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14. The individual positive impact mindset 

Short story: A German actor experiences a shock therapy   

Jan Josef Liefers is a well-known actor, musician, and film director in Germany. Since 2002, he stars in 

the highly popular crime series “Tatort,” and he is somewhat of an influencer. In spring 2021, during 

the high time of the COVID-19 pandemic, he became involved in the protest opposing national 

pandemic measures. As part of an anti-government action involving 50 celebrities 

(#allesdichtmachen), he published an infamous video message that ridiculed the government 

measures. He closed his video message satirically with the saying “despair but don’t doubt,” 

suggesting that the measures were exaggerated and unnecessary.  

The celebrity protest triggered a violent backlash. Other celebrities, doctors, and politicians voiced 

their disagreement. The anesthetist, Carola Holzner, also known as Doc Caro, called on the 50 

celebrities to please form their own opinion before reaching such impossible conclusions. Jan Josef 

Liefers took her up on the offer and agreed to spend a day as an “intern” with her on the emergency 

unit for COVID-19 patients. He not only agreed to the experiment; he also decided to write about it, 

sharing how the experience had radically changed his position. He wrote that all COVID-19 patients in 

intensive care were seriously ill, closer to death than life. He also wrote that all of them were young, 

from 28 to 48 years old, and all were unvaccinated. He calls the experience a shock therapy that 

opened his eyes.  

This story highlights the incredibly powerful impact of a lived experience. Since we are mostly 

surrounded by people with experiences similar to those we have, it is incredibly hard to put us in other 

people’s shoes. We cannot imagine what we do not experience. When Jan Josef Liefers accepted the 

internship invitation, it transformed him. The actor confirmed that he was no longer able to ignore 

what he had experienced and that he felt compelled to help others understand this new perspective.49  

Much like a human connection, a lived experience provokes something real in a human being. This 

real sentiment or experience operates very differently from a mental input, such as a news item or a 

claim. Embodied experiences are anchored in our cells and remain much more vivid and present with 

us than a new mental input. In pedagogy, such an experience is called experiential learning; its 

effectiveness is significantly higher than listening to a lecture. Research suggests that experiential 
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learning has a retention rate of 90% compared to a traditional lecture with a retention rate of 5% to 

15%.50 

When you search for manners to create a human connection with somebody you profoundly disagree 

with, why not spend time in their shoes alongside them to experience their perspective? They may be 

willing to step into your shoes, too, and you both would be a major step closer to finding a higher 

ground that can serve as a foundation to solve your disagreement.   

Insights from research  

Are there any specific methods to prepare for and support the mindset transformation from "me" to 

"we"? In Part Three we highlighted the two different mindsets and what differentiates them. In this 

section, we investigate what the differentiators of a flexible mind are. A flexible mind is required to 

complete any kind of mindset transformation and therefore the foundation of training is the new 

muscle of an outside-in leadership mindset or a co-creative organization mindset.  

What do we know from research about the capacity to be adaptive? Adaptability depends on 

flexibility. Adaptability is required in a continuously changing world and research shows that people 

with a strong psychological capital are best equipped for this adaptation.51 German teacher and 

psychologist, Rüdiger Reinhardt, attributes four core competencies to a healthy psychological capital: 

confidence in the future, resilience, self-efficacy, and realistic optimism. In his career as a teacher and 

researcher, he developed pragmatic suggestions for strengthening each of them.  

Confidence in the future is the capacity to think in alternative scenarios. It is not about having blind 

hope but rather the conviction that there are many means to reach a goal. Parallel prototyping is an 

ideal method to develop such alternative scenarios; it involves developing multiple solutions in quick 

feedback rounds that serve as a filtering process. The result is two-fold: a final solution that everybody 

involved understands, and the shared knowledge that there are also other pathways to achieve the 

same solution. This process is called way power; it is about the ability to successfully plan a path. Way 

power goes hand in hand with will power that is required to allocate a required energy to walk the 

initial or adapted paths.  

Resilience is defined by the capacity to sustain and to recover. It is the quality of a bamboo tree that 

bends with the wind but does not break. A great manner to foster resilience is to reappraise a 



Page 98 of 122 

challenging situation and our reaction to it. Rüdiger Reinhardt suggests three steps to conduct such a 

reappraisal. First, to stop and then to inhale and exhale slowly and deeply three times. This activates 

the parasympathetic nerve system and quiets the mind. Second, to name the emotions you 

experience. It is proven that calling out the emotion we feel, measurably reduces our agitation. Third, 

to reassess the situation by asking what is positive about the event, and what can I learn from it for 

an inevitable next time? Such a new interpretation effectively dries up negative emotions. 

Reassessments focus on what is positive in any given situation.  

Self-efficacy is about knowing that we can achieve something and being convinced that we are able 

to succeed when it matters. The more positive experiences we collect, the more mental proof we 

assemble. Self-efficacy is the realistic conviction that we are most likely successful in our endeavors. 

