
- So there are hard changes and easy changes. What distinguishes one from the other? In this 

book, we argue that successful changes share a common pattern. They require the leader of 

the change to do three things at once. We’ve already mentioned one of those three things: To 

change someone’s behavior, you’ve got to change that person’s situation. 

- The weakness of the Elephant, our emotional and instinctive side, is clear: It’s lazy and 

skittish, often looking for the quick payoff (ice cream cone) over the long-term payoff (being 

thin). When change efforts fail, it’s usually the Elephant’s fault, since the kinds of change we 

want typically involve short-term sacrifices for long-term payoffs. (We cut back on expenses 

today to yield a better balance sheet next year. We avoid ice cream today for a better body 

next year.) Changes often fail because the Rider simply can’t keep the Elephant on the road 

long enough to reach the destination. 

- If you want to change things, you’ve got to appeal to both. The Rider provides the planning 

and direction, and the Elephant provides the energy. So if you reach the Riders of your team 

but not the Elephants, team members will have understanding without motivation. If you 

reach their Elephants but not their Riders, they’ll have passion without direction. In both 

cases, the flaws can be paralyzing. A reluctant Elephant and a wheel-spinning Rider can both 

ensure that nothing changes. But when Elephants and Riders move together, change can come 

easily. 

- So when you hear people say that change is hard because people are lazy or resistant, that’s 

just flat wrong. In fact, the opposite is true: Change is hard because people wear themselves 

out. And that’s the second surprise about change: What looks like laziness is often exhaustion. 

- It’s true that an unmotivated Elephant can doom a change effort, but let’s not forget that 

the Rider has his own issues. He’s a navel-gazer, an analyzer, a wheel-spinner. If the Rider isn’t 

sure exactly what direction to go, he tends to lead the Elephant in circles. And as we’ll see, 

that tendency explains the third and final surprise about change: What looks like resistance is 

often a lack of clarity. 

- These analytical qualities can be extremely helpful, obviously—many problems get solved 

through analysis—but in situations where change is needed, too much analysis can doom the 

effort. The Rider will see too many problems and spend too much time sizing them up. Look 

again at Jerry Sternin and the Vietnam story: Dozens of experts had analyzed the situation in 

Vietnam. Their Riders had agonized over the problems—the water supply, the sanitation, the 

poverty, the ignorance. They’d written position papers and research documents and 

development plans. But they hadn’t changed a thing. 

- Solutions-focused therapists, in contrast, couldn’t care less about archaeology. They don’t 

dig around for clues about why you act the way you do. They don’t care about your childhood. 

All they care about is the solution to the problem at hand. 

- Solutions-focused therapists use a common set of techniques for discovering potential 

solutions. Early in the first session, after hearing the patient explain his or her problem, the 

therapist poses the Miracle Question:8 “Can I ask you a sort of strange question? Suppose that 

you go to bed tonight and sleep well. Sometime, in the middle of the night, while you are 



sleeping, a miracle happens and all the troubles that brought you here are resolved. When 

you wake up in the morning, what’s the first small sign you’d see that would make you think, 

‘Well, something must have happened—the problem is gone!’?” 

- Notice that Cade prods the couple for specifics: “What will you do instead?” “How could you 

tell the other person was really listening?” The Miracle Question doesn’t ask you to describe 

the miracle itself; it asks you to identify the tangible signs that the miracle happened. 

- Solutions-focused therapists learn to focus their patients on the first hints of the miracle—

“What’s the first small sign you’d see that would make you think the problem was gone”—

because they want to avoid answers that are overly grand and unattainable: “My bank account 

is full, I love my job, and my marriage is great.” 

- Once they’ve helped patients identify specific and vivid signs of progress, they pivot to a 

second question, which is perhaps even more important. It’s the Exception Question: “When 

was the last time you saw a little bit of the miracle, even just for a short time?” 

- It’s an ingenious tactic. What the therapist is trying to demonstrate, in a subtle way, is that 

the client is capable of solving her own problem. As a matter of fact, the client is offering up 

proof that she’s already solved it, at least in some circumstances. 

