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Control the Temperature

Changing the status quo generates tension and produces heat by
surfacing hidden conflicts and challenging organizational culture.
It's a deep and natural human impulse to seek order and calm, and
organizations and communities can tolerate only so much stress
before recoiling.

If you try to stimulate deep change within an organization, you
have to control the temperature. There are really two tasks here.
The first is to raise the heat enough that people sit up, pay attention,
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andd deal with the real threats and challenges facing them, Without
stress, there is less stimulus for people to tolerate diflicult change.
The second is to lower the temperature when necessary to reduce a
counterproductive level of tension. Any community can take only
so much pressure before it becomes either immobilized or spins
out of control. The heat must stay within a tolerable range—not
so high that people demand it be turned off completely, and not so
low that they are lulled into inaction. We call this span the produc-
tive range of stress. (See the figure “Technical Problem or Adaptive
Challenge?”)

Of course, you can’t expect the group to tolerate more stress
than you can stand yourself. When you develop your own capacity
for taking heat, you raise the tolerance level of the organization or
community. But if you lose your poise and turn down the flame,
people will take that as a cue that the passions generated cannot
be contained. The stress will appear intolerable. In political cam-
paigns, people often look to the candidate to set the standard for the
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tolerance of stress. the candidate blows, it’s unlikely that anyone
clse on the staff will be able to focus on the campaign. The same
is true when you are in an authority role in any realm: as project
manager, coach or captain of a team, or lead investor in a high-risk
venture. There is tremendous pressure on you to control your own
natural emotional responses, which may be entirely appropriate
and normal to express, except within the role you are trying to play.

People expect the boss to control the temperature, but those
without formal authority can do some of this work as well. If you
are leading without or beyond your authority, you must assess
how far ahead of people you are and then adjust how hard and
fast to push for change. As we suggested in chapter 3, one way
you make that assessment is to carefully monitor the response of
the authority figure to your actions. If the authority figure starts
to act precipitously to calm things down—for example, by firing
“the troublemakers” or taking action to squelch deviant voices—
it probably indicates that you have pushed too hard. The level of
social disequilibrium is too high.

You can constructively raise the temperature and the tension
in two ways. First, bring attention to the hard issues, and keep it
focused there. Second, let people feel the weight of responsibility
for tackling those issues. Conflicts will surface within the relevant
group as contrary points of view are heard.

By contrast, there are many ways to reduce the heat, since orga-
nizations are more practiced at cooling things down than intention-
ally heating them up. Any method for reducing the heat may also
be used as an indirect way of increasing the upper limits of toler-
ance for it within the organization. To reduce heat you can start on
the technical problems, deferring adaptive challenges until people
are “warmed up.” A little progress on a partial, relatively easy prob-
lem may reduce anxiety enough that the tougher issues can then
be tackled. Negotiators commonly use this tactic: Strengthen the
relationships—the holding environment—by creating shared suc-
cesses. You can provide structure to the problem-solving process,
by breaking down the problem into its parts, creating working



sroups with clear role assigniments, setling me paramelers, estab
lishing decision rules, and structuring reporting relationships,
You can frame the problem in a less threatening way, or speak to
people’s fears. You can temporarily bear more of the responsibil-
ity yourself. You can use humor or find an excuse for a break, even
a party, to provide a temporary release. People may then be able
to return to the tough questions. You can separate the conflicting
parties and issues, pacing and sequencing the rate at which people
challenge one another. Finally, you can speak to transcendent val-
ues so that people can be reminded of the import of their efforts
and sacrifices. (See “How to Control the Heat.”)

Be mindful that the organization will almost always, reflexively,
want you to turn down the heat. Therefore, you need to take the
temperature of the group constantly, trying to keep it high enough
to motivate people, but not so high that it paralyzes them. When
people come to you to describe the stress you are causing, it might
be a sign that you have touched a nerve and are doing good work,

When the heat hits the ceiling and the system appears on the
verge of melting down, you need to cool things off, History pro-
vides some striking examples in which people in authority believed
that the level of chaos, tension, and anxiety in the community had
risen too high to constructively mobilize people to act on difficult
issues. As a result, they first acted to reduce the anxiety to a toler-
able level, and then made sure enough urgency remained to stimu-
late engagement and change.

Franklin D. Roosevelt came to power in 1933 amidst the deep-
ening crisis of the Great Depression. After more than three years
of economic collapse, with millions unemployed and the nation’s
banks approaching insolvency, the country had reached a very high
level of anxiety and, in many regions, ou\tright despair. The United
States faced adaptive work of a magnitude that strained even its
boisterous confidence and ingenuity.

The unprecedented level of distress reached during this national
crisis, and the resulting conflict and disorientation, called forth all
sorts of distorted schemes to calm the country and restore a firm
footing, from the demagogic initiatives of Father Coughlin to the
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| HOW TO CONTROL THE HEAT

Raise the Temperature

1. Draw attention to the tough questions,
Give people more responsibility than they are comfortable with.

Bring conflicts to the surface.
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Protect gadflies and oddballs.

Lower the Temperature

1. Speak to people's anger, fear, and disorientation.

2. Take action. Structure the problem-solving process—break the
problem into parts, and create time frames, decision rules, and
clear role assignments,

3. Slow down the process, Pace and sequence the issues and who
you bring to the table.

4, Be visible and present—shoulder responsibility and provide
confidence,

5. Orient people—reconnect people totheir shared values, and
locate them in an arc of change over time.

6. Low-hanging fruit—make short-term gains by prioritizing the
technical aspects of the problem situation.

platform of the communist party. As the nation’s preeminent
authority figure, Roosevelt embodied the country’s hope for a res-
toration of order without distorting its core values and institutions.
All eyes were on him for direction and protection. His first prior-
ity had to be to reduce disequilibrium, to lower the distress so that
the nation would be less vulnerable to demagogues and could make
progress toward economic recovery.

- To do this, Roosevelt had to speak to emotional realities. He had
to calm the nation down, both in words and in action. In words,
he spoke to people’s anxiety (“the only thing we have to fear is fear
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sl ™), 1o their anger (Calling the bankers “money changers”), and
to their disorientation (with intinwte and reassuring fireside chats).
His actions conveyed the same message, providing hope and calm-
ing fears. Roosevell’s decisive and authoritative action—the famous
“one hundred days” in which he pushed an extraordinary number of
bills through Congress—provided direction and helped reassure the
American people that they were in capable hands. Roosevelt knew
he was no savior—people would ultimately have to save themselves,
But through his words and actions, he lowered the temperature just
enough that people could focus constructively on the work ahead.

On the other hand, Roosevelt also knew that accomplishing the
adaptive work facing the nation required improvisation, experi-
ments, creativity, and conflict, and he fostered these all around. He
orchestrated conflicts over public priorities and programs among
the large cast of creative characters he brought into the govern-
ment. For example, by giving the same assignment to two different
people (driving them crazy over the lack of clear role definition), he
provoked new and competing ideas, and gave himself more options
with which to work. As hard as this improvisation must have been,
he got the horns, the drums, and the flutes making music together,

Roosevelt displayed both the acuity to recognize when the ten-
sion rose too high and the emotional strength to permit consider-
able anxiety to exist. He had to resist the strong impulse toward
quick fixes. Procrastination and delay were as much a part of his
repertoire as decisive action, As Arthur Schlesinger points out, “Sit-
uations had to be permitted to develop, to crystallize, to clarify; the
competing forces had to vindicate themselves in the actual pull and
tug of conflict; public opinion had to face the question, consider it,
and pronounce upon it. Only then, at the long, frazzled end, would
the President’s intuitions consolidate and precipitate a result.”
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