are subject to currents, to swirls and to eddies.
The same is true in organisations, especially very large organisations, where many flows are running, sometimes side by side, sometimes against each other, sometimes across, over or past each other. Communication in a large organisation is a theatre of missed meanings. Messages get lost, information drowns in swirls and eddies. It is not a tight choreography of thousands of employees. It is more like a drunken dance where everybody bumps into each other.
This is not a sign of failure. This is just how flows work, and seeing it that way is what lets us deal with it. Eliyahu Goldratt’s Theory of Constraints presents this wonderful idea of the bottleneck: the organisation only moves at the speed of its weakest link, the place where information or goods or budgets get stuck and hold the whole process up. If you want things to flow better, deal with the bottlenecks first. This is a brilliant insight.
The flow that fascinates me most is the vertical flow, from the top of an organisation to the bottom and back. Yes, strategy and goals and key performance indicators are decided at the top, and then they are pushed down the organisation. The idea starts at the top, gets translated into activities, and hopefully reaches the lowest level. That does not happen smoothly or clearly: ask people what the instructions from the top are and you will get very different answers.
The reverse flow, from the bottom up, has much bigger problems. Most of the things that matter happen at that lowest level, where someone meets a customer, buys supplies, or makes the product. That is where the insights and the knowledge in an organisation reside. That information has to travel upwards, to managers and managers of managers, until it reaches the strategic top. It’s a fraught journey. Some leaders are aware of this and work hard to keep this flow open, moving through the organisation to hear every perspective.
One of the best diagnostic tools I know is to take the metaphor of pipes, canals and water literally and ask: where is it clogged? Where is it damming up, ready to cause a bigger problem once all that energy is released? Where is the water stale and rotting because it is not moving? Where are eddies going off into the distance? 
What we need is a real flow chart: a map of the flows in an organisation, the visible ones and the less visible ones. It shows us where to unclog, where to open up, so that the whole thing becomes more of a natural choreography. Imagine seeing your team, your division, your organisation as a system of interlocking flows. Things should flow. Where they are clogged, we reframe.






  
  Part Five: The Reframing Method









  
  Chapter 13
Steps 1 and 2: Topics and assumptions


13.1 Frustration as driver
What makes us want to change? Friction is a good driver for change. If you are irritated by something, you will want to get rid of the irritant. If something is driving you nuts, then you have an even stronger reason to change. If you’re frustrated by something, if you feel like you are banging your head against the wall, then do something about it. Stop banging your head against the wall and try a different approach. 
If you are in deep pain about something, then you will have an extremely powerful incentive to change, because every alternative, every different way of doing things will probably be less painful than what you are doing now.
Don’t wait until you are in that much pain. When something irritates you, this is a clear signal for change. When a situation frustrates you, turn that energy into making a change. Start by looking at what troubles you, what annoys you, what frustrates you in your life at the moment, and start there.

13.2 Obvious assumptions
When you are surfacing assumptions, the key is to dig deeper, to keep asking why. There are so many things that we take for granted, that we think are always true. We see the world through a certain frame. It is as if we are wearing glasses that we never take off: we always see the world that way.
Take the common example of believing that you need to answer every email. This may be because you think it is like answering the telephone, especially if it comes with its own chime. When the telephone rings, reaching out to answer it is an automatic move. What if this belief is mistaken? Does it occur to you that you don’t need to answer every time a bell rings? You can ignore the ring, or silence the phone, or switch it off.
The main move with assumptions is to dig deep enough to reach the obvious ones: the ones you do not see, the ones you take for granted, the ones that always feel so obviously true. We believe some things are so obvious that they are not even worth mentioning. But when we do not talk about our assumptions, we automatically exclude them from our frame. We should question all of our assumptions, and especially the obvious ones. Otherwise, they turn into our blind spots. So, when surfacing your assumptions about a situation, keep asking yourself: what is it that I am not seeing?