It is about gathering the courage to surpass a fear of failure and inner resistance. What others think 

about us influences how we think about ourselves. If others believe we can be successful, this has a 

positive effect on our own self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is increased when we have mastered a challenge 

and have overcome an obstacle. It is reflected in whether such successes, rather than failures, are top 

of our mind.  

Realistic optimism is rational optimism; it is derived from a series of beliefs and competencies that 

help us focus on the positive aspect of life rather than the negative ones. Life consists only to a small 

percentage of what happens to you and to a dominating percentage of what you make out of it. And 

indeed, studies show that only 25% of an optimistic attitude is based on our gene pool. There is much 

room to develop an optimistic attitude. 

If confidence in the future, resilience, self-efficacy, and realistic optimism are the core competencies 

of adaptability, it becomes clear that only a positive person can have a flexible mindset. It is all about 

reframing our experiences, about continuously reassessing and seeing the positive in what we 

experience, and developing the will power to stick to our journey, irrespective of what path opens up 

in front of us. It is also about surrounding ourselves with others who reinforce our self-belief and who 

support us in trusting that we will succeed.  

And there is more to it. To be flexible in complex or chaotic times, it is of essence to acknowledge that 

we do not know it all and that we may have issues orienting ourselves. This is no easy task, as it is our 

natural instinct wanting to control the situation, particularly when it is falling out of control. My 

research fellow of the Leadership for Transition project, Anne Caspari, has realized that there is a need 

for alternative methods to handle such situations. Her work is based on research conducted by Dave 
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Snowden, a researcher and consultant in the field of knowledge management and the application of 

complexity science.  

Anne Caspari suggests that sensemaking allows structuring situations that are complex and 

unpredictable and that cannot be resolved with a plan or with previously established scenarios. Her 

research highlights that it is essential to initially come up with a plausible understanding of what is 

going on—and this is where sensemaking comes in. It involves testing ideas and assumptions through 

probing and sensing. Sensemaking focuses on micro interventions. These are based on the idea that 

culture is a process of finding meaning in the sum of daily interactions. Anne Caspari has learned that 

listening to micro stories of such interactions is a great manner of figuring out what goes on and for 

creating a space where participants of different backgrounds can together build a path forward. 

The sense-making activity also allows mapping the disposition of people. Are they open or closed to 

change? If they are closed to change, an initial step involves finding out what might change their 

disposition so that they become more open. Sense-making work has identified that listening to 

unfamiliar stories can become a bridge from a closed to an open disposition. There is magic in sharing 

micro stories about small daily interactions; they can become transformative triggers. They also 

contribute to creating the human connection we have identified as critical in polarized situations 

where different participants may share contradicting micro stories.  

Insights from research support our findings in practice that it takes a certain mental capacity—a 

flexibility of the mind—and an ability to engage in a human connection by sharing small personal 

stories and by listening to others sharing theirs. This may sound like nothing big or surprising. It is 

indeed very practical advice that anybody can build on. Find out where you become judgmental, and 

find mental flexibility within yourself to keep listening with an open heart. It will create a human 

connection that serves as a basis to let go of individual perspectives so that a higher purpose can be 

found which serves a higher cause that matters to everybody involved—and this is what the shift from 

“me” to “we” is all about.  

Recommendations  

We have learned that the creation of a human connection—ideally through dialogue—is a proven 

pathway to overcome polarized conflicts. We also know that not everybody is open or willing to create 
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such a connection or to engage in a dialogue. We highlighted above how to help people shift from a 

closed to an open mind, suggesting that a certain flexibility of the mind exists. Particularly in polarized 

conflicts, this flexibility is short-lived. In this section, we are interested to explore manners to help 

opening the mind of those who may not be so easily convinced, for whatever reason, to connect to 

another person on a human basis. 

We shall explore two steps: First, we need to convince the other person to sit down with us. Then, we 

need to convince the person to explore options that are acceptable to both and resolve the often-

complex issue at hand. This relates both to classic and polarized conflicts, as the person we face is 

unlikely to bring the flexibility for the mindset transformation needed to resolve a complex polarized 

issue. We need a new approach. Let us see what can be done about this.  

To begin, let us explore how we can convince a person who is unpersuadable to sit down with us to 

talk. Wharton business school professor, Adam Grant, has spent much time assessing how to change 

the mind of those considered unpersuadable.52 He has studied individual corporate leaders, such as 

Steve Jobs, who are known for their stubbornness, arrogance, and narcissistic traits. Based on the 

growing evidence53  that personality traits are not necessarily consistent from one situation to the next, 

he has identified approaches to open their minds. Adam Grant highlights that everybody has 

if/then triggers; a pattern of responding to particular scenarios in certain manners. He has identified four 

means to adjust these triggers for different outcomes: 

1. Adjusting arrogance: The best manner for arrogant persons to be humbled is to have them 

explain something that is complex to describe. They will discover that they actually cannot fully 

explain what they thought they knew and this results in them pulling back their normal 

arrogance.  

