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LEARNING THROUGH DIFFERENCES:
DILEMMA THEORY IN ACTION

BY PHIL

n aren was often irritated by
Jenny when they worked

together. It seemed to Karen that,
whenever tensions rose between the
two of them, she and Jenny expressed
their feelings differently. Jenny
stopped communicating and tried to
sort things out on her own. On the
other hand, Karen sought to share her
thoughts and emotions. She preferred
to work through their challenges
together, even if the process some-
times got heated. Most troubling to
Karen was that, whenever she started
to convey how she felt, Jenny rolled
her eyes, sighed, and gave every indi-
cation she thought she was superior.
Karen suspected that these con-
flicting styles had a lot to do with
personality differences. She had once
taken a survey that showed she was a
“Feeler,” and she was pretty sure that
Jenny was a “Thinker.” Knowing this,
though, didn’t change the frustration
she felt when problems arose.
Because the challenges with Jenny
seemed so minor, Karen thought they
should be easy to fix. It was obvious
that Jenny shared Karen’s passion for
their work. Plus, Jenny had brilliant
ideas that often led to breakthroughs
on tough issues. Karen only wished
that Jenny weren’t so cold and distant.
Although they may seem trivial,
the personal differences that Karen
experienced in her relationship with
Jenny had a significant impact on their
working relationship. Fortunately,
while these opposing styles may gener-
ate conflict, they also offer great rich-
ness in tackling complex issues. But in
order to get out of counterproductive
patterns of interaction that have cre-
ated problems in the past, Karen needs
a new way of viewing differences: one
that enables her to live with the ten-
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sions differences generate, create a rich
vision of what she wants to create, and
be flexible in the pursuit of her vision.
Otherwise, Karen’s current way of
thinking will continue to limit her
ability to respond constructively to
Jenny and others.

No doubt you, too, are aware of
differences between you and others in
your organization. How can you deal
with these differences in productive
ways? And how can you use them to
build your own self-knowledge and
interpersonal skills? One promising
approach stems from a school of
thought known as “Dilemma Theory.”

A dilemma is a choice between
two options, both of which

are attractive but appear

to be mutually exclusive:

an ‘“‘either/or” scenario.

Dilemma Theory

Differences have always been a basis
for learning. When people travel, they
find themselves stimulated by the cul-
tural differences they encounter, often
returning home with new under-
standing and appreciation of them-
selves and their communities. But
differences can also serve as the basis
for intractable conflict and struggle.
When we encounter someone whose
worldview is diametrically opposed to
our own, we often fall into an “us”
versus “them” and “good” versus
“bad” dynamic.

Dilemma Theory, based on the
work of researchers Charles Hampden-
Turner and Fons Trompenaars, seeks to
help us overcome these barriers and
learn from differences. Hampden-

Turner summarizes the philosophy as
follows: “We can never grow to
become great business leaders until we
actively strive to embrace the behaviors
and attitudes that feel most uncomfort-
able to us. The most effective manage-
ment practices are those that gently
force engineers, managers, and employ-
ees to embrace the unthinkable.” Ham-
pden-Turner and Trompenaars focus
primarily on cultural differences, but
the concepts they developed can help
to explain the dynamics associated with
any kind of differences.

As they point out, a dilemma is a
choice between two options, both of
which are attractive but appear to be
mutually exclusive: an “either/or” sce-
nario.You face dilemmas every day:
whether to work on a project alone
or with others; whether to give atten-
tion to details or focus on the “big
picture”’; whether to confront some-
one’s inappropriate behavior or pass
over it; whether to stay with what
you know or try something new.

While such dilemmas may seem
straightforward, they are rich with
dynamic complexity. The dynamism
stems not from the simple choice that
a dilemma presents, but from the
mechanisms that people and societies
develop for making such decisions.
How we become skilled at handling
dilemmas has an enormous impact on
the outcome. In this context, being
skilled means competently performing
a task without needing to consciously
focus on it. When we repeatedly do
something, we eventually reach the
point when we no longer need to call
to mind the steps it requires; we just
do them. I have become skilled in the
use of computer keyboards, so as I
type, I do not have to deliberately
hunt for the right keys to make
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words. I think of the word I want and
my fingers make it happen without
any apparent thought on my part.

