
The importance of listening,
learning, and changing
I was looking at an exhibit of some General Motors cars this morning, when I came
across one of the more interesting vehicles there.

It wasn't the Shelby that will do 170 mph (although that car was beautiful), nor was it the
Hummer all-terrain-vehicle. It was an antique Chevrolet, the age of the Ford Model-T.

The most interesting thing about it was the color -- Green.

If you've looked through our "Motivational Quotes" section at all, you've no doubt noticed
a number of quotes from Henry Ford. Ford was a master at the things he did -- and his
innovations still impact our lives, almost a century later. But Ford made a big mistake.
You could have your Model T Ford in any color you wanted -- as long as it was black.

The trouble was that people wanted vehicles in different colors -- and Ford's competitors,
including General Motors, started painting their vehicles different colors.

Soon, Ford lost a great deal of his market share -- and the company that bears his name
has spent a great deal of time and money since, trying to pick it back up.  Even though
he finally learned his lesson, he was quick to shut out alternate ideas, and didn't listen to
his customers enough, and when he did listen, he didn't change, until it was too late.

Many of us do the same thing.

Ford's Folly

If you've ever used the phrase "That's the way we do it here," or "We know what's best
for our customers," or "That client just doesn't know what he's talking about," you're on
the road towards Ford's Folly.

It's an easy road to find. Sooner or later, all of us think that we know what people want.
We think that because we unconsciously use a process called "mirroring" -- we look at
other people, and we think to ourselves "this person is a lot like me."

The truth is, that person is a great deal different from you. He may like prunes for
breakfast, dine on a candy bar for dinner, and polish off a bag of popcorn for lunch. He
may wear panty hose under his Brooks Brothers suit. He may live a double life as a
lounge singer, or work as a volunteer fireman on weekends. That person may teach the
underprivileged how to read, or she may have a second career selling collectibles on
eBay -- and make more money at it than she does at her regular job. She may have a
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closet full of biker outfits, or ball gowns, or gorilla costumes. Of course, it could be you
that's the strange one -- you could have the gorilla costumes.

That "cookie cutter" person you are thinking about may work during the Christmas
season as a "Santa's Helper," or they may have a box in the basement that contains a
60-year-old tuba.

Everybody you know is different -- not always to the extremes that I've used for
illustration here, but different from you, nevertheless.

You know?

Herb Cohen, who I have often referred to in these weekly articles, says that at the start
of every negotiation, a person has to say to himself or herself, "You know -- you don't
know." That's good advice for every situation. We have to keep ourselves from falling
into the "mirroring" trap. We have to learn that we just don't know -- and when we think
we do, we often make mistakes.

You can't assume you know what the other person is thinking -- and we're always going
to do better when we acknowledge that fact -- and start listening, and changing.

Listening

Listening is one of the first steps toward meaningful change -- because it is an effective
method for evaluation -- evaluation of yourself, your company, your product, and the way
that your customers, friends, and family perceive all of these things.

By asking for feedback, and then listening to that feedback, we help ourselves determine
where we are in life.

Here's a good game to help illustrate this concept.

Obstacle Course

Assemble your group in a room. Separate the group into teams of two. Blindfold one
member of each team. Set up obstacles in the room -- preferably obstacles that won't
injure someone. Paper targets or foam balls are good, and the more obstacles, the better
-- as long as there is still room to move. Mix up the blindfolded member of the team from
the team member that can see the obstacles. Put them on opposite sides of the room,
although not directly across in a straight line.

The object of the game is for the blindfolded person to find his or her way to the other
team member, without encountering any obstacles. The team that encounters the least
number of obstacles, in the shortest amount of time wins. In order to accomplish this
feat, the blindfolded member will have to listen to the verbal commands of his or her
partner. You can decide if the blindfolded member can talk back or not -- or run it both



ways. After the first group is done, switch blindfolds with the other team member, and
optionally switch partners with another group -- and then run the gauntlet again.

The artist and the customer

Another exercise to demonstrate this concept is the non-seeing artist game. Take two
people and put them back to back. Give one person a paper and pencil. This person
becomes the "artist." Show a drawing of geometric figures to the other person, who
becomes the "customer." Have the customer explain the drawing to the artist, and have
the artist attempt to reproduce the drawing.

Run this exercise twice. In the first instance, the "artist" cannot ask questions of the
"customer." In the second attempt, the artist can ask questions.

Both of these techniques show the importance of listening. In "Obstacle Course," the
blindfolded team member must learn to recognize, and listen to, the voice of his/her
"handler." In the second exercise, participants soon recognize that active listening --
listening using techniques to clarify what the other person has in mind -- produce a much
better end result.

Listening isn't enough

There's an old joke told about Hillary and Bill Clinton. Driving through Arkansas one day,
Bill sees an old flame of Hillary's, points at him and laughs. "See what you would have
gotten if you'd married him?" Hillary takes one look at him, and says, "Listen, buster -- if
I'd married him, he'd be President, and you'd be the one pumping gas!"

Like this example illustrates, listening, like many other things in life, isn't quite enough
when it stands on its own -- it needs to be mated with other activities to achieve its full
potential -- and sometimes the mating can make a big difference.

To listening, we're going to add Learning. Even after Henry Ford heard feedback
concerning his one-color-take-it-or-leave-it cars, he still didn't learn. Assuming that he
knew best, he refused to learn what customers wanted. Simply gaining information isn't
enough. We need to learn from our material -- we need to milk the information that we
gain for all the knowledge, understanding, and growth that we can.

The stock market is a great example of this. By law, public companies have to produce
an enormous amount of information for investors -- and yet every time a company goes
under, there are investors who seem surprised.

An article in the Wall Street Journal yesterday talked about employees who remain at
Enron, and how some of them asked if they should buy more stock -- even after the
company filed for bankruptcy. Even now, although the stock is worthless, people still
trade it -- albeit at a very low price. Whatever stockholder equity those owners had was



wiped out by the vast debts that the company has -- and yet people haven't learned.
They still buy it.

It took Ford quite a while to learn from what he was hearing -- and by then, his market
share had dropped. He listened -- and eventually learned. His competitors listened more,
and learned more rapidly.

Change

The last step we're going to talk about today is the act of Changing.

Whenever I talk about changing, I like to use the example of an envelope. You see, an
ordinary envelope started its life as an ordinary piece of paper (before that it was a tree,
but that's going too far back in its genealogy). That ordinary piece of paper is fed into a
machine that "converts" it. It cuts, folds, and glues that paper, until an envelope
emerges.

Is the paper still there? Sure -- the envelope is made of it. The paper still exists, but it's
been changed into a different form -- and gained a different functionality as a result of it.

Few of us will have to go through the same amount of change that the envelope goes
through -- but we're all going to have to change. Life is change. Nothing in life stays the
same, even day to day -- everything changes. Some change is radical and immediate,
some change is gradual and almost imperceptible -- but it all changes.

If you're not experiencing enough change in your life, chances are you're on the wrong
road.

In order for Henry Ford to keep his product line intact, he had to start offering the same
sort of color options that his competitors offered -- and even beat them at the game.
Color options, style options, model options, accessory options -- all of these possibilities
now abound -- because people are different, and car manufacturers have listened,
learned, and changed.
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