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Chapter 2. Strategies or Patterns

How many books, articles, memos, e-mails, and web sites do you struggle to read each year? Even if you read it all, how can you remember it? All the highlighters and yellow stickies in the world won't ensure that you can recall the information when you need it. In this chapter we introduce you to patterns and try to show how they can solve some of the problems you face in today’s overloaded society. The name of a pattern captures the essence of the idea you want to remember. A collection of related pattern names creates a special “language.” We think you’ll soon be “speaking” patterns!

We’re not just trying to add to your information load. We’re also trying to help you put good ideas to use. To this end, we have documented the strategies in this book as patterns. Patterns are a form of knowledge management. We have seen how effective patterns are for sharing information. When you know a pattern and use its name, a lot of information is communicated with just that single word or short phrase. When you know a collection of patterns, for example, patterns for introducing new ideas, the names of the patterns in the collection give you a vocabulary or language to talk about strategies for introducing change. That’s our goal. We want you to be able to speak this language.

You can certainly apply the ideas in this book, even if you don’t know much about patterns. We include a short introduction to patterns in this chapter and, if you want to learn more, we encourage you to check out the pattern books in the list of References or see the Appendix for more about patterns.

In short, a  pattern is a way to capture expertise. The word “pattern” refers to a recurring best practice documented as a solution to a problem in a given environment. We feel it’s important to note that patterns do not simply document good ideas, but rather strategies that have been shown to work well for a variety of people in a variety of circumstances. When patterns work together to solve problems in a particular area, these patterns are called a pattern language.  Our patterns work together to solve problems in the area of introducing new ideas into organizations.

There are several pattern formats but nearly all of them include the following components: Name, Context, Forces, Problem, Solution, Rationale, and Resulting Context. We use a variation of the format originally proposed by Christopher Alexander, a building architect, who used patterns to document successful practices in creating buildings and towns. Here’s an example pattern that illustrates the format we use.

PRODUCTION NOTE <<begin pattern example>>

Pattern Name: Fear Less

Opening story: 

In her book, Soul in the Computer, Barbara Waugh says, “I force myself to ask of every obstacle, ‘What if this is a gift? What is it that this obstacle or setback is telling me?’ Someone who is initially the most skeptical may become my best partner, constantly detecting the hype and fluff and unnecessary complexity in my thinking about what we are doing and what the next steps are.”
Summary (in bold): Turn resistance to the new idea to your advantage.
♦♦♦
Context:  You are an Evangelist(?) or Dedicated Champion(?) trying to introduce a new idea into your organization.
Problem (in bold): Any innovation is disruptive, so resistance is likely.
Forces: 
Every change agent complains about resistance, but if you think it is bad, consider the alternative. It’s frightening to imagine a situation with no resistance at all.  If that were the case, you would be solely responsible to be 100% correct, 100% of the time.  Scary, isn’t it?  But nobody’s perfect.  We need resistance to test our ideas. So, the first step in dealing with opposition is to appreciate it. Fortunately, it is universal. It’s like fungus; it doesn’t thrive in daylight. Therefore, once you suspect that there is resistance, your first step is to get it out in the open, rather than let it fester in the dark.

Skeptics can teach us a lot about what we are doing wrong. No matter how determined we are, how “righteous” our cause, we’re going to run into obstacles. No course of action is perfect. Skeptics are a gift because they provide us with information about the route we’ve chosen and how to alter our approach and our goals.

You will eventually have to address fear, both the listener's and your own. Listeners may fear loss of position or status, loss of comfort, or being taken in by hype. Someone resists change because he is trying to avoid either the pain he believes will result or the loss of something positive and enjoyable. Fears typically manifest themselves as resistance. Your reaction is likely to advocate your views harder. That, too, is motivated by fear – the fear of looking bad when everyone's watching – the fear that your ideas may, in fact, be wrong. The collision of two fearful people leads to impasse. Resistance is not the primary reason why changes fail. It’s the reaction to resistance that creates problems. 

It's hard to listen to people when we don't agree with them. Usually we just elaborate our point of view or repeat what we've said. A better approach is to encourage the other person to say more about his point of view. Sometimes just hearing what another has to say will help each of you reach a better understanding.

Therefore: 

Essence of the solution (in bold): Ask for help from resistors.
More on the solution: 

Listen, really listen, to what a skeptic has to say and learn from him.  Try to appreciate the differences in opinion.  When people disagree with you, stop and think about the value in seeing things from their perspective.  Rather than hiding the potential problems, ask for input on ways to address them. When someone makes a critical comment, reply, “What would you recommend?”  You don’t have to agree with them; you can simply recognize them, and then seek to understand. Be sure the skeptic knows you are listening. Acknowledge and validate his expertise. Ask questions. Try to understand his arguments.  