Just as we become skilled at physi-
cal tasks such as typing, we gain mas-
tery in handling dilemmas. If we
repeatedly resolve dilemmas by choos-
ing one option over the other, the
option we choose becomes an uncon-
scious preference. Over time, we stop
being aware that we are making a
choice—we simply assume it is the
best course of action. These deeply
internalized preferences become values
that shape the decisions we make and
the actions we take.

Many people believe that their
way of dealing with something is
obviously superior, even when they
encounter others who routinely make
the opposite choice. In this situation,
it is easy to characterize different
choices as absurd or based on igno-
rance. For Karen, the rightness of
working collegially and expressing her
emotions was something she felt from
deep within and found hard to put
into words. Little wonder she found it
perplexing when Jenny worked in a
contradictory way.

Personality differences also play
an important role in the formation of
values. We are each born with innate
characteristics that shape our prefer-
ences and interests (Sandra Seagal and
David Horne’s work on Human
Dynamics is one framework for
understanding variations). So both
nature and nurture give rise to the
differences we encounter.

Universal Dilemmas

Just as people develop a set of values
based on the cumulative effect of the
choices they make, so do communi-
ties. All communities encounter
dilemmas, and some dilemmas are
universal. Universal dilemmas include:
e Whether (a) rules should apply to
everyone or (b) exceptions should be
made depending on who is involved.
e Whether status should be awarded
(a) on the basis of one’s position in
the community or (b) on the basis of
what one has achieved.

e Whether (a) the needs of the com-
munity should outweigh the rights of
individual members or (b) vice versa.

While these dilemmas are univer-
sal, the ways in which communities
resolve them are not. Each society
will develop its own pattern of values,
perhaps putting (a) ahead of (b) with
one dilemma but (b) ahead of (a)
with another.

What determines which values
develop in a particular community? It
depends on the conditions that exist
when the community first encounters
a dilemma. All manner of variables
have an effect. The personality dynam-
ics of influential community leaders—
the “core group,” to use the term
coined by Art Kleiner—play a key
role. The history of the community
and its present needs all shape how it
resolves a dilemma. When a commu-
nity repeatedly resolves an issue by
giving priority to one option, what
was once a conscious choice becomes
an unconsciously held value.

We generally don’t examine
taken-for-granted ways of
doing things until we encounter
someone who does things

differently.

Values are self-perpetuating. For
example, if we value achievement—
rewarding people for what they
accomplish rather than who they
are—we are naturally interested in
how we can measure it. Having estab-
lished a way of measuring achieve-
ment, we start to do so. In this way,
we create an infrastructure to support
a value that started off as a preference
for one way of acting over another. As
we use the infrastructure, we reinforce
the value and strengthen our prefer-
ence for it.

On an individual level, when chil-
dren grow up, they take for granted
that the way their family operates is
the norm—how they celebrate holi-
days, deal with money, resolve con-
flicts, and so on. In the same way,
people do not usually question the val-
ues of the community in which they
live. We generally don’t examine
taken-for-granted ways of doing things
until we encounter someone who

does things differently, whether at an
individual or group level.

Dynamics of Difference
What happens when people with

opposite values—such as Jenny and
Karen—interact? The outcome is typ-
ically not what we would hope.
Because a dilemma involves options,
both of which are advantageous, the
values represented in the dilemma are
also complementary. The more one of
the values is expressed, the greater the
need for the other becomes. Jenny
and Karen have the potential to bal-
ance one another, making up for each
other’s shortcomings and supporting
each other’s strengths, and we might
hope that they would find ways to
capitalize on their complementary
skills. But two phenomena often pre-
vent that from happening: skilled
incompetence and schismogenesis.

Skilled Incompetence. The reason
a dilemma is challenging is that both
options are attractive: Each provides
real—though different—advantages.
In our story, Karen benefits from
being expressive, and Jenny benefits
from keeping her emotions in check.
But when one option becomes an
unconscious preference, it is at the
expense of the other. So the more
that Karen pursues the value she
derives from acting expressively, the
more she misses out on the advan-
tages of objectivity.

While Karen values subjectivity,
she isn’t blind. She can see that Jenny
benefits from her objectivity. She may
think, “I wish I was more like Jenny,”
and decide to change in that direc-
tion. But despite her determination,
Karen may still operate off an uncon-
scious preference for subjectivity. For
this reason, she may say one thing
while at the same time do the opposite
and not be aware of the discrepancy.
Chris Argyris coined the term “skilled
incompetence” to describe the mis-
match between what people say and
what they do.

