
The power of a paradigm shift
"Paradigm shift" is one of those buzz phrases used by high-paid consultants and
"facilitators," whatever they are, so it's usually a phrase that, for most of us,
makes our eyes gloss over and our brains tune on out.

So it's a bit surprising that I'm recommending such a thing -- but I'm going to call
it by its more useful name -- a "change of reference."

You're no doubt familiar with the old adage "to the man with a hammer, the whole
world looks like a nail," and it's true. People tend to see the options that their
experience, their learning, and their biases allow them to see.

Part of this is the way we are wired as human beings. If you buy a white Toyota
Camry, pretty soon you're going to be surprised by how many other white
Camrys have turned up on the road. Were they hiding before? Did all those other
drivers suddenly go out and buy one, the same week that you bought yours? Of
course not -- it's merely that you've started to notice them more.

This is all part of how our marvelous minds work -- they pay attention to those
things that are deemed "important," and ignore the rest of the chaff -- even if it's
really important -- because it's not been deemed worthy of our notice.

If we didn't have this great ability, the world would start to close in on us -- and
indeed, some people face this very problem.

It's somewhat like paying attention to your breathing. Most of us have been
breathing quite well now for a number of years, without ever paying attention to
every little breath; it's only when something is out of order -- shortness of breath,
difficulty breathing, a bad cold -- that we start to pay attention to it.

So, we tend to see those things holding some interest -- or at least what our
subconscious and conscious thoughts have identified as interesting. We ignore
most other things, unless there's some critical mass that makes it rise to the top.

If you're like me, no matter how good a driver you are, driving has become rather
automatic over the years -- if I'm on the freeway, I can drive hundreds of miles,
lost in thought on other things, and not even realize it. Eventually, my mind cuts
back in, wonders where it is, and realizes what's happened -- but if a deer ran out
into the road, immediately, my conscious mind would be paying attention --
because it had to.

You see, we tune out some things, and tune in others.
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But back to our paradigm shift -- and our rule of "the whole world looks like a
nail."

Most of us blissfully go through life, ignoring vast quantities of important data. We
drive to work in the morning, without paying attention to the clouds in the sky. We
buy the same sort of food each day for lunch. We make the same sort of
decisions. We live the same sort of lives.

That's not necessarily bad -- we all get into patterns in our lives -- but sometimes,
it keeps us from understanding how to solve problems, because we refuse to
change our frame of reference.

As some longtime readers know, I am a photographer. All right, truth be told,
nowadays, I'm a "sometime" photographer -- I just don't have the time to spend
out in the wilderness of Jackson Hole anymore.  Anyway, as a photographer, I've
learned that changing the focal length of the lens, the cropping of a photograph,
or the position I take the photograph from -- even by a few feet -- can make a
whale of a difference in the way the photograph looks.

I'm changing my "frame of reference," and changing the way the image will
appear.

As a photographer, I know that each time I shift my frame of reference, I'll have a
new picture. By moving in a few feet, telephone lines disappear. By moving
sideways a little, a tree will move out of the shot. By changing the time of day I
photograph, or the type of weather I select, I get vastly different results from the
same old subject.

It's that way in business, as well. We get into the habits of using the same old
frames of references -- the same paradigms -- for our life. We call on the same
people, we do the same things, we say the same words, we write the same
proposals, over and over and over and over again.

Sure, there are some jobs that don't change a lot -- but even for those jobs, the
world is changing around you, every minute of every day.

Worst of all, when we get into the habit of seeing things from the same frame of
reference, we tend to focus on those solutions that we have used in the past, and
in doing so, we often limit our future.

Let me give you a few questions to ask yourself, that may prove useful to
instituting a paradigm shift -- or a change in the frame of reference -- in your life
or in your company.

1. Ask yourself this question: How best can I accomplish this result?



The downside to this question is your mind will likely fill in the blank with a
predictable option. It takes a bit of determination to keep this from happening -- to
keep your mind flexible enough to see other alternatives.

People who do crossword or logic puzzles soon learn that the solutions usually
lie in remaining flexible. When we choose only one method of accomplishing an
item, we lock out all other methods, some of which may be better.

2. Ask yourself this question: Am I correctly determining the best result?
Sounds a bit strange, I know -- but often, we don't start with the right result in
mind. Sometimes, people "cook the books," so to speak, to achieve a result that
may be substandard.

