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PROLOGUE

This book is a compilation of five texts from previous publications that directly or indirectly address the topic of learning. The first three are part of Observers and Their Worlds (J.C. Sáez Editor, 2025), and the last two are part of Actos de Lenguaje, Vol. I: La Escucha (J.C. Sáez Editor, 2007). This selection is intended for some of the training programs we are currently offering to teachers, school principals, and educational leaders in general. The most important program is the Certificate Course in Generic Skills for Education, which we offer in conjunction with the Universidad del Desarrollo (UDD) and the Instituto de Seguridad del Trabajo (IST, Institute for Workplace Safety).

The first three texts directly and explicitly address the topic of learning. The second two do not, and I would therefore like to add a few words to account for their inclusion.

From my perspective, human learning depends on our listening skills. Those who fail to listen inhibit their learning capacity. However, this is not always adequately recognized. It follows that one of the key abilities to be promoted in the teaching-learning process is developing students’ listening skills. Good teachers are those who achieve this, regardless of their knowledge of the subject matter and their mastery of traditional instructional design techniques. To understand the relationship between learning and listening, it is essential to challenge our traditional understanding of the latter. That is the aim of this text.

A second aspect worth highlighting is the need to go beyond an educational practice that assesses learning based on students’ ability to provide correct answers. This seriously restricts both our view of learning and teaching. In this regard, at least two reflections are in order. The first refers to the relationship between learning and action. Learning, in my view, consists of expanding our capacity for action to produce better results in our lives. This topic is addressed in the text on learning.

However, there is a third consideration. An education measured by the ability to provide answers not only distances itself from action but also distances itself from a conception of education as the development of our capacity for inquiry.

I believe that, as important as, or even more important than, our ability to provide answers is our ability to ask questions. The latter, however, is often inhibited by traditional educational practice. By prioritizing answers, education becomes more of a process of disciplining and domestication than an incentive for the development of critical and innovative consciousness.

The line that separates questions from answers also separates two very different ways of life. We can live on already available answers, or we can choose a life guided by questions and the search for new answers. There is a fundamental difference between these two ways of living. Socrates goes so far as to argue that “the unexamined life is not worth living.” I’ll address the relationship between inquiry and education in the final section of this volume.




Rafael Echeverría, Newfield Consulting, 2009






I. THE DETERMINANTS OF HUMAN ACTION: 
THE SOAR MODEL

I concluded my introduction1 by asserting that a new philosophy of life, such as the one proposed by Nietzsche, necessitates trusting that the way forward is to concede that human action takes priority. Action is a thread running throughout the entire book.2 That said, I believe it is important to develop an initial reflection on the conditioners of human action or rather, on the factors influencing it.

1.	The SOAR Model

Below I present the reader with my SOAR3 model chart, an acronym standing for System, Observer, Action, and Results. Yet the name of the model goes beyond that. It challenges us to go further, to move forward, as an eagle soars in the sky, as a fundamental attitude toward life, having us live up to our dreams, our ideals and aspirations. Thus, the name is no coincidence.4 This chapter aims not only to present, but also to explain the model that has come to be a hallmark of my proposal, accompanying my training programs for many years.
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2.	Prioritizing and Valuing Results

This model needs to be read from right to left, starting with what is at the end: the results. This reflects an important premise of my ontology of language, a premise that reflects the influence of philosophical pragmatism. I assert that both our actions and our interpretations of events require evaluation based on the results we achieve with them. This establishes a tendency that seems fundamental to me to set as an ethical guideline for our existence. This premise contains some assumptions that I believe need explaining.

The first assumption is the concordance of this criterion with our life-affirming stance. When we talk about results, we refer to results in life and, consequently, in the modalities of being generated by our actions. Results in life are the fundamental criterion for evaluating our behavior. Therefore, I consider it essential to ask ourselves whether by our actions we obtain what we desire. Are we really achieving the kind of life to which we aspire? Are we building the kind of relationships that give the greatest meaning to our life? From my perspective, there is no higher criterion for evaluating what we do than the kind of existence we generate with our actions, both for ourselves and within the community in which we participate.