This pattern of behavior can also
happen at an organizational level.
Companies may publish lists of values,
but these often express qualities that
people think are needed rather than
ones that the organization actually
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possesses. In all probability, a quality
will make it onto the list of “corpo-
rate values” because it is something
the organization does not value!
Schismogenesis. Another dynamic
that occurs when opposites interact is
what anthropologist Gregory Bateson
termed “schismogenesis”: the splitting
apart of complementary values. Schis-
mogenesis happens when an initially
small difference gets progressively big-
ger. Imagine that Karen has come up
with a breakthrough on a project that
she wants to share with Jenny. She
goes to Jenny’s office and excitedly
blurts out that she has news. Jenny is
overwhelmed by Karen’s energy,
thinks Karen should calm down, and
tries to encourage her to do so by
lowering her own voice and speaking
slowly. Karen thinks Jenny doesn’t
understand the importance of the
message, so she ramps up her level of
enthusiasm. Jenny gets quieter and
calmer. Karen gets louder and more
excited. What started off as a small
difference has become enormous
through the course of the interaction.
Something else has happened, too.
Karen and Jenny have become polar-
ized, with a distorted view of what
their values represent. How so? When
seen through the lens of Dilemma
Theory, a value is a preference for act-
ing one way rather than another. This
difference also depends on who else is
involved. Karen values expressiveness
because this term describes the difter-
ence she sees between herself and oth-

FROM PREFERENCE TO VALUE

Attention to Skills
Associated with

ers she interacts with. But in many
communities throughout the world,
Karen would be viewed as the least
expressive persorn.

Nevertheless, Karen has come to
consider expressiveness as something
that defines who she is. She doesn’t
think, “I have a stronger preference
for expressing and acting on my feel-
ings than Jenny.” Rather, she says to
herself, “I am a Feeler.” Thinking of
herself in this way makes a tremen-
dous difference to the repertoire of
actions that Karen allows herself to
use. Viewing her own and Jenny’s val-
ues as permanent characteristics,
Karen feels compelled to act in har-
mony with her values. She shuns the
alternative way of acting.

How will this pattern of behavior
aftect Karen when it comes to learn-
ing and personal mastery? Our values
influence what we are ready to learn.
Karen is attracted to forms of learning
that support her preference for emo-
tional expressiveness. She may reject
opportunities to learn what she does
not value, such as the use of rigorous
analytical decision-making tools. She
is not naturally interested, and it just
feels wrong somehow.

By bounding the scope of her
inquiry, Karen limits her capacity to
create what is really important to her.
Her values push her to learn some
things and neglect others. While she
may be aware of her need to gain
competency in those other areas,
what she sees as personal characteris-

Neglect of Skills
Associated with

Expressiveness 5\ / Thoughtfulness
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o

Success with S
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This example of the “Success to the Successful” systems archetype shows how a preference for one
way of acting over the other—expressiveness over thoughtfulness—over time becomes a value.

tics play a crucial role in shaping how
much effort she invests in her learn-
ing efforts. This process represents a
“Success to the Successful” archetypal
structure, in which Karen reinforces
the values she already has and neglects
areas in which she could benefit from
growth (see “From Preference to
Value”).

Reconciliation

To reap the benefits from diversity,
Dilemma Theory encourages people
to look for ways of reconciling the
conflicting values they encounter.
‘While the dynamics of culture and
personality often lead people to value
one option and neglect the other, a
dilemma is a dilemma because both
of the options are important and
needed. Reconciliation involves
understanding the circularity of the
relationship between values. The two
options involved in a dilemma—the
potential values—are complementary.
The more we do one, the more we
need to do the other. We could dia-
gram the relationship as shown in
“Complementary Values”.

Schismogenesis is a process that
disrupts the connection between the
two values. Reconciliation does the
opposite; it strengthens the connec-
tion. Rather than encouraging one or
other of the values to be expressed, it
encourages the flow of movement
between the values so either or both
can be expressed, depending on what
the situation demands.

