
Insight Paper:

Unhelpful 
Mindsets

Better discussions. New answers. Extraordinary results



When you’re 
wondering why 
you and those 

around you 
aren’t always 
at your best, 

knowing 
how mindsets 
form, become 
unhelpful and 
change helps.

Introduction

Mindsets create habits we’re often unaware of

They form from habitual thinking and either build up over many years or be newly 
formed. Grounded in what previously worked or what feels true, they sit 

in the background of people’s minds. They determine how we all automatically 
respond in different situations: usually without thinking about it. 

Leaders’ mindsets determine their answers to many important 
questions that come their way frequently - what success looks like is one 

example. Mindsets shape how they show up to those around them and
how colleagues respond. 

Relying on what’s worked in the past, or what seems true now, as the 
best way of approaching the current context is helpful.

Except when it isn’t.

No two contexts are exactly the same. The circumstances vary 
and the people involved think differently about them. The 
dynamic between people changes too. Mindsets caught

in just one habit of thinking can miss these often 
subtle differences. That’s when they 

potentially become unhelpful.



Unhelpful Mindsets show up in discussions 

Unhelpful mindsets get noticed through the way people feel and how they interact 
with each other. You know when something doesn’t feel quite right, it shows 

up in the choice of words and tone of voice. 

Though people notice when something’s awry, they rarely 
discuss it. They may conclude ‘that’s just how that person is’ or guess at 

why they see things a certain way, but without asking, they don’t really 
know where someone is coming from. Rather than talk about what 

drives someone’s behaviour, conversations focus on content 
related to the problem at hand. They miss the opportunity 

to know more about the whole story. 

With only part of the picture to work from, the seeds of 
misunderstanding and disagreement are sown. 
Discussions often become heated, measured 

or overly polite as positions are asserted 
but not fully explored. 

When a mindset - which if changed would 
make a difference to whatever needs to

be done - goes unnoticed, people 
understandably do more of the

same. An unhelpful cycle of 
behaviour stays intact.

Unless 
discussed 

mindsets go 
unnoticed.

They produce 
‘more of the 

same’ 
not something 

different.



Test Yourself 1
Strongly Agree

2
Agree

4
Agree

5
Strongly Agree

3
Tend to Agree with Both

Example Answer 1 Example Answer 2

1. What should the organisation  
you lead be like? 

2. What does good leadership 
mean to you? 

3. What does success look
like to you? 

4. What do you look for when  
assessing someone’s success?  

5. How do you get stakeholders’ 
agreement to future plans?

6. What do you pay most  
attention to when setting goals? 

It should be like a community of people 
who care about the value they help create 

It should be like a well-oiled machine 
that produces predictable results

Engagement: setting purpose and
letting teams sense and respond 

to stakeholders’ needs 

It’s about control: setting direction and 
controlling activities from the top

It looks like building capacity to sustain
long term results over time

It looks like delivering short term results:
the monthly numbers that matter

Performance - people thinking 
clearly, feeling good and doing

the right thing as they see it

Conformance - people doing as they’re 
told and meeting expectations

I preserve what they most value by 
maintaining traditional practices 

I shake up what doesn’t work 
and fix what’s broken

I set a general course and then 
remain open to whatever emerges

I set specific goals and 
hold people to account 

A good way to test 
whether fixed mindsets 
are in play is to consider 
12 important leadership 
questions. Both example 
answers to each question 

could be helpful, 
depending on the context 

you and your team are 
leading in. 

For each question, which 
of the two example 

answers is most like the 
one you, or members of 
your team might give? 

There’s no right or wrong 
here so score whichever 
answer is closest to your 

instincts based on the 
strength of your 

agreement. 



Score 
interpretation

7. How do you build faith in 
people, processes and systems? 

8. How do you maintain a 
sustainable pace of change? 

9. How do you get key 
decisions made? 

10. What do you look for when 
assessing people’s potential? 

11. When loyalties are torn 
who do you ally with? 

12. How do you resolve persistent 
behavioural problems? 

I develop what already exists: 
build on people’s skills and 
process/systems expertise

I clean out what’s not going to help
me deliver what’s expected 

I like to go slow when needed 
to ensure people are prepared 

before the pace quickens

I like to go fast by setting a demanding 
pace that stretches people’s capabilities 

I  facilitate: I make it easier for others 
to make decisions I then follow

I take a lead by imposing decisions: my job 
is to tell others what decisions are best

Collaborators: the best create 
win-wins and help others 

using their abundant talents 

Competitors: the brightest will always rise 
to the top by using their scarce talents

With the needs of the team I 
lead - this comes first

With the wider needs of the 
organisation - this come first

From the inside-out: helping people 
shift unhelpful thinking and adjusting 

‘system levers’ only if needed 

From the outside-in: using 
‘system levers’ - process alterations, 

objectives and incentives 

1
Strongly Agree

2
Agree

4
Agree

5
Strongly Agree

3
Tend to Agree with Both

Example Answer 1 Example Answer 2

If you’ve got scores in the 
1-2 or 4-5 range it could 
suggest the alternative 
example answer is not 

appropriate for the context 
you’re leading in. 