While this may seem obvious to some, I am not sure this is always the case for the vast majority. I have frequently seen how certain people destroy their lives or jeopardize those relationships that are most precious to them by not being willing to modify the way they behave. We often see people defending certain positions without recognizing how those positions lead them to damage what they simultaneously hold most dear. These are people who fail to establish the link between what they think and do with the results they generate for themselves in their lives.

For other people, pragmatism seems to have a bad reputation, as they associate it with tunnel vision, tied to a restricted sense of utility, thus making pragmatism equivalent to utilitarianism. They have the impression that pragmatism would have us do only what is useful and restrict the notion of utility to mundane matters. This is not my position, nor is it what philosophical pragmatism defends.

The quality of our life is measured by the meaning we manage to give it, and there are occasions when sustaining our meaning in life leads us as far as to sacrifice our own life. Adopting a pragmatic attitude, therefore, does not mean replacing the criterion of utility with the role we assign to values. In fact, it is the opposite; it is precisely about subordinating our behavior to what has the capacity to give value to our life. Not every life is worth living. A life that is emptied of meaning, a life in which what we do leads us to contempt and resentment of ourselves or of life itself, is not worth living.

Placing emphasis on life means focusing on the importance of the meaning of life and, ultimately, of satisfaction, well-being, and happiness. This is the most important thing we seek in our existence. It is enough to say this for detractors to immediately interpret what I propose as incitement to material, over spiritual, well-being, or as a call to pleasure, of the carnal sort.

This is not what I propose. With no disrespect for material well-being and carnal pleasure, I subordinate what we do to what gives us the greatest meaning in life. And I am not naïve enough to believe that material well-being and carnal pleasure, by themselves, are sufficient to ensure a sense of fullness in life. Those who direct their lives by prioritizing material well-being and carnal pleasure soon discover that, in doing so, they have only compromised their own lives and that these soon lose their meaning.

3.	The Three Indispensable Elements 
of Human Transcendence

Meaning in life requires a sense of transcendence. But those who associate a sense of transcendence with the need for a metaphysical leap, through which this life is subordinated and then devalued in favor of something that lies beyond it, are mistaken. The transcendence to which I refer has to do with our life on earth. This transcendence recognizes three elements, masterfully identified by Paul when he speaks about the importance of faith, hope and love.5


Faith points to the need to recognize oneself within a universal movement that we will never fully be able to understand and thus subordinates and transcends us. It is the capacity to adopt an obligatory relationship with the assertion of mystery. Faith puts us in contact with the sacred domain, with that to which we subject our existence, because we recognize it as something greater and more powerful than ourselves. It allows us to recognize ourselves as part of the ever-mysterious development of existence and life.

Transcendence through faith leads us to personal humility and to avoiding the devastating danger of what the Greeks called hubris, the pride that leads some individuals to conceive of themselves as all-powerful, as if they were gods, placing themselves above the dynamics of the existence of which we form a part and to which we are subordinate. Faith therefore institutes the notions of mystery, the sacred and divine, complementary notions, without which we would run the risk of our meaning of life collapsing.

The second axis is that of hope. Unlike the previous one, this axis places transcendence in the structure of temporality. Hope implies the recognition of a future accepted as a space of new possibilities. Human beings have the possibility of transcending what we have become in the present and of creating worlds different from those we face today as a result of our history or past. Since we have a future, it is offered to us as a horizon of new possibilities. If we think that nothing new is going to happen, if we believe that we have already been everything we can be, that we do not have a future in which to design different ways of being, we compromise our meaning of life.

The third axis is that of love. Love implies a disposition of transcendence, and is perhaps the most beautiful and moving, as it is the transcendence that an individual instigates by opening up and projecting themself toward another or, often, toward their own community. Thus, love can be directed toward certain people, or it can be expressed in those causes to which we devote our lives, aimed at serving the community. In either case, human beings require others to give our life meaning.6

Without love we contract; we, and our lives, lose value. Meaning in our life is nourished by others, by knowing ourselves in relation to others, by knowing that we are loved and needed by others as well as by knowing that our disposition toward them is or will be equally valued. Very few can give meaning to their lives once they feel alone, isolated without even the hope of reuniting with other human beings. The meaning of our lives is largely conferred upon us by others, by those we make “significant others” in our life.