COMPLEMENTARY

VALUES

Feeling Thinking

The two options involved in a dilemma—
the potential values—are complementary.
The more we do one, the more we need to
do the other. Reconciliation involves under-
standing the circularity of the relationship
between values.
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Imagine what would happen to
the relationship between Karen and
Jenny if they reframed their values in
ways that still indicated their individ-
ual preferences, but showed an appre-
ciation for both parts of the dilemma.
Karen might move from thinking
“I'm a Feeler” to “Before making a
decision, I like to test ideas by experi-
encing how they affect my emotions.”
By reframing her image of herself in
this way, Karen recognizes that if she
exercises her capacity for feeling, she
can improve the quality of her own
and others’ thinking. And improving
the quality of thinking has a positive
impact on the emotional environment
in which she works.

Jenny might move from the stance
“I'm a Thinker” to “I prefer to articu-
late thoughts in ways that enable peo-
ple to examine and express their
feelings and opinions.” Jenny recog-
nizes that her capacity for thinking
enables her to invite others to express
their feelings in productive ways.
Doing so stimulates and challenges her
to increase the quality of her thinking.

In this way, while Karen and
Jenny retain their own preferences,
they can design a way of working
together that they both find satisfying.
Imagine we were to watch them at
work. While they were getting used
to this new way of framing their val-
ues, we might see rather deliberate
shifts between thinking and feeling.
They might verbalize the need to
move from one mode of operation to
another: “Perhaps we should generate
some new thoughts based on what
we've heard” or “Let’s take some time
to check out our feelings about
what’s been said.”

Opver time, Jenny and Karen
would likely become more skilled at
managing the movement between
thoughts and emotions. We would
observe a fluidity in their work
together, with each bringing feelings
and thoughts into play as required.
When they have truly reconciled the
dilemma, we would be hard pressed
to classify aspects of their work as
expressions of one or other of the
original values.

Many of the challenges we face
are socially complex: The people

affected are diverse and the array of
values is wide. Each situation might
involve several pairs of opposing val-
ues. As we learn to honor all the val-
ues pertinent to a dilemma, we
increase our capacity for acting in
ways that are sustainable within the
system. But what behaviors help us to
reconcile values?

Changing Patterns

A number of techniques can give you
insight into the dynamics of the differ-
ences you encounter. These can prompt
you to look at conflict in new ways.

Be Aware. A key to achieving rec-
onciliation is awareness of one’s own
thinking and behavior. Schismogenesis
can seem normal in an environment in
which people are rewarded for living at
the extreme of one value. A commu-
nity may reward those members who
are “ideologically pure,” focused on one
value to the exclusion of all others. But
personal, organizational, and social
health require the reconciliation of a
range of values. If you concentrate your
effort around just one value, you are
likely going to mobilize people with
other values to become more extreme
in their opposition to you. Schismoge-
nesis is fueled by unconscious actions;
becoming aware of your actions is the
basis for reconciliation.

Look for the Whole. People
become polarized when they can see
only the good in what they value and
only the evil in the values of those
who oppose them. As we
have discussed, values arise
because of dilemmas, and
in a dilemma, both
options offer something
attractive. It follows that
there will also be a down-
side to any value. If a per-
son pursues a value in a
single-minded way, then
he or she is neglecting a
complementary value, and
undesirable consequences
will likely follow. Practice
seeing the whole picture
by noticing the gains to
be made by pursuing each
value represented in a
dilemma. Then list the dis-

Awareness of
New Data

AN

This causal loop diagram shows how you might move through a
sequence of actions that give priority to one value and then
another, and so on. In this case, reflection improves our actions,

/5 Reflecting
R1

will be lost if you pursue each of the
values to an extreme.

Bring Values to the Surface. Values
often lie hidden beneath the surface,
making reconciliation difficult. In a
meeting, participants may arrive ready
to advocate for the action they
believe needs to be taken, based on
their underlying values. They will
likely push for a variety of actions,
and some will be diametrically
opposed to others. By asking ques-
tions such as “What will we gain
from that action?” and “What is it
you are interested in?” the group
begins to see the values behind the
different activities. In addition, teams
often make progress by (a) noticing
the various actions being advocated,
(b) noticing the interests behind each
of the actions, (c) consciously scrap-
ping the actions first suggested, and
(d) asking “What new action could
we design that would address the val-
ues that are important to us all?”