Alternatively it  might be 
appropriate but is neither 
plausible nor attractive to 

you (or a colleague). 

In this second case, the 
tendency to ignore or 

dismiss the alternative may 
be an indication that 

someone is fixed on one 
answer more than the 

other. Perhaps to the point 
where they can’t easily see 
something new or look at 

situations differently to the 
way they normally do. 



The implication of a fixed mindset is resistance. 
When you hold your answers to some of the above questions firmly, believing you’re right, you 
unwittingly harvest a potential downside.  

For example take question 9 about how you get key decisions made. Some leaders automatically 
assume their job is to show leadership by taking often tough decisions and ‘imposing’ them on 
their followers. They may argue that’s what they’re paid for. On the other hand, as the work 
place changes fast, and more decisions need to be taken quickly by those working on the 
front line, some leaders will see ‘facilitating’ decision making as a better option. In 
other words they see their role as primarily doing what’s needed to make it 
easier for others to make decisions that they will then support, even 
when it’s not one they themselves would have made. 

Depending on the context, there will be occasions when both are right. 
Decisions about who joins and leaves a leader’s team are often the 
sole preserve of the leader for example. Decisions about 
spending or taking corrective action when things go 
awry could be delegated. 

The Implications of Fixed Mindsets



How resistance shows up

Have one ‘fixed’ mindset on who takes decisions and opposition shows up around 
the answer that gets ignored. Always ‘impose’ decisions and followers think their 

leader is dictatorial, authoritarian or leading from the front: so much so they 
don’t trust them to take the lead. Understandably they constantly defer 

decisions up the line to their boss, which can look like they’re resisting 
taking responsibility themselves. 

Conversely a strong preference to ‘facilitate’ decision making can leave 
followers wondering what value their leader adds, especially on tough 

calls. Opposition to this mindset can show up as not keeping the 
leader informed or not seeking their counsel because they 

might seem disinterested in the decisions their 
followers take. 



The table below illustrates potential downsides of fixed mindsets on each of the questions above:

Different types of resistance

1. Organisation

2. Good leadership

3. Success: meaning

4. Assessing success

5. Getting agreement 

6. Goal setting

12. Problem resolution

7. Faith in people etc.

8. Pace of change 

9. Taking decisions

10. Assess potential

11. Loyalties

Questions¹ On…

COMMUNITY

ENGAGEMENT

LONG TERM RESULTS

PERFORM

PRESERVE

BE EMERGENT

INSIDE OUT

DEVELOP

GO SLOW

FACILITATE

COLLABORATE

TEAM FIRST

Example Answer 1

Having a ‘people only’ focus            

Not in control

Lacking immediacy               

Naive

Not grasping the nettle             

Not focused on pre-set targets

Not focused on ‘system levers’        

Fillip to inertia                      

Follower                          

Putting people skills before technical  

Gone native

Downside: leader seen as…

Unable to make tough calls

MACHINE-LIKE

CONTROL

SHORT TERM RESULTS

CONFORM

SHAKE UP

BE EXPLICIT

OUTSIDE IN

CLEAN OUT

GO FAST

IMPOSE

COMPETE

ORGANISATION

Example Answer 2

Having an ‘efficiency only’ focus       

Control freak

Suffering short termism                

Having too many rules

Change junky

Misses new opportunities

Too slow to find sustainable solutions  

Fillip to burnout                     

Dictatorial                          

Putting technical skills before people  

Yes man or woman

Downside: leader seen as…

Hatchet man or woman



Fixed habits of thinking can stay that way

Mindsets stay fixed for several reasons. For example, some leaders 
can be reluctant to let go of what they’ve known to be 

true and has served them well for some time. They 

might believe changing their mind is a sign of weakness 
rather than a strength. 

Similarly, under pressure, options can close down and some leaders 
may see no other option other than to assert control. This will 

feel like the right, and possibly only thing to do.

It’s easy to 
blame yourself 
or others when 
you don’t feel 
good about a 

situation.

Understanding 
the role 

mindsets play in 
creating these 
feelings helps 

you get back on 
track more 

quickly

Why Fixed Mindsets Stay Stuck 

When caught up in a fixed mindset, disagreements can arise easily. 
For example, a successful leader whose experience has been 

crafted in the world of ‘control’, ‘explicit goal setting’ and 
‘imposing’ important decisions, may not take too kindly to a 

colleague who has a different world view. Their dialogue can easily 
revolve around who is right and wrong. Discussions like these are 
rarely helpful because their intent is not to seek new answers to 
the challenges both parties face, but to protect their respective 

positions forged from different but fixed ways of thinking. 

The truth is that in most contexts there are many rights and paths 
to good outcomes. In a world where change and uncertainty are 
increasing, clear mindsets find them more easily than fixed ones. 



Understanding mindsets

Everyone operates from their habits of thinking. That much is unavoidable, we’re all in the 
same boat as it were. But what makes a significant difference is noticing when this 

becomes unhelpful - in ourselves and others.