13.3 Digging deeper
In any given situation, there are a lot of assumptions you can surface, and you can dig deeper into each of them. You can be like a pesky child that keeps asking: why? Why do I have to go to bed early? You have to go to bed early, the parents say, because you need to get your sleep. Why do I need to get my sleep? You need your sleep because you need to be well rested. Why do I need to be well rested? You need to be well rested because you need to go to school. Why do I need to go to school? Because you must learn. Why do I need to learn? In order to get a good job. Why do I need to get a good job?
At that point, you start losing patience with your child. Your exasperation is a signal: the child is onto something, as you are running out of reasons. Your child understands that we can keep asking why. We can keep digging deeper and deeper. Eventually we will hit on some fundamental assumptions about the way we all think about the world.
When you start unearthing assumptions, it is worth going as deep as possible. In any given situation, there will be a whole family of related assumptions: ideas, reasons, and principles that influence the way you look at your situation and determine your current perspective. While we all need a set of assumptions and a stable perspective to engage with the world, these also limit us. They frame us.
Reframing is a method to break out of our current frame by surfacing these hidden, buried assumptions. Once we have surfaced them and made them explicit, we can change them. This changes our frame, makes us see our situation in a completely new way, and gives us an opportunity to start acting differently. Be like a child: keep asking why.

13.4 Surfacing personal beliefs
We hold many personal beliefs, convictions, and assumptions about ourselves: I’m not good enough. I’m not smart enough. They want somebody else. This person does not like talking to me. People will laugh at me. All of us have sentences like these running through our minds.
Step 2 of a personal reframe is surfacing these beliefs, these convictions. What are you thinking about yourself in this situation? What is the frame you have constructed about your own reality, your own world, your own self? It is a construction, made through your upbringing, your childhood, and your experiences. What has been constructed can also be changed.
Changing it begins with finding out: what is that sentence? What are those words? What is the hidden belief you are carrying? When you find it, when you say it to yourself, when you write it down, you will know it. There is a moment of recognition: oh yes, that’s what I’m thinking. That’s what I believe. That’s true. I’m not good enough at this. Other people are more successful than I am. No one else is worried about what people think about them.
Most of these beliefs are negative. A few are positive: I’m the best thing that’s ever happened to the world. Some people, believe it or not, are convinced of this. I doubt they will ever challenge it, but the extreme opposite would do them good. There is a bit of digging involved, but when you hit it, you will recognise your belief, your conviction. When you write it down you will see that it is at least slightly ridiculous: why would it be true? Do I really think that about myself? Somebody who thinks they are the best thing in the world, number one at absolutely everything: we find that completely ridiculous. Their belief is not true. Neither is yours.






  
  Chapter 14
Step 3: The extreme opposite


14.1 The power of artificial opposites
Step 3 asks you to take the literal opposite of your initial assumption and make it more extreme, step by step: what is a more extreme version? And a more extreme version of that? This seems incredibly artificial: how could we think creatively when we limit ourselves like this? 
We hold a deep assumption about thinking itself. We believe that freedom makes us think freely: that without restrictions we will be as creative as possible. In a brainstorming exercise, for example, the rule is: think of anything you like. There are coloured post-its, it is a lot of fun, and it is a very comfortable exercise. The problem with comfortable is that you stay in your comfort zone: inside the frame of what you already think.
To break through your normal way of looking at the world, to have breakthrough ideas, you need restrictions. If you are told: you can only use these colours, only these shapes, you will have to find a new way of painting. If you are given a job with twice as many people, twice the time, and twice the budget, which comes to eight times as much, then it will of course be easy to do the project. If instead you get half the people, half the time, and half the budget, you will have to be eight times more effective. Because of these limitations, you will no longer be able to do it in the usual way, and you will be forced to apply a completely new approach.
That is why we use this artificial step of thinking the opposite. This stretches our thinking: from our comfort zone, where we are now, all the way out to the opposite pole. Making it more extreme pushes it further still. We can use both grammar and meaning to construct opposites. What is a more extreme word? Sometimes becomes always, or never. Not ideal becomes a bad thing, then a disaster. Each word pushes us deeper into an extreme opposite.
The reason this step feels artificial is the reason it works: it pushes us out of our comfort zone, out of our frame, into a shift in thinking: that is where creativity and new perspectives lie.

