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9. The transformation from “me” to “we” 

Short story: The Swedish activist finds the courage to trust the enemy 

Do you remember the case study in Part One about the occupation of the Swedish hospital? Local 

activists rebelled against a local government decision to close down the maternity ward of their 

region. The activist leader was justifiably irritated and felt pushed into a highly defensive position. He 

was not only disillusioned about receiving government support, he strongly distrusted anybody in 

government. Nonetheless, he was set to keep the maternity ward open and for this he needed to work 

with the government. He initiated an occupation of the hospital to have the attention of the 

government officials. It was a powerful move and had resulted in the government officials not being 

re-elected. The newly elected government official had promised during the election campaign to enter 

into a dialogue with the activists. While this represented a success for the activists, they faced their 

own challenge for the next phase. Would they be able to trust the new government official to engage 

on their end in a dialogue?   

My colleague, Bernard le Roux, of the Leadership for Transition team was among the mediators, and 

he recalls the development process of the activist leader. He describes what happened with the 

activist leader as an act of unfreezing from a deep fear and distrust of the government representatives. 

The activist leader would slowly be able to see the government official as an actual person who was 

more than a representative of an institution. Seeing the human instead of the role the person 

represented enabled the activist to recognize that he projected his fear onto the person without 

seeing the actual human in front of him. It took the mediators numerous personal discussions with 

the activist leader to reach that stage. It also required similar such meetings with the government 

representatives who faced issues of trust and collaboration on their side, too.  

Ultimately, the external pressure certainly helped. If the activist leader wanted to achieve what he 

was set to accomplish, he had no other choice than to sit down with the government representative 

and to advance enough trust to believe that something good could come out of such a talk. How did 

he accomplish this? Initially, when he opted to occupy the hospital, he reached out to as many allies 

as possible to help with the occupation. This resulted in a strengthening of his position and created a 

transformation from being alone in this (a “me” stance) to a sense of being aligned with others and 

doing something right “for us” together. This resulted in a change in government and an opportunity 
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to be taken seriously. It illustrates one of the transformation pathways that enables somebody to 

transformation from a “me” to a “we” stance.  

Opening up to be connected with all that is 

Let us explore the transformation challenge of an individual so that she or he can embrace a “we” 

instead of a “me” mindset. A “we” mindset is required to effectively collaborate with others and to 

work on solutions that serve more than only one’s personal interest. It is also a mindset needed to 

overcome polarized conflicts. The transformation from the “me” to the “we” stance relates to how a 

person defines her or his identity: Who am I? Am I a single isolated being or do I experience myself as 

being a part of a larger community, the world, all life? The broader we define our identity, the greater 

the chance of finding a common ground with others. Recognizing multiple belongings creates bridges, 

research confirms.27 

Having studied the leaders of Positive Impact Organizations, we learned more about the 

transformation from “me” to “we.” These insights build on my book entitled “The Five 

Superpowers.”.28 While there are likely to be many transformation journeys, it may help portray them 

as two transformational challenges. One happens within and the other one can be observed more 

easily from the outside.  

The first challenge relates to an inner development of the person. At one extreme, egocentric or 

narcissistic persons typically experience themselves as entirely disconnected from the world. To them, 

their entire experience is all about themselves, and little else matters. This is what we call an extreme 

“me” stance. At the other end of the spectrum, people having suffered tragedies or traumas may end 

up being introverted, and experience the world as a threat and themselves as victims. They also suffer 

from a great sense of being disconnected, albeit for different reasons than a narcissist. While the inner 

journey is clearly different—one finds a pathway to regain trust, the other to resize the individual’s 

ego such that she or he experiences herself or himself as part of the world—both will lead to defining 

the person as an important, small, and meaningful part of the world, just like any other living sentient 

being present in the universe. This transformation can occur in many manners. A meaningful 

experience in nature appears to be particularly effective in finding such a connection. To me, it is the 

time I spend hiking in the mountains, where I feel this sense of being totally connected with everything 
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that is and where I sense that a tree is as much a part of me as I am a part of the mountain I walk on. 

This first inner challenge is expressed in the stance a person takes in life.  

The second challenge of an individual mindset transformation is about how the person acts externally. 

Others will be able to observe this more easily. You can ask yourself: How open or closed is the person? 