Bring the skeptic’s concerns to light and address them before he has a chance to use them to stifle your efforts.  Include his objections as limitations and topics to consider when you do presentations or lead discussions on the new idea.

While listening to their objections, help resistors understand that learning a new idea does not mean throwing away their experience. Use Personal Touch(?) to show how the innovation can improve things for them. Sometimes people who are resistant to an innovation can become quite enthusiastic if they are just given the opportunity to try it.

Don’t assume that a skeptic’s position is fixed. Just because he is initially opposed to your new idea, that doesn’t mean he can’t be open to what you have to say. It's a natural, human tendency to shy away from criticism, but it can be a sign of a healthy, vital culture, when people care enough to air their concerns. Don’t avoid it but engage it and assess its merits with the critic. If the person is an Influential, his ability to sift through information and see benefits as well as problems and his ability to revise his assessment when it is merited and to tell others makes him a valuable complainer. He will change his opinion when he sees cause for change.

Invite resistance so that all concerns are heard. Find something to appreciate in all those who aren’t on your wavelength. Appreciation asks for nothing and gives everything. Research shows that it is physiologically impossible to be in a state of appreciation and a state of fear at the same time. Thus, appreciation can be an antidote to fear.

Be humble in your efforts and compassionate toward imperfections, including your own. While you may like some people more than others, keep in mind that a range of personalities lives within each person. The way you operate toward them will elicit the personality you see—the resistor you fear or the best person someone is capable of being.

The skeptics must be willing to talk and to listen – if they are not, put your energy elsewhere. It’s sad, but there are also people who will never be happy no matter what – you probably don’t want to encourage them by spending a lot of time with them. Sometimes the resistance is due to a personality clash. If others who have adopted the new idea are willing to help, try Bridge-Builder(?). If some resistors become too difficult, find a Shoulder to Cry On(?) – you might discover other ways to deal with them. 

If you know a resistor who is a strong opinion leader, consider giving him the role of Champion Skeptic(?).
= = = = = = = = =
Consequences (positive and negative): 

This pattern builds a relationship with a skeptic. It allows you to use resistance to your advantage, rather than allowing others to use it against you. Listening to skeptics will bring to light the limitations of the new idea so that issues can be addressed frankly and honestly. Resistors may not welcome the new idea with open arms but if you have done your best to calm their fears, some will come around, or try to be open minded. Other people who see you dealing respectfully with resistors, and even raising objections in advance, are likely to be impressed with you as the messenger of a new idea. 

The risk is that resistors can overwhelm you if you are not prepared to handle criticism. Encourage them to talk with you one-on-one to protect yourself from a verbal attack in public that can end up damaging your cause. 

Known Uses:

You always know who “they” are—the people who don’t show up for your presentations, the people who don’t stop by to ask about a new idea, the people who just don’t care. So, you slip into denial and focus on the positive responders. You tell yourself that “they” will come around because your idea is so good. That was Roger’s strategy until another re-org and subsequent move put him next to one of “them”—one of those guys who had been with the company forever. Roger was polite and nodded, “Good morning! How’s it going, Bill?” One day he heard him over the cubicle wall, “OK, Roger, tell me about that new idea!” Roger was up like a shot. He spent nearly a half-hour with Bill and got to hear first hand what the skeptical co-worker thought the problems were.  It was amazing that the two men were almost always in agreement. Bill brought up some things Roger hadn’t considered and so he included these points in his next presentation about the new idea. Roger and Bill still have great discussions, even though they’ve both left the company. 

Lynn was giving a talk about a new idea and someone in the audience was angrily disagreeing with everything she said. After hearing a few negative comments, Lynn decided to ask the guy to have lunch, which was scheduled just after the talk. She sat down with him, pulled out her notebook and said, "I can't promise to do anything about your concerns but I want to hear all of them. Fire away!" He kept her busy for the entire meal and after it was over he said sincerely, "Thanks for listening. Everyone is usually too busy to care and they treat me like a crackpot. I appreciate that you took the time. Thanks." Lynn wasn’t sure she won him over but she was glad she took the time to hear his viewpoint. That's important for new ideas or anything else.

PRODUCTION NOTE<<end of pattern example>>

Some people may read a pattern and say, “Why, that’s just common sense!” And, of course, many times they are right! Since a pattern is an expert’s solution for a recurring problem, it might appear obvious, especially to others with experience in the same area. The power of documenting “common sense” as a pattern is that, as we also know, “common sense is so uncommon.” Sad, but true. If this were not the case, no one would ever make the same mistake twice! We would simply apply the wisdom of our experience or “common sense” and become more and more perfect as we age. Unfortunately, we live in stressful times. We have always lived in stressful times! Under stress, we tend to forget even those hard-won lessons that could help us solve recurring problems. 