14.2 If you’re laughing, you’re on the right track
When we think of an extreme opposite, it is often ridiculous. It will feel like the craziest thing we have ever thought of. It will sound like the stupidest thing we have ever heard. Yet if we think about it, every breakthrough idea, everything that has really changed our world, was ridiculous at first, because it was outside our collective frame. In order to have ideas like these, to break out of our frames, we must become ridiculous. We must allow ourselves to laugh, to think: this is so weird. The laughter itself is the sign that we are shifting our frames.
What is a good joke? A joke is something that puts us on the wrong footing. We think the situation is one thing, and then suddenly, ah: it was something completely different, and we have to reframe. Every joke, as George Orwell put it, is a tiny revolution. A joke is a reframe in miniature.
If you are laughing during Step 3, if you are pushing yourself outside your frame with an extreme opposite, making it more ridiculous, more extreme, step by step, until you have to laugh and think: oh, this is never going to work, then you are outside your frame. It is a sign that you are changing. It is a sign that you are growing. Who would have thought that breaking through to new ideas could be this much fun? If you are laughing, you are on the right track.

14.3 Overcoming emotional resistance
Why does something as artificial as the extreme opposite work? Why does it push us out of our frame and allow us a new way of looking at the world? The answer is that it is a cognitive exercise. We do it with our minds, and minds are remarkably flexible. We are capable of imagining a world that does not exist. We suspend our disbelief effortlessly when we watch a film, read a novel, or listen to a friend embellishing a story.
Our attachments are a different matter. We are attached, emotionally, to our view of the world. Take a statement many people share: I don’t like paying taxes, or even: I hate paying taxes. Now the opposite: I like paying taxes. More extreme: I love paying taxes. More extreme still: the thing I enjoy most in life is paying taxes. Every year I look forward to the time when I can pay my taxes. The Tax Office is my favourite institution, the finest the world has ever created.
It is funny because almost nobody thinks that. But look at what is changing: it is emotional. Can you say: “I love paying taxes”? Try it. Don’t just say it in your mind. Say it out loud. I love paying taxes. Can I pay more taxes? Can I pay taxes every day? If you feel the resistance, if you find you cannot say it, literally cannot get it out of your throat, then that is your emotion holding you back. Your mind can change “I hate paying taxes” into “I love paying taxes” without effort, but your heart is resisting it.
Many of our frames, many of the ways we think about the world, are emotional. Reframing is a cognitive exercise: we do it with our minds, and our minds are flexible. If you feel resistance, if you struggle to say that you love paying taxes, that is great. Partly because it is probably a good idea to pay more taxes, but mainly because your position is shifting. You now have a new perspective. The Tax Office, your favourite institution, still decides how much you pay, but you can change your attitude towards paying it. And if your attitude to paying taxes can change, anything can.

14.4 Trust the absurd opposite
Reframing works because it is artificial. When the extreme opposite feels ridiculous or absurd, that is the sign it is outside our frame, and we need to explore it.
A school director I worked with had a problem. Her teachers were already overburdened, and then one of them dropped out with burnout. The director’s assumption about the solution was clear: everybody should work more. The exercise asked her for the extreme opposite: everybody should work less. Everybody should work a lot less. Everybody should do as little as possible.
She called me over: the extreme opposite does not work. How am I going to make sense of this? How will we get all the work done if everybody works less? I agreed that it looked unlikely, but my instinct was to trust the process, and to try to make sense of these extreme opposites. Everybody should work less. People should work as little as possible. What would that mean? How could that make sense?
Then we both hit on it at once. The teacher who dropped out with burnout was the proverbial canary in the coal mine. Everybody was overburdened, and she was the first one who could not go on. Give more work to everybody else and you get dominoes falling over each other until the whole row collapses. It is a vicious circle: too much work, everybody exhausted, and adding work when one teacher drops out only speeds up further burnouts.
The reverse action is to take work away: to realise that this teacher was the warning that everybody was already doing too much. So the solution, the extreme opposite, the reframe, was exactly what she had come up with: everybody should work less, and a lot less.
To her credit, the director embraced the idea. She immediately added a reframe of her own: I will not tell my teachers to work less. I will raise it at our next meeting and ask them for their own ideas on how to do it, and for suggestions to simplify our work. Let’s make it a joint effort and learn from each other, so that we stop overburdening ourselves and nobody else has to leave with burnout.
When you construct an extreme opposite and it feels alien, absurd, strange: stick with it. Every breakthrough once seemed ridiculous, impossible, or absurd. Unfortunately, it does not work the other way around: not every ridiculous idea is going to be a breakthrough. But this is where we start. Trust the method. Trust the absurd opposite.






