Beyond the Paradigm

ESSONS

By Jerome Jewell
As we pass the millennium milestone and look back,
we should remain mindful of
the lessons which two millennia of experience have
bestowed upon us. A variety of
disciplines have contributed to
our collective learning - i.e.
such as quantum physics and
chaos theory. Decades and
centuries later, the worlds of
work, play, relationships and
personal growth all benefit
from these lessons, which will
remain applicable for centuries
to come.
Here is a summary of but
a few of the more memorable,
yet often overlooked lessons:
Unbreakable Laws
As the world around us
changes and evolves, we may
tend to believe that previous
rules are no longer applicable.
But there are some laws that
are so fundamental that they
simply cannot be broken. Two
examples:
• History is a set of experiences and patterns. While
the specific conditions may
not be identical to ours, we
must recognize that history
always repeats itself, and this
is no accident. All of the
problems we face today, and
will face in the future, have
been addressed before in some
form. Our ability and willingness to heed the lessons of
those who came before us will
severely impact our success.
• Diminishing Returns
There comes a point in
every process, where the
output from each additional
unit of input will begin to
decline. When we reach this
point, the amount of effort
required to maintain previous
levels of performance will be
so draining, that in many
cases, we are better off
terminating the effort. At the

very least, we must remain aware of the
resource drain. Whether we are at mile 18 of
the marathon, or 10 hours into our 12-hour
workday, diminishing returns are not to be
toyed with.
Like gravity, these laws can be violated
for a limited period of time, but eventually we
will indeed comply, either willingly or by
force.
Beware the Obvious
One of my professors at Columbia
University used to say, "For eveiy important
question on this earth, there's a simple and
obvious answer.... and it's usually wrong!".
We've been taught that you can't tell a book
by its cover, and yet, all too often, we assess
situations and draw conclusions based on
superficial appearance rather than clear
thinking. Our rush to action blinds us to the
existence and importance of the greater
potential in people and situations. We "size
people up" based on stereotypes instead of
performance and substance; we buy cars based
on shape, color and features; consumer
marketing techniques lure us into low interest
rate "deals" that wind up costing us much
more over the long run. And perhaps worst of
all, when someone attempts to open our eyes
and broaden our thinking by pointing out the
non-obvious, we dismiss their ideas due to the
"overwhelming evidence" AKA the obvious
evidence.
"The obvious" is that which we often
believe we have mastered so well, that in fact
the likelihood of errors is drastically increased,
due to our lack of attention to the details.
1+1 does not always = 2
The real world of performance is not
linear. If that were the case, the strongest,
smartest and largest would always win. In
many cases, a non-linear, intangible variable
comes into play that alters our performance in
major ways. This "X Factor" affects teams and
individuals in sometimes-unpredictable ways.
It includes things like drive, desire, motive,
and "being hungry", and when tapped into, it
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is not easily replicable by
others. As such, it's an
elusive competitive advantage.
Whether our domain is child
development or market
development, this lesson
applies. It explains why the
Vietnamese won the war and
why the Denver Broncos won
their first Super Bowl. It
highlights the fact that team
cohesiveness, sense of purpose
and creative leadership can
often combine to overcome a
seemingly superior challenge.
Better Questions, not
Answers
Many of our efforts are
focused on chasing down
perfect answers to the key
questions of the day. How can
we reduce costs? How do we
improve profitability? How
should we motivate Employee
X to do what (we think) needs
to be done? In too many cases,
after expending exhaustive
amounts of energy and
resources to answer to these
questions we found that we
were asking the wrong
questions!
Downsizing reduced
costs. Cost cutting improves
profitability. But neither of
them does anything to satisfy
customers or employees. In
fact, both strategies do an
excellent job of alienating both
of these groups. Great
answers... to the wrong
questions! We should have
been focusing on how to serve

customers better and make employees more
productive. Like dogs chasing our tails, this
process continues endlessly.
Self-Fulfilling Prophecy
If you tell a child that they're ignorant,
and tell them often enough, in due time the
child will become ignorant. The raw material
in each of us can produce varying results
depending on the environment in which we
place ourselves. And a change of environment
(variables) can alter performance drastically.
As parents, peers or managers we must
remember that potential always looms on the
horizon. The key is whether we will choose to
seize and develop it, or ignore it. The best
parents and indeed the best managers seem to
consistently keep an eye on the potential of the
people around them, and rather than focusing
solely on today's mishaps, they manage to rise
above and see the long-term possibilities.
Learning and Relationships
The key to our progress lies not in the
amassing of information, but in what we
choose to do with that information.
Specifically, how we learn and apply
knowledge to our problems, and the way in
which we interact with other humans will be
the key determinants of our success.
Organizational structures change.
Products and services come and go. In the
long run, all we've got and all we'll ever have
is relationships, and that is what will make our
organization superior. Relationships separate
industry leaders from also-rans. It's not just
people with powerful resumes, but rather the
unique way in which they are organized and
motivated to work together that distinguishes
them over time.
And so, as we enter this new era, we
need to recognize that it's not all serious,
analytical brain twisting. Some of our lessons
have come from those who have suddenly
fallen and taught us by their example. Walter
Payton, the legendary NFL Hall of Fame
Chicago Bears running back, left us with a
useful reminder just prior to his death in late
1999, when he said "People forget, that in the
end, it's all about having fun". ^
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