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“Great leaders draw lasting lessons from transforming events.”

- Pasternack and O'Toole, quoted in Strategy + Business, Fourth Quarter, 2002, p. 92.

How Do We Take Advantage of Inflection Points?
By Gary M. Cook

In our last issue we discussed what an
“inflection point” is, what happens when it oc-
curs, and why it is so important to take advan-
tage of it.

In thisissue we will look at how to take advan-
tage of an inflection point.

To reiterate, an inflection point isapoint in time
when a positive or negative experience allows

us to suspend our usual way of doing things,

and to be open to new ways of thinking. Itis
aso atime when we tend to have a heightened
energy level and sense of will to do things dif-
ferently.

However, behavioral change is very difficult
under the best of circumstances, as most of us
know all too well. How many times have we set
adesirable goal for ourselves, one that requires
us to behave somewhat differently, only to
abandon our efforts when we are no longer in-
fused with the power of the moment of our
goal-setting? Does the ultimate disposition of
any of our New Y ear’ s resolutions come to
mind?

Itisall too easy to fall back on our accustomed
patterns, habits and behaviors. We are creatures
of habit and we tend to gravitate toward the
known and the comfortable. Conversely, we
fear the unknown and the uncertain; we are in-
securein new territory.

Typically, we need a push to get us over these
uncertainties and fear. I nflection points can
create the conditions for that push.

Great moments in history can occur when in-
flection points create a powerful response.
Think of Kennedy’s challenge to “put aman
on the moon by the end of the decade,” inre-
sponse to the Russian announcement of its
successful launch of Sputnik. Think of the
Marshall Plan, created as aresponseto the
devastation at the end of World War 11.

Similarly, great moments can occur for indi-
viduals under such circumstances. A couple of
examples from my own coaching files:

Bill, a project manager who had been in
the same department for ten years, upon
being told that he was not likely to
move anywhere elsein the company,
put together a new vision of what he
wanted to do with the rest of his busi-
ness career. Within six months, the
same EVP who had told him he was
unlikely to move placed him as the pro-
ject manager for several important new
product candidates.

Marie, akey manager in ahighly suc-
cessful technology firm, istold that she
will not become an equity partner in her
firm because of highly abusive behav-
iors toward her fellow managers.
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Within six months she has recast her
goals, her style, and her behaviors, and
iswell on the way toward some type of
partnership interest.

But there are a number of reasonswhy it is
often difficult for individuals to take advan-
tage of these pointsin time:

We may not realize that we actually are
at an inflection point, and try instead to
deal with the situation using our normal
behavior patterns. R. D. Laing talks
about “scotomization,” or our ability to
develop selective blind spots regarding
certain kinds of emotional or anxiety-
producing events. We can easily do that
when an inflection point occurs.

We sometimes may not recognize the
power that an inflection point moment
can have to help us change the way we
have done thingsin the past.

We may not be skilled in looking at all
of the options available in response to
the situation we find ourselvesin.

We may not be good at laying out the
probabl e risks and results of new
courses of action, both from ourselves
and others, and thus may not pick the
best course of action.

If we believe that in one or more of the above
dimensions we may not be able to arm our-
selves with the best answers, it is probably
time to consult with a“coach” who can help
create opportunity from the inflection point
moment with which we are dealing.

Indeed, the use of acoach at thistimeis so
important that we at Cook & Company have
trademarked the phrase, “Coaching at the In-
flection Point™.” An experienced coach, espe-
cially one who realizes the power of inflection
points, can help identify the opportunity, sort
the options, and unleash the energy of these
moments. And even if we believe we have the
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perspective to deal with each of the dimen-
sions above, often it helpsto have athird party
review our findings.

However, even if you can’t find/can’t afford a
coach, most of us can find athird party who
can help. But what should you look for in such
aperson?

They need to be:

Empathetic — that is, able to put them-
selvesin your position and seethe
world through your eyes.

Objective— not swayed by what you or
others (or themselves) want to happen,
but rather combine what you and others
want to have happen with what is possi-
bleto achieve.

Experienced — even if they are not a
coach, someone who you know has
seen these situations before and mas-
tered them is likely to be much more
helpful.

Honest — often our biggest problemin
these situationsis that our heart won'’t
let us believe what our minds suggest is
the truth. Therefore, we all need sorre-
one who can tell usthe truth, and do so
in away we are able to handle.

Logical - typically, you would like to
have someone help you who can think
through with you both the current situa-
tion and a plan of action, complete with
some milestones along the way (“ by the
end of next month | want my boss to
agreethat | now do X, and thisis how |
am going to approach her”).

Remember, inflection points happen infre-
guently and those who succeed in life tend to
pay attention to these points and master the
ability to maximize the benefit of their re-
sponse to them!

Next issue:

In our upcoming Cook & Company Commentary, we’ll talk about teams, their values,
their effectiveness, and how to improve their performance. We'll also discuss some
valuable new tools we have developed to cost-effectively help assess team performance.

In the meantime, from all of us here at Cook & Company, have an enjoyable and healthy

Holiday Season!
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