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YOUR ORGANIZATION’S MENTAL SOFTWARE

 MAY BE OBSOLETE

BRIAN YOST

“The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the same level of thinking we were at when we created them.” Albert Einstein

It would be ludicrous to try to use computer software designed decades ago to do the kind of computing work we do today, but this is equivalent to what most organizations are doing in the realm of mental software, and the costs to them are enormous!

By "mental software", I mean ways of looking at and thinking about work -- the mental structures that guide the way we think about work-related issues. We all possess such structures, and use them to guide our analyses, strategizing and action planning. They consist of the distinctions/terminology, working theory, mental models, frameworks and tools that we have assimilated over time. It is very important to note that these structures are largely invisible, and rarely examined -- yet determine how effectively we do virtually everything we do, from planning and executing tasks, to solving problems, to conducting meetings, to dealing with conflict, to designing organizations, to leading others, to learning from our experience.

Today's increasingly complex, dynamic and demanding business environment  requires new ways of thinking -- that is, new or updated "mental software" for getting work done effectively. People in organizations everywhere are struggling to do the work of the present, using mental software that was designed to do the work of eras long past. Methods which were once considered ultra-high performance, and provided a competitive advantage for a few elite organizations, will soon become a requirement for meeting expected performance levels, and will become a requirement for survival in the foreseeable future.

The table below contrasts the kind of world we used to live in only a few decades ago (for which most of the mental software used by people in organizations today was designed), with the kind of world we live in today.

	1970's & 80’s
	2000's

	Simple

Stable

Orderly

Long lead times

Ample resources

Information starvation

"Stovepipe" organizations
	Complex

Dynamic

Chaotic

Short lead times

Scarce resources

Information overload

Process organizations




The problem of outdated mental software is so widespread, that most of the time its symptoms are commonly accepted as "just the way things are" in organizations. The table below provides some examples.

	Area of Work/Type of Issue
	Symptoms of inadequate Mental Software to Which We've Resigned Ourselves 

	Critical and creative thinking
	•Critical factors left out of decision-making processes; extraneous ones included

•Shallow thinking where depth is needed

•Logic used to justify snap decisions

•Thinking bounded by assumptions that are untested and untrue

•Self-interest, parochialism where the needs of the business are at stake

•Thinking dominated by those with the highest rank, strong personalities

	Task planning and execution
	•Tasks done that don't add value

•Critical tasks not accomplished successfully

	Conflict resolution
	•Breakdowns, relationships strained

•Avoidance of issues needing resolution

•Energy wasted defending and attacking positions

	Group interaction
	•Meetings that are wasteful, unproductive, frustrating

	Role definition
	•Role conflict, gaps, redundancies, expectations and accountabilities not met

	Problem-solving
	•Solutions don't work and/or last

•Opportunities for breakthrough and synergy  missed

	Leading
	• Low team member capability, motivation, spirit/energy

•Resistance to change


Why is this important? Even a cursory examination of this list of symptoms reveals many serious barriers to getting work done effectively. So, what people are able to accomplish under these conditions is very often in spite of themselves. The magnitude of the problem is hard to appreciate -- until you actually observe how effective people can be in an organization that has eliminated these barriers. Performance improvements of 100%, 200% and more have been achieved, sustained and continuously improved upon, in leading organizations like DuPont, Clorox and Procter & Gamble that have done so. I know, because I have participated in such efforts, and researched others. 

I was the Corporate Director of Organization Effectiveness at Crown Zellerbach, a Fortune 100 company, during its corporate transformation effort in the nineties. A comprehensive set of mental software was introduced into the company, and used extensively at all levels to out-think the competition and improve the business. As a result, the company skyrocketed from 24th out of 24 in its industry to near the top in two years. Scott Paper, one of its competitors, used the same process and went from 23rd to near the top during the same period. The things we were able to conceive of, and then do at CZ, in terms of "impossible" operational improvements, strategic repositioning in key businesses, forming union- management partnerships and creating a unifying and empowering culture -- were then beyond my wildest dreams of what could be done in an organization.  

If you are curious about the state of your organization's mental software, surveys are available that can enable you to make a rough assessment of the gap between where it is, and where it ought to be. Yours will be a very rare organization if it is not found to be on the low end of the scales. When doing your assessment, it may be useful for you to know that people frequently overrate themselves on these scales, until they find out what it means to really be on the high end of the scales.