An externally open person makes you feel welcome and heard. The person will proactively seek to 

hear the opinions of others and focuses on consolidating different perspectives in an attempt to find 

common ground. It is often the role of a facilitator to assume such an inclusive approach. When, at 

the other end of the spectrum, a person is closed and self-focused, it is likely that the person will not 

seek out the divergent views of others and may even attempt to shut them down. This can be 

expressed silently or vocally, depending on the personality. It takes enormous courage to step up from 

being closed to being open. In my experience, nobody is entirely the one or the other. The externally 

visible behavior depends a lot on the situation, on whether the person has something to lose or to 

gain, and how viscerally important the outcome is.  

These two transformation challenges hopefully provide, to a certain extent, granularity about the 

process. Let us remember that there is no black and white in transformation; a lot depends on the 

issue and the context. There are situations in which most of us tend to be egoistic and closed. The 

invitation here is to find spaces where we can feel connected with all life and, consequently, to be 

open to others.  

Embracing a larger purpose 

Having explored the transformation challenges, let us highlight three pathways of how to actually 

achieve this transformation from a “me” mindset to and a “we” mindset (see also Figure 1).   

For ourselves: A pathway of moving beyond a “me” focus can consist of joining a movement or group 

that defends a special issue you care about. The sense of community that grows from standing up for 

a common issue is rich and very real. It may serve as a stepping stone to recognizing that the higher 

truth of the “we” includes all of us. Such a transformation may occur when an individual witnesses the 

solution of an issue that satisfies several parties. This is in many respects the secret spark of any 

positive compromise that was achieved by having found a shared higher purpose.  
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The quantum leap: A number of people experience an enlightenment and suddenly understand it. I 

am not joking. I know of several persons who have had an experience in their life that has 

fundamentally transformed them to instantly and immediately understand the “we.” Please do not 

misunderstand me, these are not semi-gods or buddhas; these are persons who have consistently 

been able to put the common good above their own personal interest. They are not flawless beings 

and there are instances during which they may fall back into a “me” stance. Fear can be such a negative 

trigger. And yet, I am sure, you have also had an experience where it was easy to help achieve the best 

interest for the group rather than fighting for your own preference.  Most people who grew up in 

families or communes have likely had, to a certain extent, healthy exposure to this pathway.  

Against threats: The third transformation pathway resembles the first pathway. Here, rather than 

experiencing the benefits of a group that resembles us, we experience the benefits of a highly diverse 

group that is united by opposing the same threat. The group exists because together they are stronger.  

We may have to overcome preconceived notions about other participants in the group so that we can 

actually work together. We may have to pause our mental framing and grant others their space, as 

otherwise the threat cannot be handled. It is a coalition of emergency and need and it works well in 

overcoming the “me” and in experiencing the “we.” Being able to identify an ideal future that includes 

the visions of everybody around the table, an individual can experience a moment where her or his 

concern is addressed (the threat is potentially gone) while others also find peace in the solution. A 

new shared “we” is created.  

 

Figure 1: The transformation challenge from the me to the we 
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There is no best path. Every individual has a different starting point. Such a starting point is a reflection 

of the individual's personal history. And the path depends on what current reality the individual faces.   

Should the question ever arise whether there is a method to measure a mindset, there may be a tool 

that can help shed light, to a certain extent, on the inner state and potentially highlight a number of 

blind spots. The Competency Assessment for Responsible Leadership (CARL) may help create an inner 

awareness of which path may be more appropriate for the individual. The CARL was designed to be 

used for individuals, teams, and organizations to assess their degree of responsibility in their 

leadership and decision making. Responsibility is defined as the ability to see beyond one’s self-

interest and to effectively work with others and within oneself to uncover solutions that serve a higher 

purpose. It builds on five competencies including handling stakeholder relations, ethics and values, 

self-awareness, systems understanding, and change and innovation.29 The CARL assesses a person’s 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes in each of these five competencies, offering a uniquely granular view 

of where one has potential to further develop. (See Figure 2).  

 

 

Figure 2: The Competency Assessment for Responsible Leadership (CARL) 

The five competency dimensions offer insights into what competencies can be built on and which may 

prevent a fruitful collaboration. On the other axis, the three action dimensions, i.e., knowing, doing, 

and being, highlight the way in which a given competency can be used or improved. The CARL test is 

free and a code can be obtained so that a group of any size can create a profile of a department or 

organization (more here: www.carl2030.org).   
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