Therefore, there can be no genuine and lasting satisfaction, well-being, or happiness without recognizing the importance of a disposition of transcendence. However, the three fundamental elements of human transcendence identified above do not imply a necessary justification of what I call the metaphysical ontology. They can be conceived from a position of radical affirmation of this life. Moreover, the importance that each of them possesses resides precisely in the fact that each one, in its own way, leads us to affirm life and develop its meaning. It is in relation to the intrinsic meaning of this life that they become important.

4.	The Criterion of Power

In addition to the satisfaction, well-being, and happiness mentioned above, there is a second, more instrumental criterion for evaluating results. This is the power or effectiveness of our interpretations and actions. This second criterion is more instrumental, in my view, as power and effectiveness need to be evaluated in relation to established objectives or concerns that, perhaps somewhat more ambiguously, demand a resolution. We all aspire to achieve satisfaction, well-being, and happiness in our lives, and how we obtain them depends on each of us as individuals. What makes one person happy will not necessarily work for someone else.

When we say that a certain action was effective or that one interpretation was more powerful than another, we are pointing out that, for a given objective or concern, certain actions or interpretations will bring us closer to fulfilling or resolving those objectives or concerns than other actions or interpretations. Any evaluation of effectiveness depends on what matters to us. Previously I argued—based on Nietzsche’s contribution—that from the ontological perspective the main criterion of discernment for evaluating and comparing the relative value of different propositions is not truth but power7. This will be revisited later in this text. The criteria of power and effectiveness enable us to evaluate different actions or interpretations on the basis of results. It is only by examining results that we can establish the degree of effectiveness and power (always relative) of our actions or interpretations.

The term performance has the great merit of referring to actions, indeed to behavior, from the perspective of evaluating the results they can produce. It is a term that encompasses the relative dimension that I recognized earlier, with respect to the notions of effectiveness and power. It makes no sense to talk about performance if we do not have a benchmark. The idea of performance involves the ability to establish different results ordered according to our objectives or concerns and thus to place within them the actions we seek to evaluate.

I can now reaffirm what I proposed at the beginning of this section: the preference for using results as a criterion for evaluating what we do. We will be known by our acts. Nothing speaks with greater authority about our actions than the results that they generate. We can therefore distinguish two different ways of life: the way of those who defer to the authority of the results they generate, and the way of those who choose to live and act without concern for results. There should be no doubt as to what my choice is in this regard.

5.	Results Are Inextricably Linked 
to the Actions that Produced Them

Thus far I have focused on the Results box of the SOAR model. Having established the importance of results, we can now move to the left. Doing so implies that if we wish to understand or even modify the obtained results, we must accept that they follow the actions that both we and others have taken. In other words, results “result” from action. If they surprise or displease us, as is often the case, the first step to deciphering and modifying them leads us to the action box.

The existence of unsatisfactory results implies a need to change the actions that produce them, whether they are our own or those of others. If the actions are not modified, we cannot expect the results to change. And yet, there are people who do precisely that: they expect different results while repeating the same action. In these cases, the possibility of changing results lies exclusively in changes to the behavior of others or in possible transformations in our environment. This implies abandoning that over which we have the greatest capacity to influence: our own actions. It is a path that reduces our responsibility for what happens to a minimum, and by following it we increase our responsibility for continuing to produce the same results.


Let’s return to the unsatisfactory results scenario. We all face them frequently. Looking at what is generated around us, often as a result of our own behaviors, we feel varying levels of dissatisfaction. Most of the time we recognize ourselves as at least partially responsible and this may lead us to try to modify these results. To do so, we know that we need to change the way we act. If we leave things as they are, it is highly probable that they will continue, thus prolonging our dissatisfaction.

