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  Chapter 1
Reframing in four steps



Let's kick off 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. 

Step 1.1. Choose a topic
The first step in the reframe 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. 

Step 1.2. Frustration as driver
What makes us want to change? Unhappiness 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.

Step 2.1. 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 it 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.

Step 2.2. 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?

Step 2.3. 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? You can keep going.
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.

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 the original?
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.

Step 4. Design a concrete experiment
Now that we think differently, we want to act differently. We want to move from the thinking to the doing. Once we have this radical new way of thinking, the way to test it is to run an experiment, a small one. What is the smallest way you can try it? 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 in a situation. 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.






  
  Chapter 2
How to change



2.1 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.

2.2 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.

2.3 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.

2.4 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 10 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, and to realise that our situation has changed dramatically and that we need to reinvent ourselves.

2.5 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.
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  Chapter 3
Self-image



3.1 Imperfectionists: 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? 
Now, 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. And 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 there are a lot of things in life that are pass/fail. You do them or you don't. You pass them or you don't. If you get your driver's license, 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." "You always have to work hard." "Smile and be cute." "Other people are smarter than me." These types of sentences may be running around in our mind: they are scripts. They 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 so much smarter than me, so much more handsome or prettier than me, so much more successful than me." One of the major scripts that haunts us is the script that we are not good enough, that we are not enough. This is a very damaging script.
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 running through your head: 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.






  
  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 brilliant 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 don't care 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.
What's the point? What's the reframe? It is to analyse your own preference. We tend to have one centre that is stronger than the others, and we would like to have flexibility. 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, which is 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: JOMO
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 change 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 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 is the next step, with fortitude and resolve.

5.4 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, and sometimes emotions of 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 to 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, but don't forget to enjoy the present moment.

5.5 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 collaborate 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.
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  Chapter 6
Communication



6.1 We do not 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 can't summarise 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 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.






  
  Chapter 7
Targets and efficiency



7.1 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 9-to-5 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 doing it at that pace. Imagine all the time you will save by making this your new standard - at least until you question it again.

7.2 KPIs
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.

7.3 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% 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%. 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%, so my estimate of 50% 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 10-page report, do it in one page. Why does it have to be 10 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 10-page report as well, but send the one-pager first. My guess is nobody will come back screaming at you that they want 10 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 doing an A/B 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.

7.4 Less is more
More is better. Let's look at this deeply-held family of assumptions: more is better, longer is better, more complicated 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: that 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 10 hours, you get a terrible product. You can see why this idea would intuitively make sense: 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 quality 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?

7.5 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 20th century, he was one of the first people to ask: how can we make people more effective? If the word 'lazy' bothers you, what if 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 8
Management and leadership



8.1 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.

8.2 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.

8.3 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.

8.4 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.






  
  Chapter 9
Customers



9.1 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 a different, unspoken need behind what they say 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.

9.2 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.









  
  Chapter 10
Changing the system



10.1 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. Whatever happens, we 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. Don't have any scapegoats. 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 the scapegoat.

10.2 Love your regulator
Love your regulator. The person who inspects your work, the organisation tasked with setting the rules: they are your best friends. 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, and 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 friends. They're your best friends. 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.

    






  
  Afterword: Now it's your turn



Reframing only works when you do it. Reading a book about reframing changes nothing. Running the four steps on your own situations, with your own assumptions, on your own life, that is where the work happens. 
So pick one situation that bothers you and start. Choose a topic. Surface an assumption. Construct the extreme opposite. Run a small experiment. Then do it again with another situation. Each reframe builds your capacity for the next.
If you want to go further, there are a few places to take this.

The online course
The reframing method is also available as an online course, with worked examples, additional exercises, and material that did not fit in this book. 
https://www.udemy.com/course/transformative-thinking/
The interactive app. 
One of the frustrations of being an educator is that the material is the same for everyone: a lecture, a workshop, a book, even a video course follows the same sequence regardless of who is reading it, their learning style, or their interests. The promise of AI is individual, tutor-level coaching for each learning journey, and that is what this app delivers. It designs your own transformational journey, completely tailored to your specific situation and challenges. It pushes you to think radically differently and to take chances on running experiments. Its memory feature connects your thoughts and behaviours as you build your practice week by week. I have seen firsthand how powerful it is when someone moves from thinking differently to acting differently, and this app makes that experience more accessible than ever. 
https://studio.com/apps/karim/reframing


Going wider
For my current thinking on transformative thinking and the wider concerns around it, my Substack is at:
https://karimbenammar.substack.com/
And for the latest material, upcoming work, and more about me, my website is at
https://karimbenammar.com.
Whichever path you take, the work is the same. Examine the reasons you do things. Change them, and change your world.






  
  About the author


Karim Benammar, PhD , is a philosopher specialising in transformative thinking. He gives lectures and workshops for companies and organisations. He has given over 1,000 lectures and workshops on his Reframing methodology to over 100,000 participants over the last 20 years. 
Benammar studied philosophy in England, the United States and Japan, taught at Kobe University and directed research at Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences. He is the author of Abundance (2005) and Reframing – The Art of Thinking Differently (2012).





OEBPS/cover.png






