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A key premise of a learning community is that other people’s 

experiences provide a source of insight and perspective that can better help 	

us achieve the results we desire. Typically, we assume that we can improve 		

our performance by copying the behavior that produces the accomplishments 	

we admire. But we need only look at the many frustrated attempts to repli-		

cate the Toyota production system to know that while imitation may be the 

sincerest form of flattery, it does not reliably produce either results or learn-	

ing. Why? And how can we redirect these well-intentioned efforts to gain 		

the knowledge that we seek?

  I  n this issue of Reflections, we have assembled a group of articles that speak to the broader issue 	

of performance improvement, and how we can effectively learn from others. 

    “The Thinking Production System” by Michael Ballé, Godefroy Beauvallet, Art Smalley, and 	

Durward K. Sobek directs our attention to the purposes that underlie the Toyota approach (TPS). 

According to practitioners of TPS, implementing lean practices will only produce the desired results 	

if managerial aims are consistent with the methods. One practitioner describes the primary aim as 

drawing out people’s capability and motivation. That’s a little different than driving out cost. The 

authors hope that by framing the change to be implemented primarily as a “thinking” system, we 		

will appreciate that the work of management is about “frame control” and producing a supportive 

context for new tools and methods. They offer illustrations of how frame control can be both taught 

and learned. Plug Power CEO Roger Saillant shares his own experience as a practitioner in the 	

accompanying commentary.

  S  oL research member George Roth has studied lean enterprises extensively. He observes that the 

gains associated with these efforts have been achieved by practices that are not emphasized in current 

change management frameworks, and therefore might be overlooked by the frame-bound observer. 

“Distributing Leadership Practices for Lean Transformation” describes in-depth one of the five capabili-

ties – rethinking organizational boundaries, installing innovations in sets, pushing and pulling change, 

seeking growth opportunities, and distributing leadership practices – that are effectively integrated in 

creating lean systems. Long time lean practitioner Bill Bellows from Pratt & Whitney Rocketdyne offers 

a commentary on Roth’s findings.

  F  eedback and reward systems have always presented a particular challenge in effectively imple-

menting a performance-oriented culture. Bahattin Aydin and members of the Ulker Star Team have pro-

vided a case study of their experience in designing and implementing a performance feedback system. 

“From Human Resources to Human Relations” documents the transformation of the company perfor-

mance management system from bureaucratic paperwork to meaningful interaction. The case also 

documents the team’s learning journey, including a systems thinking analysis of the design and imple-

mentation issues they faced. A consultant to this effort, Evrim Calkaver, a coordinator for SoL’s 		

local community in Turkey, authors a commentary.
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    A second case study is offered by SoL member Peter Pruyn and Michael Sterling of the United 	

Space Alliance. In “Space Flight Resource Management: Lessons Learned from Astronaut Team Learn-

ing” the authors’ intent is to document their specific case as well as to provide the reader with a tool-

box with which to build their own team learning and group decision-making curriculum.

  T  his issue’s book excerpt is from The Managerial Moment of Truth. Bruce Bodaken, CEO of health 

care insurer Blue Shield of California, and Robert Fritz have been collaborating for a number of years to 

develop a method to use the opportunities for performance improvement that surface every day. Using 

the concept of creative tension, they reframe the conversations we have when we’ve gotten off track 

relative to desired results. We feature the preface to this work.

  M  any SoL members have noted how much Marilee Adams’ practical guidance on how to inquire 

more deeply has helped them change their frames. Lee Salmon provides a review of Adams’ most recent 

work, Change Your Questions, Change Your Life.

  F  inally, we are delighted when readers write! Reflections from SoL research member Mary Ann 

Allison describe a way to frame the teamwork underlying successful hastily configured networks 	

(HFNs) described in our last issue.

   We also want to alert you to the following recent publications by SoL members and friends:  

•	 Artful Leadership: Awakening the Commons of the Imagination by Michael Jones. Go to http://	

www.pianoscapes.com for more information and to order copies of the book and accompanying 

music CD.  (Michael published an earlier article in Reflections when he was developing this 		

book – see: Reflections Vol. 4, No. 3.)

•	 Learning Organization Journey – A Success Story (Turkish) by Evrim Çalkavur. Go to http://www.

evrimcalkavur.com (See Evrim’s commentary in this issue.)

•	 Three Deep Breaths by Thomas Crum. Go to http://www.aikiworks.com/. Thomas Crum’s work 	

has provided inspiration for many of the physical embodiment exercises used in SoL courses. His 

latest work is an allegory offering simple practices for returning to one’s center.

   Upcoming issues of Reflections will be organized around sustainability, systems thinking and 		

new developments in the theory and practice of organizational learning. We invite both your submis-

sions and requests. And in the spirit of this issue, your suggestions about how we can better meet 		

your needs are always welcome and appreciated. We look forward to hearing from you.

C. Sherry Immediato
Managing Director, SoL
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Change Your Questions, 
Change Your Life
Reviewed by Lee Salmon

Change Your Questions, 
Change Your Life:  
7 Powerful Tools for Life 
and Works

Marille Adams, Ph.D.
Berrett-Koehler Publishers,  
San Francisco, CA. 2004.

I found Marilee Adams’ latest 
book, Change Your Questions, 
Change Your Life, an impor-

tant and practical read, having 
previously made good use of her 
first book, The Art of the Ques-
tion. My eclectic background – as 
OD specialist, executive coach, 
environmental scientist, and physi-
cist – has long had me be a believer 
in the power of questions to shape 
our thinking, our lives, and our 
organizations. We see that organi-
zational approaches that focus on 
creating deep change are directly 
or indirectly centered in principles 
of inquiry. I include in this cate-
gory learning organizations, action 
learning, appreciative inquiry, open 
space, and dialogue models like 
the World Café.