Changing the way we act entails asking ourselves about the conditioners of our actions. What makes us act the way we do? Where does our way of acting come from? What do we need to do to make things happen differently and thus expect more satisfactory results? If we do not ask ourselves these questions, our efforts to change our actions will be like being blindfolded; we will lack guidance and be ineffective.

6.	The Visible Determinants of Human Action

If we ask ourselves, therefore, about the factors determining the actions we undertake and the way we execute them, it is very likely that we will agree on five influencing factors. I don’t rule out the possibility of adding others, but when I mention these five, my impression is that we will most likely all agree that they do indeed play a significant role in specifying the way we act. I call them the visible determinants of human action as I believe they are easily recognized by everyone. We access them in a relatively spontaneous manner and once they are mentioned we have no difficulty in recognizing their impact on our actions. Let us examine each of them separately.


Biological Predispositions

Our capacity for action is determined by our biological constitution. We are born with some abilities to do certain things and difficulties in doing others. Very early in our development we discover that we are good at math, for example, or that we have an aptitude for music, or that we quickly master doing things with our hands, such as drawing or building artifacts. We perceive these predispositions as talents with which we find ourselves equipped. They are gifts provided by our biology. We also realize that what is relatively easy for us may be more difficult for others. Conversely, we discover areas in which we have difficulties and perceive that what is difficult for us “comes much more easily” to others—we might even say “naturally.” Indeed, such predispositions, positive or negative, refer to our nature, to our biology.

Skills Acquisition

Throughout our lives we gradually acquire a variety of skills. In other words, we learn. This enables us to do things that we could not previously do. I will return to the subject of learning later. For now, suffice it to say that it takes many different forms. The most important of these is learning by imitation, which comes with the socialization process during our development. We see how others do certain things; we observe the results they obtain; and we simply begin to do things the way they do them. Whether we like it or not, our environment teaches us certain ways of behaving and positively or negatively sanctions what we do based on the results we are or are not able to generate.

And there are many more forms of learning. A second, increasingly important form of learning in our societies, is by instruction. With historical development, social systems turn to institutions dedicated primarily to the instructional activities of its members. These institutions can be classified in many ways. I will not go into this in depth. What I am interested in highlighting is the important role of learning as a mechanism for acquiring skills, and consequently to modify our behavior and generate distinct results.

Changes in Technology: Tools

Changes in results are often not as dependent on the new skills we acquire, as they are on our using more powerful technologies. This does not rule out the fact that, to make this possible, it is sometimes necessary to acquire certain skills that enable us to use them. However, the key element in changing results lies mainly in the change in technology rather than in acquiring new skills. It often happens that we make changes in the use of certain technologies without the need for new learning. We simply change the hammer and now we achieve a result that the first hammer did not give us.

Emotional Factors: Motivation

Every time we act, we do so accompanied by a certain emotionality. In fact, this emotionality affects our level of performance. A particular emotionality will obtain certain results, while another will produce others. Many refer to these emotional factors by alluding to the degree of motivation that accompanies our behavior.

The importance of these factors is easily recognizable in sports. A well-motivated team tends to produce a much better performance than one that is demotivated. Moreover, this is an aspect not only present in sports, but in every sphere of behavior. Often, to obtain a certain result, what we must modify are neither our abilities nor the tools at our disposal, but the emotional stance from which we perform.


Our Habitualities

Every person knows how to do certain things and not others. There are certain recurrences in their actions and every time they face specific situations they resort to particular repertoires of action rather than others. We get used to acting in a certain way, one that progressively shapes our particular way of behaving. This is what we call our habituality.

There are at least two different types of habituality. The first relates to the actions we tend to choose when faced with situations we consider equivalent. In this case, what is at stake is the repertoires of action that we resort to. But there is a second type of habituality relating not so much to the actions we perform, but to the way in which we perform them. The same action can be performed in very different ways, and each individual develops ways of performing them that are not the same as those obeyed by others.

The way we do things is not indifferent from the standpoint of the results we generate. Doing something in a specific way produces certain results, while doing the same thing in another way produces different results. Therefore, it is very important to ask ourselves when we are faced with an unsatisfactory result not only if we are carrying out the action that would be necessary, but also if we are carrying it out in a way that enables us to achieve the result we are looking for.