Our bodies are very clever at letting us know when we’re caught up in an unhelpful way of 
thinking. If things aren’t working well, and the downsides such as those mentioned in the 

table above are showing up as resistance, we feel it. Rather than see things clearly and 
calmly we experience being caught up. Emotions such as frustration, disappointment or 

perhaps rage and anger follow. When in the swirl of emotions like these, some might 
withdraw (take flight), others instinctively get argumentative or dictatorial (fight.)

Troubling emotions can seem like they’re caused by the circumstances we find ourselves in 

or the people around us. But when we step back from this we see that 
how we’re thinking about those people and those circumstances 

is what really counts. Our (sometimes fixed ways of) thinking causes our 

emotional response, not, as it seems, the other people we interact with or the 
circumstances we find ourselves in. 

When leaders realise this for themselves they have more influence over what they feel. 
In a clearer mindset challenges look and feel quite different. Resilience and 

resourcefulness help new answers emerge more easily.



Two things that prompt curiosity

Two things typically prompt leaders’ curiosity about just how fixed or clear their mindsets are. 

First, their results. Extraordinary results - those that confound what’s currently thought 

possible and exceed expectations - are usually preferred to ordinary ones. The prospect 
of delivering better results, simply, through changes in their own and 
others’ understanding of the way the mind works, often appeals. It’s 

also much less time consuming and costly compared to say restructuring or replacing team 
members or investing in new systems and procedures which, despite their promise, won’t 
work fully if the underlying mindsets are unhelpful.   

Second, many leaders welcome the freedom a let's-discuss-the-undiscussable kind of 
conversation provides. When in a safe space where the intention is to understand 

their thinking, rather than judge it, leaders speak their truth about the 
challenges their leadership is encountering more easily. Many, 

for example, often feel ‘lonely at the top’ largely because of the absence of 
conversations such as these. 

When the hurly burly of modern life is put to one side for a short while, it 
becomes much easier for leaders to realise for themselves just how 
much behaviour is generated by feelings that stem from unhelpful 
mindsets. Not just in themselves, but others too. They see that 
whilst habits of thinking may have worked in the past, they 
may not be applicable to all circumstances they’re facing 
now. And it’s at that point curiosity kicks in.

Clear minds 
produce insights that 

help create new answers. 
Insights are accessible 
anytime once people 
understand the way 

the mind works.    

From Fixed to Clear Mindsets



Curiosity leads to insights or lightbulb moments

The curiosity that flows from a clear mindset usually leads to re-evaluation 
and change. This happens not from the outside-in – that is someone 
telling a leader to think differently - but from the inside-out: when 

their own insights and realisations trigger change 
in their thinking habits. 

That’s the ‘lightbulb’ or ‘aha’ moment. More than a fleeting idea 

that comes and goes it’s when the load of troubling 
emotions lifts, blockages get removed and 

a lighter feeling returns. New thinking and 

new behaviour follow naturally - no action plan 
or technique to regularly practise needed. 

Contrary to popular opinion, developing helpful, 
clear mindsets is not the long drawn out 

process many assume it to be.
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And These Informative Pictorial Essays
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results.
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Programmes
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Insight Paper:
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Why you already 
have much of what 

you need to lead 
effectively

Insight Paper:

Your Route to 
Extraordinary Results

How mindsets
confound what’s 

currently considered 
possible

Insight Paper:
Discussions That Tell 
You If You're Heading 

Uphill or Downhill

Why meaningful 
discussions and 

great performance 
go hand in hand

We’re grateful to the work of Dr. Robert Farrands and Bridget Farrands at Figure Ground Consulting  for these questions. Rob has 
researched the ‘worlds’ leaders create from the way they think about organisational life and Bridget’s research highlighted the tensions 
that occupy leaders’ thinking time (not necessarily their diary time) when transitioning into a new role. See her book Leaders in 
Transition. 

Notes:
1



Better discussions. New answers. Extraordinary results

We help leaders achieve results that exceed expectations.

Our tailor-made programmes are built around a specific, and often persistent business challenge that needs to be resolved. 

They are for leaders and teams wanting to raise their game to the next level, 

recover from a difficult period or set off on a sound footing soon after they’ve formed.

We help people understand how their often unnoticed mindsets work. 

This helps them uncover new answers that remove what once felt like recurring blocks to higher levels of performance. 

We make it easier to overcome obstacles that lessen commitment to new ways forward. 

During implementation, we support leaders as they deepen learning and sustain breakthroughs.

There are many development approaches aimed at improving or refining leaders’ skills. Others offer ready-made solutions to your challenges. 

Ours is different.

We help leaders and teams realise for themselves the difference their mindset makes as they work on getting whatever needs doing done well. 

This has four important benefits:

- It ensures existing skills get deployed more effectively and, if needed, new ones acquired more easily. 

- It helps leaders uncover new answers and reach their own solutions. 

- It increases levels of engagement and commitment to agreed actions. 

- It develops leaders and teams more quickly.

About The Mindset Difference

www.themindsetdifference.com     020 8892 4936


