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Building capacity

A recent management news-
letter proclaimed, “Practice 
Golden Rule #1: Manage 

others as you would like to be 
managed.”

It sounded good at first, but 
something about it bothered me. 
On reflection, I noticed two implicit 
assumptions being made:

• Other people want to be man-
aged the way you would want to be 
managed.

• People basically think alike, 
and the way they think is just like 
the boss.

The truth is that people have dif-
ferent thinking patterns, and that 
means they can’t be managed the 
same way.

two Styles of thinking 

The simplest way to explain dif-
ferences in thinking styles, often 
called cognitive diversity, is re-
flected by the cartoon in which 
one character says, “Question 
everything!” and the other asks, 
“Why?” 

Some people do question every-
thing they’re told, and they’re not 
being difficult. That’s the way they 
learn – by asking and exploring. 
This innovative style often leads 
to breakthroughs and new ways of 
achieving results.

Other people are happy to accept 
the rules. This adaptive style helps 

the group make decisions and 
move forward.

We need to manage innovators 
differently from adapters. Innova-
tors, for instance, often feel they’re 
criticized rather than thanked for 
finding the weaknesses in new 
proposals. Adapters, on the other 
hand, feel they’re accused of be-
ing too structured and unable to 
change. 

When people feel unfairly 
blamed, they withdraw from team 
activities and fail to be fully en-
gaged in their jobs. This does not 
build capacity. To keep from losing 
people’s input, we need to make 
sure they feel valued for their  
different perspectives.

A New Definition of Diversity 

We often define diversity in terms 
of what we see – skin color, gender, 
or ethnic makeup. To this list we 
must add how people think. 

If team members are visibly di-
verse but all have the same thinking 
style, do you have diversity? Or do 
you have a group of people who all 
think alike?

One style may be better suited 
to a particular challenge. But both 
thinking styles are needed for the 
variety of challenges our organiza-
tions face.

A New rule

Lack of insight into cognitive  
diversity tends to impose one style 
of thinking on the organization. 
The top exec’s style usually be-
comes the de facto way of thinking, 

and everyone with the opposite 
style feels devalued.

It’s like a right-handed golf  
instructor providing only right-
handed golf clubs. What if half the 
learners are left-handed? Should 
we criticize their inability to grasp 
the game of right-handed golf? Or 
do we recognize that the coach 
failed to see the obvious difference?

What if we discriminate more in 
terms of choosing people to handle 
different problems? You could ask, 
“Does the lie of the ball suggest a 
right-handed or left-handed golfer 
to take the shot?”

Instead of “Golden Rule #1, follow 
Platinum Rule #1: Manage others 
in the ways they like to be man-
aged. The challenges we face de-
mand it.

Resources

Glasrud, Bruce, “Beyond Diver-
sity,” Nonprofit World, Vol. 18, 
No. 2.

Muehrcke, Jill, “What’s Your Per-
sonality Type?”, Nonprofit World, 
Vol. 14, No. 5.

Natoli, Vincent, “The Organiza- 
tional Personality and Employee 
Performance,” Nonprofit World, 
Vol. 21, No. 1.

These resources are available at 
www.snpo.org.

This department is sponsored 
by the staff and members of the 
Alliance for Nonprofit Management 
(www.allianceonline.org)

 

The Case for Cognitive Discrimination
Do you welcome all ideas, or just the ones you agree with?

If team members are  
visibly diverse but all  

have the same thinking 
style, do you  

have diversity?

What if half the learners  
are left-handed? Should  
we criticize their inability  

to grasp the game of  
right-handed golf?

Ed Bernacki created The Idea Factory 
to help people be more innovative in 
their thinking. He has written a num-
ber of books and idea journals to help. 
You can read more articles and re-
sources at www.WowGreatIdea.com 
or his unique strategies for conferences 
at www.InnovativeConferences.com.
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