7.	The Non-Linear Nature of Human Behavior and Learning

We have all been faced with the fact that certain results are elusive, to the point that they often seem unattainable. We look at our lives, for example, at our relationships, and we cannot help but conclude that the results we obtained are not those to which we had originally aspired. These results vary and have unequal levels of importance. However, it is not uncommon for these unsatisfactory results to be in areas that affect our lives the most, those that we consider most important. For example, the results I obtain in my relationship with my partner, or those seen in the relationship I have built with one of my children, are highly unsatisfactory to me.

When this happens, especially when it comes to areas that are particularly sensitive to us, we tend to look for ways to reverse these negative results. Having identified what I call the visible determinants of behavior, we turn to them and try to make changes in each specific area, with the expectation that this will lead us to improve what is not working. Sometimes we succeed. However, at other times, no matter what modifications we make in these determinants, the results do not change. We have all faced these kinds of situations. Let us delve a little deeper into them.

The first thing that I think is important to highlight is the experience where we come up against a kind of wall that we cannot circumvent. We try various modifications in our behavior and, again and again, we are faced with the same negative results. There seems to be no way out. We have the impression that our capacity for action and learning has reached an insurmountable limit. No matter what we do, we simply cannot overcome it.

The second point is a question we often ask ourselves as the result of a prior experience: is what we aspire to not possible? But we quickly realize that our question cannot be answered in the affirmative. We look around us and recognize that what does not work for us works perfectly for others. Thus, we cannot conclude that it is not possible. What I see around me demonstrates that it is perfectly possible as others are achieving it. He has an excellent relationship with his partner. Those fathers have built excellent communication with their children.

Some people will say that the problem is that we do not dedicate enough importance to it. They will say that if we really cared, we would improve those results. These comments are often offensive to us. People who make such comments don’t realize that most people would give their right arm to have a harmonious relationship with their children or their partner. They’d be more than willing to change their actions if doing so would ensure the desired result. The problem is not that they are reluctant to do something, the problem is that they do not know what to do to get the results they want.8

This experience is what leads me to assert the discontinuous, non-linear nature of our capacity for action and learning. While we recognize that there are things we can do and things that we have no major difficulty learning, we often have the experience of reaching a limit in our ability to alter certain results. Our ability to linearly increase new learning seems to have stopped. The continuous learning curve has ceased. The limits presented to me are not faced by others. This usually leads us to recognize that it is not a generic impossibility. The difficulty seems to be mine and, in fact, it usually is.

8.	The Metaphysical Response

When we experience the feeling that we have encountered a limit in our capacity for action and learning, that nothing we do will allow us to overcome our difficulties, the interpretation that we spontaneously tend to offer comes directly from the postulates of what I call the metaphysical ontology that we may have absorbed from the social system in which we have lived. “It’s me,” we say, or “It’s her” or “It’s him.” This is the equivalent of saying: “There is nothing to be done, because the difficulty I face lies in my (or their) way of being, and it cannot be changed.” If we can do nothing to alter the results, it is because—we tell ourselves—the difficulty is in our way of being. By adopting this position, we fall into resignation and cancel the possibility of transforming the present state of things.

Our bitterness with metaphysics comes from situations like these. It comes from the effects it imposes on our lives. Metaphysics renders us powerless at crucial moments of our existence, restricting the possibilities that the future holds for solving our difficulties. It leads us to capitulate in the face of significant problems. Our opposition to metaphysics is directed above all at that which seems to be in our blood, rather than to that which is set in complex treatises, stored away in obscure libraries. Such metaphysics can be left there in peace, if only we could get rid of the one that seems to run through our veins.

However, if we want to fight against the metaphysics that we carry within ourselves, we cannot but dispute the postulates that are contained in these treatises. It is not possible to cleanse ourselves of metaphysics without questioning the thought of those who invented it, without dismantling their arguments. And we must go further. If we only question the scholarly arguments of a few philosophy books, we cannot rescue the individuals who find themselves trapped in their grasp. We must, therefore, fight on two different fronts: on the front that is academic debate and on another composed of the type of reasons that men and women face in their everyday lives.