  
  Chapter 15
Step 4: Experiments


15.1 The smallest possible experiment
When you design an experiment, the temptation is to try to change your whole approach at once. If you always say yes, for example, you decide you will say no to everything from now on. That is a pitfall. Step 3 works by stretching our thinking to the extreme, to the ridiculous, and the stretch is what makes the reframe work. 
But when we move from thinking differently to acting differently, to breaking a pattern we may have had for years or decades, we start with the smallest possible thing we can think of. Something that only takes ten minutes, five minutes, maybe even just a minute. It is about breaking the pattern, trying something different, without taking a big risk. Answer one email differently. Make one decision quickly instead of sitting on it for hours. Say no to one very simple request.
If it works, build on it: repeat it once more, then more often, and because it works, you will start to make it a new way of acting. If it does not work, and the first time it often will not, try it a few more times. If it does not work after a few repetitions, move on to the next experiment.
If the resistance to trying new approaches remains too high, your experiment is too large. Rather than drop it, ask yourself: what is a smaller way of doing this? Try the smallest possible thing you can think of, and keep trying.

15.2 Embrace discomfort
A breakthrough experiment, a very small way of doing things differently, should feel uneasy. It should make you a little queasy, a little uncomfortable, or even very uncomfortable. The reason is simple: inside our frames, in our normal approach, we are in our comfort zone. This is the way the world makes sense to us. This is the way we have learned to behave over years or decades, and breaking that pattern will feel uncomfortable.
It may be the first time in our lives we are going to do it differently. We have very little experience with it, and we are aware of the risk involved. We may think: if I say no to somebody’s request, they’re going to hate me forever. Think how ridiculous that is. You are perfectly entitled to say no to a request. It was a question. People did not force you. There was no gun to your head. For somebody who always says yes, the comfort zone is saying yes and figuring it out later. Saying no is the challenge.
For somebody who is indecisive, who wants to think everything through, making a snap decision is uncomfortable. Conversely, for somebody who makes snap decisions and worries later, and those people exist too, weighing the pros and cons and waiting a few hours before deciding is the uncomfortable thing.
The goal is to become flexible, to realise that we need more than one approach to life. We need a variety of glasses we can put on to look at the world, a variety of frames, and therefore, we are going to start exploring approaches that feel uncomfortable.
If your experiment is not at least a little uncomfortable, it is not an experiment. It is just more of the same. Keep it as small as possible, but make sure it is uncomfortable. If it is uncomfortable, you are changing, you are growing, you are developing new perspectives. Embrace the discomfort.

15.3 A/B experiments
One simple way to think of your experiment is as an A/B experiment. If you design websites or work in software, you will know the method. Version A of a page is blue, version B is red, and you watch how people react: more engagement with the blue or with the red? You compare the two approaches, and based on the data, you go with A or with B. Whenever you can run two ways of acting in parallel, you can run an A/B experiment.
Once in a while an A/B test makes a huge difference to the outcome. Booking.com ran an experiment that was so successful that they thought their testing system had broken. You have seen it: a hotel site telling you there are only two rooms left at this price. People saw the scarcity and booked at once. The designers would not have believed it would make such a difference had they not tried it.
You can use the same A/B method for your own experiments. A is your normal approach. If you say yes to everything, A is yes: your default, your comfort zone. B is saying no, or questioning the request: why does this need doing? Why by me? Why by Monday? B is a different reaction, outside your comfort zone.
Of course, you cannot answer both yes and no to the same question. In life, most A/B experiments cannot be run in parallel; you run them one after the other. But it is the same principle: A is your default, and the point is to get out of it. So try a bit more B in your life: see what it changes and how it makes you feel.

15.4 Keep trying new experiments
Try many different experiments to make a lasting change. Michael Jackson and Quincy Jones went through hundreds of songs for Thriller, recorded about 30, and kept nine. Those nine made the best-selling album of all time. Every creative person knows that of all the ideas you can have, only a few will work. As Linus Pauling, winner of two Nobel prizes, put it: the best way to have a good idea is to have lots of ideas.
It is the same with experiments. You are trying to break out of an old pattern and into a new one, to shift your thinking and your behaviour, and your first attempt may not work. Or the second, or the fifth, or the tenth. That is not because your attempts are bad. Imagine a wall that has stood for a long time. You chip away at it, you hammer at it, and at some point it breaks. It will not happen the first time you tap. But even the first taps count: every one of them weakens the wall, and eventually you break through.
Take our favourite example of somebody who always says yes and is learning to say no: the first no will be very uncomfortable. It may still come out as a yes. It may not sound convincing to the other person. If they overdo it, it may sound strange, even rude. They will need to say no in many different situations until they feel comfortable with it, and until other people are comfortable with it too: glad, even, that they said no.
Every experiment contributes to your goal. Every experiment gives you a bit of data: not this way, not that way for me. Ah, this is promising. Let me build on this. Don’t lose hope, or momentum, or energy. Be realistic: it will take a lot of experiments to shift your behaviour. But once the wall is breached, you are in. The old pattern starts to crumble, and a completely new world opens up.