Practice Sequencing. Reconcilia-
tion involves seeing the relationships
between complementary values. We
want to create a fluid movement
between different ways of acting. To
see how this movement might take
place, create causal loop diagrams that
express how you might move
through a sequence of actions that
give priority to one value and then
another, then back to the original
and so on (see “Sequence of
Actions”). Practice your sequencing

SEQUENCE OF ACTIONS

Time Spent

N

Clarity of
Needed Action

d

Time Spent
Acting

and actions provide new data for reflection.

advantages of each: what
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COMMON DILEMMAS

e Reflection versus Action

¢ Planned Processes versus Emergent
Processes

¢ Rules versus Relationships

¢ Individual Rights versus Community
Obligations

¢ Learning versus Performing

¢ Flexibility versus Consistency

¢ Collaboration versus Competition

e Equality versus Hierarchy

e Change versus Stability

* Pragmatic Choices versus |deals

skills on the common dilemmas
shown in “Common Dilemmas.”’

The Journey of Dilemmas
Imagine we could go forward in time
to revisit Karen and Jenny, who have
worked hard to reconcile the collision
between different personal styles that
was such a challenge to their working
relationship. What will we find? Having
dealt with this challenge, will they have
freed themselves from all dilemmas?
Will conflict be a thing of the past?

Hardly. A dilemma can arise
around any difference. Karen and
Jenny are unique individuals; they
differ from one another in myriad
ways. Expressiveness and objectivity
were the most prominent differences
at the time we became interested in
their story. When they resolve that
dilemma, new ones will surface. Their
work 1s dynamic, too. It keeps chang-
ing, throwing up new situations that
bring new dilemmas to the surface.
We could say that Karen and Jenny—
both individually and in their rela-
tionship—are on a journey in which
they regularly encounter opportuni-
ties to learn from dilemmas.

Does this mean that Dilemma
Theory offers nothing but a legacy of
ongoing conflict and frustration? No.
It doesn’t produce a constant stream
of challenges and problems; life does
that. And for Karen and Jenny, the
outcome is not bleak. Insight into the
dynamics of dilemmas has enabled
them to view their differences as
opportunities to learn, both collec-
tively and individually.

As a result, they no longer have
to treat their differences as something
to be feared. They have learned that,
with careful attention, they can rec-
oncile their dilemmas. They have
developed a practice of “thoughtful
sensitivity” (or “sensitive thoughtful-
ness”) that can help them face new
challenges. And they appreciate each
other’s contribution, knowing that
they complement one another in
important ways.

When you encounter
differences, be resolved to

seek ways in which you and
others can reconcile apparently

conflicting values.

At an individual level, both Jenny
and Karen are now able to suspend
their values, observing how these
influence their reactions and attitudes.
Each has gained a deep insight into
who she is, an insight she can take
with her into her relationships with
other people. Each has a greater
repertoire for thinking and acting, no
longer limited by an unconscious
preference. Both are thankful they
have learned from the mutual rele-
vance of difference.

‘When you encounter differences,
be resolved to seek ways in which you
and others can reconcile apparently
conflicting values. Building your capac-
ity in this vital area is the basis for both
successful collaboration with others and

ongoing development while on your
own learning journey. O

Phil Ramsey teaches organizational learning at
Massey University in New Zealand. He is a regular
presenter at Systems Thinking in Action®
Conferences and is the author of the Billibonk
series of systems stories, published by Pegasus
Communications.

e Think of a person—at work, home,
in your volunteer work, or else-
where—with whom you frequently
clash.Try to identify the opposing
values that you both hold. What
steps might you take to reconcile
these values? How might viewing
these values as complementary affect
the ways in which you interact with
that individual?

* The article talks about how we come
to see personal preferences as things
that define who we are.What char-
acteristics have you come to think of
as personality traits? What do you
gain by pursuing each value? What do
you lose? Does shifting from thinking
of them as “who you are” to “what
you do” change how you interact
with others who are different from
you?

* Following the model shown in
“Sequence of Actions,” draw several
causal loop diagrams that show how
more of one value eventually leads
to the need for the complementary
value, and so on. Doing so can help
you identify a course of action when
you feel caught in an intractable
dilemma or chronic conflict.

—Janice Molloy

Also by Phil Ramsey

first systems mystery!

The first story in the Billibonk series. Meet
the characters from the jungle of Knith, and join them as they solve their
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the Burden” situation.

you how to apply the "Thorn Patch" story in your own organization.

Billibonk and the Big Itchl The second volume in the series, where

Billibonk and his friends solve another problem in the jungle—a “Shifting

The companion guide that shows
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how to apply the “Big Itch” story in your own organization.

A companion guide that shows you
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