One of the most outstanding features of my ontology of language stems from the aforementioned: the need to make philosophical reflection converge with the concerns of the vast majority of people, in their private and public spheres. This is the close connection that my ontology of language discourse establishes with the practice of ontological coaching. The latter fights in the open, an area occupied by real men and women, in the arena of their struggles and undertakings, of their daily satisfactions and sufferings.9

9.	The Hidden Determinants of Behavior

It is essential to return to the dead end in which we seemed to find ourselves, the point at which we felt that all paths were closed, and we turned to metaphysics for the answer to give meaning to this impossible experience. How can we get out of here? The way out is to once again raise the question of the determinants of human action. If there were an exit, it would very possibly be associated with some conditioners that were not included among the visible determinants mentioned above.

Thus, the key question is: are there other determinants of human action that have not been identified? I believe there are. In addition to those visible determinants of human behavior, there are two determinants that we are generally not able to identify and that play a vital role in defining both our actions and how we act. I refer, firstly, to the observer we are and, secondly, to the systems to which we belong and have belonged, as well as to the positions we have occupied within them. The observer and the system, I believe, are two hidden determinants of human behavior. These are hidden in that we usually do not recognize them spontaneously and they generally require someone to “initiate” us in the ability to identify them.

It is therefore essential for the ontological coach to be able to clearly distinguish the traps that metaphysics sets for us in our daily experiences; to know its tricks, particularly the results it imposes on our ways of life. Without this knowledge, ontological coaches compromise their effectiveness. Unfortunately, this is not always adequately understood by many coaches who define themselves as “ontological” and this creates limitations in a profession that is only just taking its first steps.

10.	The Observer

The actions we perform do not spring from nowhere. They refer to the type of observer we are. What is the observer? I will go into this idea in more depth later as it is one of the basic pillars of my ontology of language. For now, I can say that the figure of the observer participates in the meaning we give to events. It deals with the way we interpret the situations we face. The actions we undertake depend on the interpretations we make of what is occurring. With a specific interpretation, a set of possible actions emerge, while at the same time others are suppressed.

Every time we face a problem, the way we formulate it will lead us to execute certain actions while others are excluded. If one of the actions we visualize is not effective, we will look for other options, but they will always be limited by the type of formulation made. However, if we modify the way we formulate the problem, this will produce a readjustment in the possible solutions found, of which some will be excluded and new ones will appear.

Each of us is a particular kind of observer who, one way or another, makes sense of what is happening. This sense is a decisive conditioner for the actions that we see within our reach. We have no great difficulty in recognizing that we are observers. We are all aware that we observe the world around us, and that we also observe ourselves. Nonetheless, we have a blind spot in our ability to observe. There is a place that is not easy for us to observe. This blind spot is the place where we position ourselves to observe what we observe: our vantage point. We do not usually see it, precisely as that place is occupied by us, the observer. The space is full. The observer has difficulty in observing the place where they stop to observe, specifically because they have stopped there.

By not observing that place, the observer fails to perceive that all their observations are directed from that place. If they change their point of observation, what they observe will change. Our inability to recognize this creates in us a gaze that is not only innocent, but distorted, a gaze incapable of recognizing that what we observe is affected by our own gaze. Things do not have merely one way of being seen; they have infinite ways of being observed, and each gaze is directed toward them from one perspective to the exclusion of others. The gaze is not only that which allows us to see, it makes us see what we see in a certain way. Everything is seen according to the point of view of the gaze doing the observing.

Our capacity for action, therefore, depends on the type of observer we are, on the way we direct our gaze at things. If the result we observe appears problematic and unsatisfactory, and we are faced with a difficulty in changing it, this can eventually be resolved if we shift or modify our gaze. By changing the type of observer we are, we can potentially think of alternatives for action that we did not see before so that we can now resolve what we could not previously. It may also be that what was presented to us as problematic is no longer seen as such, and we now can dissolve (as opposed to resolve) the problem we had faced previously.