  
  Part Six: Theory









  
  Chapter 16
The theoretical background


16.1 The Sceptics’ method
Why does reframing work? Since we are encouraging people to ask why about everything, we should do this with our own method as well. Why does it work to examine our assumptions, to construct an extreme opposite, and to experiment with that new approach? 
There is a long philosophical tradition that goes back to the Greeks: the Sceptics. Skepsis means inquiry. The Sceptics analysed every belief: they wanted to know why we think what we think. In everyday language scepticism means doubting, and yes, they doubted. But they doubted in order to inquire: to see whether there were other valid reasons.
They came up with this technique: for every argument, for every assumption, for every conviction, for every belief, one should construct the opposite. And then one should see whether there are valid reasons to believe the opposite.
It was a powerful technique. In 155 BCE the Greek philosopher Carneades came to Rome and gave a speech praising Roman justice. It was very well received. The next day he spoke again, attacking Roman justice and demolishing every argument he had made the day before. The Romans were so worried about the effect he might have on people’s thinking that they sent him back to Greece. That is how dangerous it is to question our beliefs, to question the status quo.
So the idea of taking an assumption, an argument, and turning it into its opposite is more than two thousand years old. Reframing builds on it. The literal opposite is only the first move; we stretch it into an extreme opposite. That gradual stretching of making it more extreme, more ridiculous, more all-encompassing, is what opens up radically new perspectives.
When we are stuck in one perspective, we are wearing one pair of glasses: this is the world we see and act in. We need to shift to another view, and the best way is the Sceptics’ idea of constructing the opposite, stretched as far as it will go. It brings us to laughter, to a moment of confusion or absurdity, to an a-ha moment: the moment that breaks through our frame and liberates us from our deep convictions. In reframing, we are following in the footsteps of the Sceptics.

