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“The true journey of discovery lies not in exploring new landscapes, but in having new eyes”1  

 

Of all the many insights from decades of organisational learning research, application and practice, 

one of the most powerful and profound is that the foundation of any human system, community or 

organisation rests on the mindsets, attitudes and outlook of its people. 

 

Working with this insight in organisations throughout Europe, Asia and the US over the past 30 

years, I’ve seen time and again that whether organisations flourish and grow, or wither and die 

comes down to one simple thing. What ultimately determines an organisation’s fate is whether key 

people remain open to seeing beyond the familiar, so what they might become in the future is not 

stifled by what they have been in the past.  

 

Seeing beyond the familiar is not as easy as it may sound because of the deeply intertwined and 

interdependent relationship between seeing (perception of reality) and being (conception of self).  

Put simply, when our ‘being’ narrows, our ‘seeing’ becomes similarly constricted and constrained. 

 

For example, the conception of self that “I am the expert” will prevent me from seeing any merit in 

new ideas that could render my current expertise obsolete. Max Planck, founder of quantum theory 

clearly recognised this problem: “A new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents 

and making them see the light, but rather because its opponents eventually die, and a new 

generation grows up that is familiar with it”2. 

 

One of the most common examples of this phenomenon for leaders is “I am the decision maker”. 

Fall into this trap and you will no longer be able to see when, and in which situations, others are 

better placed to make decisions. You then end up becoming a decision-making bottleneck, 

constraining and holding the organisation back. 

 

This Curse of Self-Deception that ‘I’m the expert’, ‘I’m the decision-maker’ or anything similarly self-

deceiving is the doorway through which we fall into what I call seeing-being traps.  The way to 

avoid or escape these traps is to cultivate a sense of self based on a fundamental truth about the 

limitations of human perception – that none of us ever sees the whole of anything. 

 

We’re caught in a seeing-being trap when we buy into the self-deception that what we see is “the 

whole truth”. We escape or avoid these traps by developing the awareness that we each see an 

incomplete but valid aspect of a larger overall reality – our own personal “2D take on 3D reality”. 

 

Perhaps the most prevalent and pervasive seeing-being trap of all is “I am right”. Being under this 

self-deception automatically alienates others who see different “2D takes on 3D reality” and by 

cutting ourselves off in this way we impoverish our own understanding, poison our relationships and 

prevent our organisations from flourishing. 

 

It is remarkably easy to fall into a seeing-being trap, and only by developing the capacity to escape 

and avoid such traps can leaders ensure their career trajectory is towards the ‘Level 5 Leadership3’ 

                                                 
1 À la recherche du temps perdu. Vol V. (1923) – Marcel Proust 
2 “Scientific Autobiography” – Max Planck p22 (Johann Ambrosius Barth Verlag - Leipzig 1948). 
3 “Good to Great” (Random House 2001) - Jim Collins.  



characterised by a paradoxical mix of personal humility and professional will instead of the 

overconfidence in one’s own judgement and contempt for others that typifies ‘Hubris Syndrome’4. 

 

When those in leadership positions fall into, and then fail to escape these traps, this self-deception 

not only curses them as individuals it also eats away at the fabric of their organisation like a cancer, 

sapping its vigour, undermining its vitality and ultimately risking its very survival. 

 

So what can we do in practice to be more ‘Level 5’ than ‘Hubris Syndrome’? These six practices 

develop the internal strength to avoid and escape seeing-being traps in ourselves and others: 

 

• Being Empathic - by being “sensitive to the power of the point of view of others and to feel 

the emotional force with which they believe in it by withholding judgement as you ‘try on’ 

their point of view”5. 

• Being Systemic – by seeing the bigger picture of how the different ‘conceptions of self’ in 

different people lead to their different ‘perceptions of reality’ that collectively and 

systemically create the organisational gestalt6. 

• Being Curious - by recognising that the different perceptions of others are not threats to 

your authority, but are opportunities to enrich your understanding, to discover a richer set of 

options for future progress and a highly effective way to inhibit and combat hubris7. 

• Being Agnostic - by not getting stuck in one way of seeing things, no matter how well it has 

served you in the past. Note that many successful leaders come undone by being unwitting 

prisoners in the fortress of past success. 

• Being Pragmatic - by experimenting with various things, then scaling up what works best, 

thereby avoiding the analysis paralysis caused by seeking perfection before taking action. 

• Being Enthusiastic - by understanding yourself, discovering and bringing into your actions 

and interactions your own authentic inner strengths.  

Developing mastery in these six states of being – which form the acronym ESCAPE – enables 

organisations, individuals and ideas to flourish and leads to often surprisingly rapid breakthroughs. 

 

In my experience a good place to start is by focusing on being enthusiastic – which is the drive 

behind ‘professional will’ – and being curious – which develops the ‘personal humility8’ that together 

characterise the ‘Level 5’ leader. 

 

Working on these two is like a shot in the arm that not only stimulates development of the other 

four but is also the quickest and surest way to inoculate yourself against Hubris Syndrome. 
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4 “Hubris Syndrome: An acquired personality disorder? A study of US Presidents and UK Prime Ministers over 

the last 100 years”, David Owen and Jonathan Davidson (Brain 2009: 132; 1396-1406) 
5 Fisher and Ury of the Harvard Negotiation Project – p23 “Getting to Yes” (Houghton Mifflin 1981)  
6 “Intentional Revolutions” by Nevis, Lancourt and Vassalo (Jossey-Bass 1996) 
7 David Owen cites ‘toe holders’ who help leaders avoid hubris. US President Franklin D. Roosevelt relied on his 

aide Louis Howe and his wife Eleanor in this role. (Daedalus Trust Annual Conference 17 November 2014).  
8 Not the “humility” that says “I am nothing” - that’s just the flip side of the self-deception that “I am 

everything”. True humility is when sense of the self is based on authentic embodied human strengths. 