11.	The System

Human beings are social beings. We live not only in history, but also in coexistence with others. We are not pre-formed beings inserted into history and society with others. The very being that we are, at any moment in our becoming, is fashioned from our insertion into our social environment. It is not possible to separate our individual character from our social character. The individuality that each person develops, making them the kind of person they are, is the sum and signal of the historical and social conditions of every individual life.

The horizontal axis seen in the SOAR model diagram, comprising the Observer, Action and Results boxes, represents a certain way of conceiving the being that we are at any given time. Each of us has a certain way of deriving meaning, a particular way of acting, and generates results that are different from those produced by another individual. Thus, each one of those same boxes is conditioned by the system or systems to which we belong and to which we have belonged. The way we observe, how we act and, consequently, the results we obtain in life, are tied to both the systems in which we have participated, as well as to the positions we have occupied within their respective structures.

What am I referring to? The community to which we belong, the family into which we were born, the neighborhood where we grew up and where we formed friendships, the school in which we were educated, the loves we developed, and the organizations in which we worked. In each of these systems we occupied certain positions, and these affected our way of observing and acting, which consequently obtained results for us then and continue to do so now. If those systems had been different, or if we had occupied different positions in them, we would be another type of person and would very probably observe and act differently, generating distinct results.


This implies that if we want to produce deep and lasting changes in our behavior, it is often not enough to incorporate new repertoires of action, or even to produce changes in the observer that we are. In fact, it is often necessary to modify the system or systems to which we belong, because if we do not, these systems will continue to exert their previous conditioning effect and may even reverse those changes that we momentarily achieve in our behavior.

This often happens, for example, because of some training programs developed in organizations. Although we initially have the impression that they could bring about profound transformations, this does not actually happen. The immediate changes that these programs generate do not manage to stabilize over time and those who participate in them very soon return to their old practices. The initial learning cannot be preserved. Can we conclude then that these training programs were ineffective? Certainly. Nonetheless, it is important to define the root of this ineffectiveness. The problem is not always what the program did, but rather what it failed to do. The problem often lies in the fact that the organization’s system was not modified and continued to push for the development of the initial behaviors that the training sought to replace. In order for the new learning to be maintained, it was often necessary to transform the system that induced the previous behaviors. By not doing so, we are left with the mistaken impression that the entire process was ineffective.

Therefore, changing the observer is often insufficient. When it is the system that induces certain behaviors, it is necessary not only to modify the type of observer that the system institutes, but also the system itself. In other words, it is necessary to turn the new observers into leaders capable of modifying the systems of which they are part. Precisely those who take on the challenge of modifying the social systems to which they belong, are those whom I call leaders.


To change the social system to which we belong, it is usually important to be able to observe it. Frequently, the critical conditions that accompany the development of social systems, restricting their members’ capacity to perform, help them to begin to visualize the system that keeps them trapped. With varying degrees of awareness, there are members who manage to recognize that the restrictions they face reside in the social systems in which they operate.

Nevertheless, our ability to recognize the conditioning effect of the systems to which we belong on our behavior is limited. We do not always simply see such systems as systems. Alternatively, we do not clearly perceive the very diverse relationships established between the different components that make up their structure. In other words, human beings do not usually develop a systemic view spontaneously.

When we look around us, we distinguish events, sequences of events, and we can even establish some relationships between two or more events. However, we have difficulty recognizing the vast network of interrelations that the various elements around us have among themselves, and even the very diverse relationships that we ourselves have with them and the effect they exert on us. In other words, we often have difficulty observing systems and observing ourselves as part of them. This means

12.	Evaluation: When the Observer Observes the Results





Metaphysical Resignation






Justifying Explanation








13.	Learning



First-Order Learning



	What should I do that I didn’t do?

	What should I stop doing?

	What new action repertoires should I incorporate?

	Or should I do the same thing differently?

	What was missing in my previous performance?

	Am I able to do what was previously lacking?

	If not, how can I acquire the skills I need? etc.




Second-Order Learning




Transformational Learning















Transformational Learning and Metanoia20
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