So what can you do to close the mental software gap and reap the benefits of much improved thinking and action across your organization?

We recommend as a first step that you engage with, understand, and internalize, the basic premise underlying this approach to improving performance, and that is that: Thinking drives Action which drives Results.  This means that the source of action and results is thinking, and that therefore, thinking is the factor that has the greatest leverage in improving results. The more you improve your thinking, the more options you have, and the more powerful those options can be.
A model that has been very useful to people in further understanding and taking advantage of this premise, is this: 

    Thinking Capability       Thought Processes       Thoughts       Actions      Results
This model breaks "Thinking" down into (1) the Thoughts you have that drive your actions, (2) the Thought Processes that you use to produce your Thoughts, and (3) the Thinking Capability you have to use Thought Processes. This means that the way to improve your thinking is to improve your thought processes, and your capability to use them.

Using improved mental software is a means of improving your Thought Processes. Training in the use of mental software is a means of improving your Thinking Capability. 

People who have undergone this type of training have experienced major shifts in the quality of their thinking and the results of their actions. Some of the differences are summarized below:

	Traditional Thought Processes
	High Performance Thought Processes

	Partial

Superficial

Random

Automatic/habitual

Analytically

Linearly

Jump to conclusions

Unconscious of, and controlled  by thought processes and thoughts
	Complete

Deep (as needed)

Orderly, disciplined

Sensitive, conscious, creative

Analytically and synthetically

Systemically

Induction, deduction processes
Conscious of, and manage thought processes and thoughts




The next step is to introduce improved mental software into the organization --  and build the capability to use it. This is usually done in the form of interactive workshops, in which people are provided simple but powerful tools, which are learned by applying them, with coaching, to real business issues. The greatest returns usually are gained when the conditions for transferring what is learned to the job are provided for, including learning together with work associates, and ongoing leadership and coaching. 

The initial focus is typically on applying the tools to get immediate and significant improvements in performance. However, the greatest long-term benefits can result from shifting the focus, over time, from using tools to developing the more fundamental thinking capabilities that can be learned by conscious use of these tools. These more fundamental capabilities include the ones that enable the use of the High Performance Thought Processes in the table above, e.g., conscious and systemic thinking.

These tools can also provide the practical means to operationalize many of the practices that are now only attractive concepts in most organizations, e.g.: empowerment, learning organization, virtual teams, remote management, community-building. Shifting the focus to implementing these practices can also bring large payoffs.

How many tools are needed? By looking at the vast array of training programs and materials that are available to organizations today, you might conclude that there would need to be a large number of tools that people would need to master in order to get the benefits of this approach. However, it turns out that there is a relatively small number of recurring challenges in organizations, and that the number of tools that are absolutely essential -- that is, necessary and sufficient to effectively address them, is also relatively small. What is a relatively small number? About eight for all organization members, another ten for leaders, and another eight for internal consultants. The types of tools are those necessary for moving to the high end of the scales in the assessment surveys, e.g., planning and executing tasks. (Of course, there are many increasingly sophisticated tools that have been developed for achieving increasingly significant results.)

These mental tools are solidly based in general systems theory. They are derived from a comprehensive set of systemic models, each of which is a way of viewing a whole system from a particular perspective, in terms of the few essential elements that determine its success in a particular kind of work.  This makes the tools particularly useful in dealing with the complexity in today's work systems. They guide people in working with complex situations, addressing only those factors that are absolutely essential -- necessary and sufficient to deal with it effectively. This ensures that everything necessary is included and anything unnecessary is excluded, saving precious time and energy.

Who are the providers of these tools? A small but growing network of consultants who support organization change work. These consultants have discovered the tools, and the larger body of organization technology that contains them, in their search for the most powerful ways of helping organizations fulfill their purpose. Having realized the power of this technology, they are gradually making the tools available to organizations other than the select few who have profited enormously from their use, and kept them a competitive secret, since they were invented.

One description of a mental tool, the "Process Cycle", is attached. It is briefly described, as are the kinds of discoveries commonly made by using it.

Some surveys that can enable you to assess the degree to which your organization has the mental software to perform at the highest levels are in the Organization Assessment section on this site.
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