16.2 Descartes’ doubt
Can we trust our beliefs, our convictions, our assumptions? Should we not doubt them until we know for sure? That is the question René Descartes asked in the first half of the seventeenth century. His rule was to accept as true only what he knew for certain.
Descartes set out to doubt everything else systematically. To doubt what books argued, what his teachers and his upbringing had taught him, and what the culture he lived in claimed. He realised that even his senses could deceive him: looking down into the street, he thought he saw hats and coats going by, but he wondered if what was under these might not be people at all.
You may know Descartes from cogito, ergo sum: I think, therefore I am. In this context, it would be more accurate to say: I doubt, therefore I am. I can doubt everything, but one thing I know for certain is that I am doubting.
Descartes called first principles what survived this systematic doubt. When we look at a problem, we need to distinguish what we know to be true from everything else, which can be questioned. There are not many first principles: gravity, the laws of nature, logic. For social issues, perhaps equality is one we want to claim, or justice, or not doing evil. Everything else can be doubted, systematically and constructively. Why do we think that? Why do we do it this way? Who told us to?
If there is a rule in your organisation, ask where it comes from and who introduced it. There may have been good reasons for it two decades ago, and those reasons are probably gone. This is what we learn from Descartes, whose doubt stood at the beginning of modern science: question everything. Build on secure foundations. Distinguish what we know, the first principles, from what we do not. Systematic doubt is how we find better perspectives. It is the theoretical basis of asking why.
16.3 Quine’s web of belief
Our knowledge about the world is held together like a “web of belief”, according to the twentieth-century American philosopher Willard Van Orman Quine: a web of different assumptions, beliefs, convictions, and truths that shape how we think about the world and how we approach it.
Descartes wanted to find rock bottom, the one thing he could be sure of. Quine had a similar idea, but in two dimensions: concentric circles. On the outside, we have experience: what our senses tell us, and what happens to us every day. Further in, a ring with empirical knowledge about the world: facts of geography, of history, things that we look up on Wikipedia. The third ring, even closer to the centre, has natural laws: the laws of physics, which cannot easily be changed. At the core there is a final circle: logic and mathematics. Change the logic of the world and it affects everything else.
This model of a web of belief shows how everything is interrelated, and explains how we change our thinking. Quine observed two tendencies. The first is that when we are confronted with something that does not match our beliefs, we tend to make a superficial change. We sometimes change facts about history, geography and other empirical sciences when we make new discoveries, but we hold on to the structure of what we believe as much as we can. The closer we get to the core, the harder it is to change.
During my university studies, I had a friend in experimental psychology who had a large python as a pet. He would often take it with him and leave it on the passenger seat, so he never had to lock his car. One day he and his colleagues took it to the university library and put it at the entrance, on a warm slab of concrete. The snake lay there, very comfortable, and they watched the students and professors coming in. Then they asked them: what did you see? Most people had done a slight double take but then just walked on. When questioned, most were not aware that they had seen a large snake. Their belief about what a library is overrode their senses: there are no large snakes in libraries, so they must have not seen one. We are predisposed to change only our most superficial beliefs.
Quine’s second observation is that we are free to change any belief we want in order to reassess our knowledge. We tend to change the outer layers, but we can also change a core belief. It just means that everything else has to be rearranged.
Take the core belief of whether you think people are good or evil. If you think people are good at heart, as I do, then when you are confronted with horrible acts and evil people, you think these are the exception. Something went wrong in their upbringing or in their socialisation, or they have had a tough life. Some people will have the opposite core belief. They believe that people are selfish, out to get the most for themselves, and do not care if other people suffer. On this worldview, people are evil at heart, and need to be reined in by laws, sanctions and discipline, or the world will be absolute chaos.
A fundamental belief colours the way we see the world and the way we think about it. It is the frame with which we look at and act in the world. But we can change any of these beliefs. We can change our perception. We can change a fact that we believe about the world. We may even change a law of nature or invent new forms of mathematics.
Reframing is about challenging that core. Change something fundamental, and your whole outlook on the world flips: a radical reframe.

16.4 Kuhn’s paradigm shifts
Science is the way we make sense of the world, and as we make more discoveries, with more data and more scientists, we understand the world better and better. Our grasp of the world gets more accurate: a smooth, cumulative journey into better knowledge. This is the picture that the American philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn challenged in 1962, in a famous book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.
Kuhn wondered why people in the past believed things which now seem so strange. For example, people thought the earth was the centre of the universe and that the heavens were fixed. He realised that in those days, with the knowledge available, this made total sense: everything that was observed and measured fitted into that way of looking at the world.
He called that worldview a paradigm. Paradigm is a Greek word that simply means example, but it has now become a widely used term for a worldview. A scientific paradigm is a consistent way of explaining something about our world: it produces theories, and some of these theories combine to produce groundbreaking technological advances, such as computers or mobile phones.
A paradigm is our understanding of the world at a given moment, but it is not fixed. At some point, we start to observe things which do not fit the theory, and each adaptation makes the theory more unwieldy and less coherent. Eventually we reach what Kuhn called a crisis in our understanding: the old understanding of the world does not make sense anymore. We realise it must be wrong, but we do not yet have a new understanding of the world, a competing paradigm.
From Ptolemy in the second century onwards, astronomers kept adding circles upon circles to the earth model to make the observations fit. In effect, there was enough information to conceive of a solar system with the sun at its centre and the earth as one of the planets spinning around it. But it took until the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, until Copernicus and Galileo, to move from a geocentric model, with the earth at the centre, to a heliocentric model, with the sun, helios, at the centre. You could argue that it took us so long to let go of the idea that we are the centre of the universe because we were so attached to it.
Kuhn also showed how difficult it is to change a paradigm: if all your training and studies took place inside a paradigm, it is very hard to make the shift, and the history of science is full of people who never did. A paradigm shift, from one understanding of the world through a crisis to the next, is a fundamental rearrangement of what we think. A reframe is, in effect, a small paradigm shift.
Nowadays we use the word outside science as well, for social paradigms, economic paradigms, and paradigms in business models. These are all internally consistent structures which can change through a crisis. This period of crisis will be uncomfortable because the old paradigm is no longer working and the new paradigm is not working yet. We may feel lost, like in a midlife crisis between your youth and your mature years.
Yet a crisis is also the most creative time: we can think of a new world, let go of the old way of thinking and acting, and move into a new one. Engaging in a reframe is embracing the crisis, embracing creativity, embracing the desire to change. It is making your own mini paradigm shift.