- Solutions-focused therapists believe that there are exceptions to every problem and that 

those exceptions, once identified, can be carefully analyzed, like the game film of a sporting 

event. Let’s replay that scene, where things were working for you. What was happening? How 

did you behave? Were you smiling? Did you make eye contact? And that analysis can point 

directly toward a solution that is, by definition, workable. After all, it worked before. These 

“exceptions” are just like Jerry Sternin’s bright spots. Just as there were some kids in the 

Vietnamese village who managed to stay healthy despite the poverty, there are some 

moments in an alcoholic’s life when he is sober despite the cravings. Those bright spots are 

gold to be mined. (Notice again that bright spots provide not only direction for the Rider but 

hope and motivation for the Elephant.) 

- The other success might be legitimate. Maybe the manager, Debbie, devised a tracking sheet 

that reminds her to provide feedback to every employee every week. Maybe she set a goal for 

herself that her “quick feedback” will never last longer than two minutes and will apply only 

to a specific project—it won’t be a referendum on an employee’s overall performance. Maybe 

she set up open-door “office hours” so that employees can drop by for quick feedback on 

ongoing projects. 

- Bottom line: You are spending 80 percent of your time exploring Debbie’s success and finding 

ways to replicate it. You aren’t obsessing about the manager who was skeptical. You aren’t 

planning another training program with the same managers to review the material. You are 

simply asking yourself, “What’s working and how can we do more of it?” That’s the bright-

spot philosophy in a single question. 

- This is a theme you will see again and again. Big problems are rarely solved with 

commensurately big solutions. Instead, they are most often solved by a sequence of small 



solutions, sometimes over weeks, sometimes over decades. And this asymmetry is why the 

Rider’s predilection for analysis can backfire so easily. 

- When people learn bad stuff about someone else, it’s stickier than good stuff. People pay 

closer attention to the bad stuff, reflect on it more, remember it longer, and weigh it more 

heavily in assessing the person overall. This pattern is so robust that researchers who study 

how we perceive one another have a label for it—“positive-negative asymmetry.” 

- An alcoholic goes an hour without a drink. Three sales reps out of fifty sell like crazy. A few 

Vietnamese mothers, with no more money than any others, manage to raise healthy kids. 

These flashes of success—these bright spots—can illuminate the road map for action and 

spark the hope that change is possible. 

- Many leaders pride themselves on setting high-level direction: I’ll set the vision and stay out 

of the details. It’s true that a compelling vision is critical (as we’ll see in the next chapter). But 

it’s not enough. Big-picture, hands-off leadership isn’t likely to work in a change situation, 

because the hardest part of change—the paralyzing part—is precisely in the details. 

- Ambiguity is the enemy. Any successful change requires a translation of ambiguous goals 

into concrete behaviors. In short, to make a switch, you need to script the critical moves. 

- The four rules were clear: (1) Unblock revenue. (2) Minimize up-front cash. (3) Faster is better 

than best. (4) Use what you’ve got. These rules, taken together, ensured that cash wouldn’t 

be consumed unless it was being used as bait for more cash. Spend a little, make a little more. 

- That’s why scripting is important—you’ve got to think about the specific behavior that you’d 

want to see in a tough moment, whether the tough moment takes place in a Brazilian railroad 

system or late at night in your own snack-loaded pantry. 

- Employees need to file their expense reports by the deadline. It’s not obvious what the 

barrier is. Maybe the process is sufficiently complicated that it paralyzes the Rider. Maybe the 

process is perfectly clear, but the Elephant always finds things it would rather be doing. Or 

maybe the reporting systems are so antiquated that the Path is one giant speed bump. 

- Direct the Rider. 1. Find the bright spots. Barbara should investigate her bright spots—the 

62 percent of employees who file their expense reports on time every month. What are they 

doing differently? Maybe they’ve handcrafted a set of techniques for logging expenses as they 

occur, so there’s not a big pile at the end of the month. Once Barbara figures out the bright 

spots’ tricks, she can get them to share their system with others. 2. Script the critical moves. 

It’s possible that parts of the reporting process are confusing enough to cause decision 

paralysis. Maybe there’s ambiguity about how to code particular expenses or how to allocate 

certain costs between clients. Barbara should observe a few laggards as they complete their 

reports. She won’t know how to script the critical moves until she sees the confusion firsthand. 

- Motivate the Elephant. 1. Find the feeling. Nobody who misses an expense-report deadline 

“feels” anything. Sure, Barbara chastises laggards via e-mail, but after they’ve received the 

nag note for the sixth consecutive month, it loses its sting. Barbara needs to find something 

people can care about. Or someone: After all, the company depends on people like Maria to 



close the books every month, and they’ll be held accountable if they blow the deadline. So, in 

essence, the goal is not to file the report; it’s to do Maria a favor, once a month. 