2. Adjusting stubbornness: Success and failure are determined by external or internal factors. 

Stubborn people tend to believe in internal control; they think that outcomes can be determined 

by their will. Do not try to convince such a person with external arguments; they believe that 

their outcomes are controlled solely by them. Do involve them in the shaping of new solutions, 

let them come up with their own ideas by planting seeds that they can pick up and consider as 

their own. Research shows that asking questions instead of giving answers helps overcome 

people’s defensiveness.54 Questions such as “What if?” and “Could we?” spark creativity by 

making people curious about what is possible. 

3. Adjusting narcissism: Do not tell a narcissist that they are wrong; they do not appreciate it, as 

they believe themselves to be superior and special. It takes a careful framing to coax them into 
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acknowledging that they are flawed and fallible. Research suggests that narcissists suffer from 

an unstable self-esteem.55 Since narcissists crave status and approval, they tend to become 

hostile when they feel insulted, rejected, or shamed. The approach to have them change their 

minds is to appeal to their desire to be admired. This is best done by praising them in an area 

different from the one in which you hope to change their minds. If you think they made a wrong 

decision, do not compliment them on their decision-making capacity; rather compliment their 

creativity or any other positive trait or competency they have. We all have multiple identities. 

When we feel secure about one of our strengths, we become more open to accepting our 

shortcomings elsewhere. 56  

4. Adjusting disagreeableness: In contrast to the above pathways, people who are argumentative 

require a different approach. It is important to stand up to them rather than back down. 

Argumentative persons tend to view people with different opinions as competitors, demanding 

a different strategy. Disagreeable people are energized by conflict and as a result they interpret 

bending to their will as a weakness. Stay your ground and gain their respect.  

Once the previously unpersuadable person has shifted to a more neutral mental state, we can envision 

solving the conflict at hand. This brings us to step 2: developing solutions with a person who finds it 

challenging to step beyond the conflict at hand. I have compiled this list based on research conducted 

by psychology journalist, Rebecca Webber.57 The five suggestions can be used with people who may not 

bring the required flexibility of the mind to shift toward a positive impact mindset.  

1. Accept the starting point: Former deputy campaign manager for Barack Obama, Stephanie 

Cutter, has learned what it takes to resolve conflicts with others. She suggests that you have to 

understand people’s situations and where they come from—and start from where they are and 

not from where you would like them to be. This is fundamental advice that should be used at 

the start of meeting with anybody irrespective of what we attempt to achieve together.  

2. Ask open-ended questions: Negotiation coach, Lisa Gates, suggests to approach somebody who 

holds a different opinion than us by taking a step back and asking them open-ended questions 

about their preference or point of view. Approach it with an open mind as if you would conduct 

an interview. Learning from them what is important to them may help you discover how you 

both can achieve what you want. This approach works particularly well in classic conflicts where 

win-win solutions work.  



Page 102 of 122 

3. Reframe the conversation: Howard Gardner, professor at the Harvard Graduate School of 

Education, suggests that we cannot address fear directly, but that the only thing we have to fear 

is fear itself. Try to find a means to recast the topic you disagree about so that the other person 

is prompted to think about things differently. This reframing may lead you to create a long-term 

impact on how the other person thinks about her or his position.58 This is a great approach in a 

polarized conflict situation, as it may lead to a new, higher perspective.  

4. Show the holes in your argument: Journalist Megan McArdle advises that instead of giving the 

other person only the points that make your case, be up front about the drawbacks of your 

argument and address them. In doing so, you show that you understand the complexity of the 

situation and that you are honest. Addressing the whole spectrum of the point of discussion 

makes you more trustworthy and therefore easier to listen to.59 This is an excellent point of 

advice to gain trust and a human connection to then explore a shared purpose together.  

5. Be sympathetic: Psychologist Robert Cialdini highlights the importance of being sympathetic 

and benevolent to the other person.60 He suggests to always think the very best of the other. 

People like it when they are liked. And they will want to return this benevolence. A positive 

relationship is the very foundation of being able to listen and to potentially embrace a deep 

change in oneself.  

May these recommendations be of help when you need to collaborate with a person who holds a 

different opinion to yours and is unwilling or unable to engage in the recommended approach to 

overcome polarized conflicts, developed in the book and summarized in the previous chapter. We know 

what works: first re-creating a human connection and then engaging in a dialogue to discuss the two 

realities you both bring to the table to explore a new dimension that includes both your realities and 

embraces a higher shared vision. This takes a “we” mindset and enables co-creative solutions. And yet, 

not everybody’s mind brings that flexibility to embrace such a positive impact leadership mindset. 
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