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and well-served, not only because they will 
learn from enthusiastic professors, but also 
because they will learn to be scientists in life 
themselves’.

Ten years later, there’s no trade-off between 
teaching and research. The best researchers are 
the best teachers. And the worst researchers are 
the worst teachers. That’s exactly the opposite 
of the norm. And that situation exists because 
we’ve created a new system that says there’s a 
way around the trade-off.

In your book, you uncover four steps in the process 
of thinking and deciding. The first, which you call 
‘salience’ revolves around the question ‘what are 
the things that matter’ in any given situation.  
How would an integrative thinker approach  
this step?                                 

A.	 Here, the integrative thinker is willing 
to absorb more complexity, and to consider a 
greater number of factors to be salient. You will 
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Traditional leaders say ‘the buck stops here – I 
make all the tough choices’. Integrative thinkers 
say ‘I don’t want to make the tough choices –  
I refuse’.

The second step in the process, which you call 
‘causality’ has to do with identifying the relation-
ships between salient factors.

A.	 Yes, it’s essentially about creating a model 
in your head of how the system works.

For example, you might have a conventional 
thinker who says ‘more money means better 
results, less money means worse results’ in a 
straight-line relationship.

An integrative thinker might study the situation 
more deeply and conclude that up to a point 
money is important. Without a certain amount 
of money, you can’t produce anything. But the 
relationship may not be a straight line. There 
may be a point of diminishing returns. Or there 
may be other factors at play that have not been 
considered. Or you may believe X causes Y 
when, in fact, Y causes X.

I should point out that the model you create 
will always be an approximation. You’re going 
to have to make estimates. Some things you will 
know. Others you may need to speculate about.

But what matters here is considering the situ-
ation in a more sophisticated way – looking 
beyond what’s obvious. And the way to look  
for that is to ask yourself, ‘Have I created a  
simplistic model, or have I created a complex 
and vibrant model that takes all of the impor-
tant relationships into account?’

In the third step, called ‘architecture’, you talk 
about how to approach working through the 
problem, and deciding what tasks to undertake 
in what order.

A.	 Yes. And the key 
here lies in keeping  
the whole in mind 
while working on  
the individual parts.

This is particularly important in complex situa-
tions. If you want to get to the highest place in 
eastern Africa, there’s a simple algorithm: just 
walk uphill. Eventually, you’ll get to the top of 
Kilimanjaro. Because it’s the one peak that rises 
out of a huge plain.

If I gave you the same instruction in the  
Himalayas, the odds of you getting to the top of 
Everest are minuscule. Because there are many 
peaks of varying heights and all of them look  
gigantic. You’ll spend months climbing to the top 
of K2, only to discover there’s a higher peak still.

So in that sense, the integrative thinker is 
searching for Everest most of the time. It’s very 
rarely as simple as Kilimanjaro.

In our example, if you send a group off to think 
about teacher training, and send another off 
to think about resources, when you come back 
together you won’t find the optimum solution. 
Because each of the groups will have optimized 
their solutions for one particular function.

If you consider the components separately and 
then slam them together, you are likely to end 
up with a sub-optimal answer. If you consider 
them all together – here’s a range of ways to 

“…the key… lies in 
keeping the whole in 
mind while working on 
the individual parts.”

Integrative thinkers embrace “messiness” and com-
plexity. They recognize the need to differentiate 
between technical problems and adaptive challenges  
and, what Heifetz and Linsky call, “adaptive leader-
ship”. See a video of Ron Heifetz
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think about training, here’s a range of ways to 
think about resources, and so on – if you have 
them all floating together, you’re more likely to 
arrive at an optimal answer.

And that’s what integrative thinkers do. You don’t 
build the factory first, then determine a price 

http://www.danpink.com/
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After all, Einstein came along and said ‘This 
rather intelligent fellow called Sir Isaac Newton 
was mainly right, but there was a little problem 
his theory couldn’t account for. Here’s another 
way of looking at it that would help us to  
explain that’.

For over 200 years we believed Sir Isaac Newton 
was absolutely, positively, totally correct. And 
anybody who thought otherwise was wrong. We 
have traditionally encouraged people to think 
models are reality. And that has been a huge 
disservice. Because the key stance we should 
inculcate in people – and certainly in our  
students – is that we’re teaching you the best 
thing we’ve been able to come up with to date.

Everything we are teaching is an imperfect 
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