16.5 Foucault’s invisible frames
Frames are everywhere, all around us: they are the scaffolding that structures our lives. If we were fish, they would be the water that we swim in. We do not see them because they are transparently present. The French philosopher Michel Foucault, in the second half of the twentieth century, called this an episteme.
An episteme is a knowledge structure that governs our lives. It is like Kuhn’s paradigm, but not only scientific: it is broader, applicable to a whole society. Foucault showed that an episteme is constructed, not natural: institutions produce a certain kind of knowledge, and that knowledge directs us to do things in a certain way. The frame through which we look at reality is not neutral, it is constructed. More specifically, this frame determines what is normal and what is abnormal, what is deviant. It sets the norms for the way we live, the way we work, the way we spend our free time, even the way we talk about ourselves.
Take heterosexuality. For a long time it was the norm across many different societies, and whoever did not fit it was seen as abnormal and persecuted. In some countries that is still true today. We have a clear distinction between norm on one side and deviance on the other.
Being right-handed was the norm for centuries. My father is left-handed, but at school he had to learn to write with his right hand, and so he became ambidextrous. The language we use every day reaffirms those distinctions. The Latin word for left is sinister. The left side was the unlucky side, and that word has now taken on the sense of dark and evil. So we associate light with what is good, and the dark, black magic, the dark arts, with what is bad.
These structures are not only pervasive, they are also powerful. Foucault showed that there is a very close connection between power and knowledge. The structures we have built society on are not neutral: they favour one group, one kind of behaviour, one kind of body. Being right-handed, for example, or being heterosexual. Those who deviate too far from the norm can be sent to a medical institution, or even to prison.
To challenge these structures, we must first realise that we are all living in frames, and that the hardest frames to see are the ones we are seeing with: so deeply embedded in language and in the world around us that they are invisible. We are all living in our historical episteme. To liberate ourselves from it, to give other people and other structures a chance, to construct a different future, to change the world, we must reframe.






  
  Afterword: Now it’s your turn




Reframing only works when you apply it to your own life. Reading about other people’s reframes can be enjoyable and inspiring, but you will only change when you apply the method to your own frustrations and challenges.
Pick one situation that bothers you and choose a topic. Surface an assumption. Construct the extreme opposite. Run a small experiment, then another one, until the change sticks. You may soon find yourself reframing situations and trying new approaches automatically.
Transformative Thinking comes in three formats.
The handbook is composed of short pieces, to dip into in any order for inspiring examples and a short guide to the method.
The online course contains the original video clips of the pieces in the handbook, if you would rather watch the examples than read them.
The app is the answer to one of my major frustrations as an educator: a lecture, a workshop, a book, even a video course gives everyone the same material, usually in the same order, whatever their situation. The app builds a completely customised journey around your own challenges, pushes you to think radically differently, nudges you to run the experiments, and remembers your reframes so you can build on them. It also includes all the videos for reference.
The online course and the app are at karimbenammar.com.
Whichever path you take, the work is the same. Examine the reasons you do things. Change them. Change your world.
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  A note on the use of AI



This book began as spoken words, recorded videos for an online course, based on lectures and workshops given over twenty years. Turning them into a book was a job for a team, some of whom are artificial.
I worked with three AI collaborators I designed myself. Ezra went through the transcripts with me paragraph by paragraph, clearing up spoken conventions and suggesting how each sentence might read in writing, following rules we kept improving as we went, built on my preferences and writing style. Speech is less precise than writing: in the recordings I did not always find the exact words and expressions, and the written version improves on these. Ezra was also alert to grammatical conventions, such as dangling modifiers. Michiko, my editor, made suggestions for the order of the pieces, read the book for continuity and proofread it. Cornucopia handles the publishing side: files, formats and the platforms.
No sentence in this book was written by an AI. Every sentence was spoken by me first and then rewritten by me. My AI collaborators made that work much faster and much more enjoyable.
The cover illustration is also a collaboration: generated with AI tools, prompted by me.
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