Change Your Questions is a fable 
through which we learn in an acces-
sible way about the framing and 
programming power of questions. 
While the story occurs in a business 
setting, its lessons are also directed 
to our ability to think and relate 
effectively everywhere in our lives, 

perspective is more natural and 
accessible from the Learner mind-
set. Marilee sums up the use of this 
model by advising us to: “accept 
Judger and practice Learner.”

Change Your Questions, Change 
Your Life provides a useful graphic, 
the Choice Map, which illustrates 
the distinct paths of Learner and 
Judger and the different worlds of 
experience, results, and possibilities 
created by the choice of either one. 
The Map also shows how to shift 
from Judger to Learner by asking 
“Switching questions.” While the 
terms Learner and Judger describe 
mindsets of an individual, one can 
also postulate Learner or Judger 
organizations and Learner or Judger 
teams. The Choice Map then be-
comes a tool for working with 
both. The QuestionThinking ap-
proach invites us to consider the 
intersection of individual thinking 
and organizational thinking, of 
individual learning and organiza-
tional learning, of individual per-
formance and organizational per-
formance. 

I find the Learner/Judger distinc-
tions simple, elegant, and profound. 
I use the Choice Map in a coaching 
context, for example, in raising 
awareness when a leader claims to 
want to be inclusive and empower-
ing, but whose behavior is critical 
or dismissive. Clients find it easy to 
understand and use for increasing 
their ability to observe where they 
are and highlighting their choices. 
The results they achieve often show 

Lee Salmon

including our personal relation-
ships. Most striking is the focus not 
only on the power of questions, but 
also on the impact of our internal 
questions and self-talk on our exter-
nal communications, actions, and 
outcomes. 

Marilee calls this Question 
Thinking. She provides models and 
methods showing how deeply our 
internal questions impact thinking, 
behavior, relationships, and results. 
The final chapter of the book, enti-
tled “The Inquiring Leader,” hints 
at further work she has developed, 
with distinctions she calls inquiring 
leadership and inquiring organiza-
tions. What makes the book espe-
cially practical is the workbook at 
the end providing instructions on 
how to personally apply the seven 
QuestionThinking tools.

Beyond the concept of Question 
Thinking, the power of the book 
revolves around the Learner/Judger 
mindset model and the recognition 
that our internal questions consis-
tently express which mental model 
we are operating from. Marilee 
claims that every one of us has 
these two mindsets; the only issue 
being which one we choose at any 
given moment. Judger mindset is 
critical, reactive, committed to be-
ing right, looks from its own per-
spective only, is win-lose, and nar-
rows possibilities. Learner mindset 
is open-minded, accepting, curious, 
discerning, thoughtful, looks from 
multiple perspectives, is win-win, 
and opens possibilities. A systems 
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me that changing their questions 
from Judger to Learner transforms 
their thinking and behavior.

Juanita Brown and David Isaacs 
say they have been using Marilee’s 
work as a “key resource” for the 
World Cafe since its inception. 
They’ve used her work on question-
ing to help shape successful Café 
dialogues throughout the world, by 
showing Café participants how to 
frame more powerful questions that 
then become the catalyst for richer 
dialogues.

Myron Rogers, coauthor of A 
Simpler Way, has this to say about 
Change Your Questions, Change 
Your Life: “Marilee’s Learner/
Judger model is incredibly simple, 
but can hold the complexity we 
deal with as organizations and as 
individuals. There are many tools 
and models out there, but I consider 
this tool to be fundamental. It pro-
vides simple ways to bring people 
back to simple change and also 

helps build an organizations capac-
ity to change itself. I used the 
Learner/Judger model with a com-
pany that had a culture of judg-
ment. I could point out what was 
happening in the room and ask how 
that fit the Judger path, building 
awareness and their ability to make 
different choices. Focusing on the 
importance of questions also gives 
clients an explicit way to under-
stand the importance of the process 
that leads to outcomes (answers), 
and places where they can intervene 
to change the process (by changing 
their questions). Both of Marilee’s 
books help me explain what I do 
and give me a language to explain it 
to others.”

For those of us committed to or-
ganizational transformation, Mari-
lee’s QuestionThinking work raises 
some provocative questions. One is, 
“How can we discern the questions 
that organizations are asking and 
answering (implicitly and explicitly) 

with their behavior – and what im-
plications for deep change might 
this suggest”? In my opinion, how-
ever, the big picture of this work 
goes beyond the practical impor-
tance of questions for individuals 
and organizations. 

At a deep level, Marilee chal-
lenges us to take on inquiry as a 
transformative practice, as a way of 
being that can fundamentally alter 
who we are, how we relate and act, 
and what world we choose to cre-
ate. This is a pivotal point in histo-
ry, when many have concerns about 
a sustainable future. The power of 
the QuestionThinking perspective 
is to recognize that needed changes 
in institutions, government, and 
culture require new questions to 
open new possibilities. A renewed 
level of thinking and dialogue is 
called for, with the courage of fresh 
questions to light the way.

Lee Salmon is the practice leader for executive coaching, mentoring, and leadership 

development with the Federal Consulting Group, where he works with leaders at the highest 

levels of government. FCG is a government franchise within the Department of the Treasury, 

serving as internal government consultants for organizational development and change. Lee 	

is also a scientist and physicist and participated in the second SoL global forum in Vienna.

Gordon.Salmon@bep.treas.gov

Marilee Adams 
Marilee@InquiryInstitute.com
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