- Shape the Path. 1. Tweak the environment. How easy are the expense-report forms to fill 

out? The accounting department should be obsessive about simplifying them, to the point of 

preloading people’s names in their reports and distributing empty envelopes for loose 

receipts. Think Amazon’s 1-Click ordering. Every barrier that’s removed makes the Path 

clearer. 2. Rally the herd. Many people may conclude, falsely, that everyone turns in the 

reports late, that lateness is accepted behavior. (Barbara’s nagging e-mails may actually 

reinforce this perception. Why would she send them unless lots of people are slacking?) 

People are sensitive to social norms, so Barbara’s e-mail should highlight the fact that almost 

two-thirds of reports are turned in on time. No one likes to hear that they’re underperforming 

relative to their peers. 

- Nor was it intuitive for any of Behring’s employees at ALL to decide, “Yep, let’s rip up old, 

abandoned tracks instead of purchasing new ones.” When you want someone to behave in a 

new way, explain the “new way” clearly. Don’t assume the new moves are obvious. 

- It means that you’ll need to understand how to script the critical moves, to translate 

aspirations into actions. It’s not good enough to ask your team to “be more creative” or to 

“tighten up on the purse strings.” That’s like telling the American public to “be healthier.” 

- In a pioneering study of organizational change, described in the book The Critical Path8 to 

Corporate Renewal, researchers divided the change efforts they’d studied into three groups: 

the most successful (the top third), the average (the middle third), and the least successful 

(the bottom third). They found that, across the spectrum, almost everyone set goals: 89 

percent of the top third and 86 percent of the bottom third. A typical goal might be to improve 

inventory turns by 50 percent. But the more successful change transformations were more 

likely to set behavioral goals: 89 percent of the top third versus only 33 percent of the bottom 

third. For instance, a behavioral goal might be that project teams would meet once a week 

and each team would include at least one representative of every functional area. 

- Until you can ladder your way down from a change idea to a specific behavior, you’re not 

ready to lead a switch. To create movement, you’ve got to be specific and be concrete. You’ve 

got to emulate 1% milk and flee from the Food Pyramid. 

- We try to get the parents to bend like a reed. Whatever the child is doing, the parent offers 

no resistance, so the child has nothing to fight against. 

- Later in the program, after parents have become better at having short positive interactions 

with their kids, they are taught how to give commands so that their kids will listen and obey. 

They are taught a very specific formula for a command—combining a command with a reason 

so the command doesn’t feel arbitrary. (“Johnny, it’s almost time for the bus to come, so 

please put your shoes on now.”) 

- Clarity dissolves resistance. 



- Crystal Jones’s challenge is reminiscent of what Jim Collins and Jerry Porras, in Built to Last, 

their great study of long-lived business organizations, memorably called a BHAG:2 a Big, Hairy, 

Audacious Goal. Henry Ford’s BHAG early in the twentieth century was to “democratize the 

automobile”; Wal-Mart, in 1990, set the goal of quadrupling in size to be a $125 billion 

company by the year 2000. Collins and Porras defined a BHAG as “an audacious 10-to-30-year 

goal to progress towards an envisioned future,” and their research showed that setting these 

big, motivating goals was a practice that distinguished lasting companies from less successful 

ones. 

- We want what we might call a destination postcard—a vivid picture from the near-term 

future that shows what could be possible. That’s the missing piece of what we’ve discussed so 

far. We’ve seen the importance of pursuing bright spots, and we’ve discussed ways of 

instructing the Rider how to behave, but we haven’t answered a very basic question: Where 

are we headed in the end? What’s the destination? 

- You have a choice about how to use the Rider’s energy: By default, he’ll obsess about which 

way to move, or whether it’s necessary to move at all. But you can redirect that energy to 

helping you navigate toward the destination. For that to happen, you need a gut-smacking 

goal, one that appeals to both Rider and Elephant. Think of Esserman’s “under one roof” vision 

or of Crystal Jones’s challenge to her kids to become third graders. 

- Destination postcards do double duty: They show the Rider where you’re headed, and they 

show the Elephant why the journey is worthwhile. 