Sometimes, the best solution to your challenge is not the solution you start with.

A famous logic puzzle involves making a set of four equilateral triangles (that's
triangles with equal sides, for those of us who flunked geometry) with 6
matchsticks. Most people can't see a way to do it -- but they're thinking 2
dimensionally. It's only when you realize a tetrahedron can be built that the
problem is solvable -- and yet it requires a fundamental paradigm shift. You've
been so used to doing puzzles on paper, or with matchsticks on a flat surface,
that you only see those solutions, not the one that builds toward the sky.

Oftentimes, we choose less-than-optimal results, because we eliminate many
possible results, right out of the starting gate.

3. Ask yourself this question: If I change one or more element, does it
improve the result?
A friend of mine dreamed up an oatmeal cookie recipe. She took the normal
"tollhouse cookie" recipe, eliminated part of the flour, replaced it with oats, added
cinnamon, and made an oatmeal cookie recipe. All she did was alter one
fundamental ingredient -- her result, a chocolate chip cinnamon oatmeal cookie --
was a paradigm shift for her kids.

Sometime merely making a personnel change -- adding one person to a team, or
switching one person for another -- can make a dramatic shift in the results of the
team, for better or for worse. Metals, drugs, romance novel plots -- all of these
have been made better over the years, merely by changing one central element
so it is new. Don't believe me? How about Harry Potter? It's a reasonable coming
of age story, with a twist -- the boy's a wizard.

It's the twist that makes the difference, just as it's the cinnamon in the oatmeal
cookie recipe.

4. Ask yourself this question: If I look at this from the end, rather than the
beginning, does it make a difference?



I've always believe that you have to look at things with the end in mind -- but
sometimes, you have to start with the result, and back up to find out how you got
to a particular spot.

If you choose your optimal result, and then backtrack to find out the many ways
you could have achieved that result, you're left with many paths to choose.

For example, if your end result is to become a millionaire, and you work
backwards, there are several options: you could earn it, you could save it, you
could win it, you could steal it. No doubt, there are many more. As you expand
each option, you find multiple other options. If you choose to save your way to a
million dollars, pretty soon you're looking at interest rates, investment strategies,
compounding rates, etc. If you choose to earn it, you start looking at the best
methods to earn that sum of money -- many of them totally unrelated to what
you're doing right now.

5. Ask yourself this question: Does a slight shift make a big difference?
You remember my photography example above. By shifting your proposal just a
bit, do you get a major difference in result?

Do you get a different point of view when you look at the problem from the
customer's frame of reference? Of course you do -- your point of view is not
necessarily the customer's point of view. The customer wants quality at the best
price. You want business at the most profit. Is there a spot where your two
desires merge? Is there a place where you gain a reasonable profit, and your
customer gains a reasonable price?

6. Ask yourself this question: If I were an outsider brought into this
company, how would I solve this problem?
Strange, but true -- we often don't see the other options until we choose a little bit
of role play like this. How would an outsider solve this? Not knowing what you
know, not learning the way you learn, how would somebody else do it?

I've always been amazed over the years at how different people attack
challenges. A few years ago, I hired a person to do a job that I had once
performed as part of my job responsibilities. I'd done it for a number of years, and
I taught her the way I had done it -- and then got out of her way.

Before long, she had changed the job to the way she found easiest -- and in
doing so, had changed much of the way I had been used to. Now, when I
occasionally have to look at her work, I have to figure out how she does it, and
why. She looked at the job from a differing point of view -- and in many cases,
her solutions have proved to be superior to mine.

7. Our last question: What would happen if I turned this inside out,
shortened this element, lengthened this one, or totally remodeled it?



This is the fundamental approach to determining a paradigm shift. We have to
look at changing the nature of the problem, inventing new solutions.

Before the electric light was invented, there was no need for one. Before
refrigerators were invented, the ice man was king. When automobiles came
around, many people dismissed them as jokes. When the transistor was
invented, people didn't know what to do with it -- until Sony came along.
Phonograph records? Compact disks? Why would anyone need one of those
things?

It's only when you take things apart, switch them around a bit, and put them back
together, that you make true paradigm shifts. It's when this happens that you are
actively defining the future -- not just repeating the past.

Change your frame of reference, and see what a difference it makes in your life.
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