Mary Lynn sees this every semester when her students participate in a fast-paced simulation of a software system development process. In the weeks prior to this exercise, the students learn many concepts about managing and implementing software development. They are tested on the concepts and they review everything during the days before. Once the simulation begins, the students get so involved in completing the task that they seem to forget all the good practices they studied. When they reflect on the experience, their response is always the same – yes, we knew we should have done <this> and not have done <that> but in the heat of the simulation, we forgot what we knew.

Just as in this simulation, most of us have such hectic lives that we need help recalling and applying those things we have learned and, yes, even our “common sense.”

To give you an idea of the power of patterns, here’s a story about a friend of Linda’s, Frances Blaker, a professional recorder player. Frances and members of her recorder group, Farallon, were visiting in Phoenix recently, and started talking about patterns. Linda gave her a copy of her book, The Patterns Handbook. A short time later, Linda received this e-mail from Frances:

Hi Linda,

I have been reading your book and finding it very interesting.  Already patterns are appearing. I have been stressed with many different projects and deadlines, but decided a way to handle it was just to take 15 minutes for any one thing rather than get in too deep with one thing and having no time for any of the others. When feeling most stressed I say "15 minutes." This is an example of patterns and names, isn't it?

 

Anyway, good work. I am happy to have discovered a new way of thinking of things, and discovered a whole world of people doing this.

 

Frances

We often say we have a “disease”—we see patterns everywhere. Then, in our enthusiasm, we “infect” others! We believe that “15 Minutes” could be documented as a pattern. Frances obviously knows the right Context, Forces, and Rationale for applying this Solution and it helps her solve the Problem of having too much to do and not enough time to do it. A second e-mail from Frances says something else about patterns.

Hi Linda,

I ran my whole day yesterday based on the 15-minute pattern and was therefore able to accomplish more in one day than in a long time. Good thing, since I have to go out of town tomorrow and had lots of things to get done.

 

Thanks for asking,

Frances

Now that Frances has identified this helpful pattern, she can apply it. In the past, she would have struggled as she faced this problem over and over again, and since the problem always arises in stressful settings, she might not have remembered what she already knows about solving it. Does this sound familiar?

We have seen teams wrestle with problems and sink deeper and deeper in the mud, getting lost and hopeless, when they heard someone call out the name of a pattern. It’s as though a light has been switched on to show the way in the darkness. That little tap on the shoulder calls everyone back to sanity. Of course! We know how to solve this! We’ve done it a million times! Why didn’t we think of that? The answer to this last question is that without a handy way to reference our accumulated wisdom, it’s difficult to call up what we know in times of stress. We don’t always know what we know. Patterns can help. The names of the patterns work together to give us a vocabulary to talk about problems in a particular area and help us overcome the obstacles in our path.

We’re not prescribing a fixed sequence for using this collection of patterns that will be effective in every situation. How you use this pattern language will depend on your goals, the needs of your organization, your organization’s culture, and the people in it. We will provide some examples of specific sequences of pattern uses throughout and in the experience reports in Part II. These will give you some good ideas, but you will need to discover what is appropriate for you and your organization. 

We provide training sessions to teach people our patterns. In one of the exercises in our session, the participants self-organize into small teams and develop a plan for introducing a new idea into an organization. The purpose of the exercise, of course, is not to create the plan, but to allow the teams to learn more about the patterns. It’s much more fun and much more effective than listening to a lecture! 

During the exercise  we provide each team with a collection of index cards. Each card contains the name of one of our patterns and a brief description. The teams interact with the cards and with each other. They pick up cards and move them around (on a table or the floor). They create sequences of patterns as they work. Usually the plan falls out to fit the framework we will describe in the following chapters—with variations depending on the group, their perceived organization, and the idea they want to introduce. We’ve tried to capture the results of that exercise for you. You could use a similar set of cards to develop your strategy because we think that you will want to discover what fits your style and your organization. Using the cards also means that you can easily adjust to your experiences. Learn as you go. You can’t anticipate everything. Once you accept that, everything becomes less of a struggle.

You can find copies of the file with the pattern abstracts on our web sites: www.lindarising.org (click on Books) or http://www.cs.unca.edu/~manns/intropatterns.html. 

Since we know how difficult introducing new ideas can be, we are careful not to oversell our patterns. Even though they've been road-tested by many people in many organizations, we remember what Henry Petroski, author of To Engineer is Human, said in his keynote speech at a recent conference: 

Nothing can be designed so that it has no limitations.

So, that’s “patterns in a nutshell.” We hope your interest is piqued and that you’re willing to read further. The chapters that follow will describe an infrastructure or framework for the patterns in our collection. Each chapter presents a small slice of the pattern collection as you might use them to introduce change in your organization. The first question you might be asking yourself is, “Where do I start?”
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