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INTRODUCTION
Recent years have been full of turmoil and

trial, from a worldwide pandemic, to

devastating fires in California, to racial

unrest, to one of the most controversial

election cycles in American history.  It seems

anymore that each bit of turmoil is used as

fodder for political maneuvering and as a

reason to become even more polarized as an

American society.   It seems like everyone is

sick of the polarization and maneuvering, but

it takes very little provocation to jump right

into the very fray that one was decrying just

moments before.   It's all very discouraging,

and it brings into sharp focus what effective

leadership isn't, although without teaching

what real leadership is.  Whether it's politics,

work, or personal relationships, I'd like to

equip you to have a more positive influence

when things get polarized.



 

THE FOUR CHAIRS
I once heard a friend of mine talk about the

metaphor of the four chairs.  In this metaphor

he was focused on the application to politics,

but it can be applied to any situation in which

there is divisiveness and political

maneuvering.  This is essentially how it goes: 

The chair on the far left is Chair 1, the chair

on the middle left is Chair 2, and so on.  From

a political perspective in my friend's

example, the Chair 1 represents the far left

politically, Chair 2 represents the moderate

left, Chair 3 represents the moderate right,

and Chair 4 represents the far right.   What's

important for the purposes of this eBook is

not the actual issue that's at play that

polarizes people, rather it's important to

understand the mindset that is behind each

of the four positions that these chairs

represent.   Although I'll get into more detail

later, here's what I mean by mindset:  Chairs

1 and 4, regardless of the issue at stake

primarily see themselves as guardians of

their respective positions and anything that

disagrees with or works to potentially

compromise their position is a threat - and

threats are meant to be destroyed.   In

essence, people in Chairs 1 and 4 tend to

alternate between being defensive and

offensive.   Chairs 2 and 3 tend to take a

different approach.   While they hold firm

convictions with their stance, they tend not to

sacrifice relationships on the altar of their

position.   They understand that people are

important and work to build bridges, rather

than burn them.

 

EASY TO DIAGNOSE, SORT OF...

As you're thinking about this metaphor of the four chairs, it might be tempting to start

categorizing people you know into each of these four chairs.  You might know that person who

unerringly resists change at every turn and villifies the change makers.   You might know the

person who seeks out change just for the sake of change and wants to rid the world of the

sticks-in-the-mud who slow things down.   To a certain degree, it is an important skill to

determine which chair those around you inhabit relative to any issue in the workplace. 

However, what's infinitely more important (and often much harder) is to honestly take stock of

which chair you inhabit.  It's so much easier to objectively see where others are, but we tend to

suffer from a bit of blindness when it comes to ourselves.  And even in situations where we do

recognize that we're sitting in Chair 1 or 4, we tend to take some perverse pride in that fact and

wear it as a badge of honor.  If you're a leader, you'll find out soon why that's not such a good

thing.



 

In our modern culture, two things have become very prominent relative to how we think:

1) Truth is determined by what I agree with.  In other words, if a conclusion is presented to me

that agrees with my perspective, then I accept that conclusion as true - needing nothing other

than agreement to believe that it is correct.

2) Bias is bad and must be gotten rid of.   While it's true that bias can and does lead us to

incorrect conclusions and that we often are not aware of the influence of our biases on our

thinking, we should be suspicious of this modern 'truth'.   First, it's impossible in our human

condition to completely rid ourselves of bias.   Second, biases are often the result of life

experiences that have served us (and will serve us) reasonably well.

Accepting these 'truths' will create massive problems with our worldview and result in

leadership failures.   The first 'truth' causes us to accept things as true uncritically, and the

second 'truth' blinds us to the fact that our criteria for determining truth is flawed.  What we're

left with is massive overconfidence in flawed conclusions.   Instead of getting rid of bias, we

need to better understand it and its influence on our thinking.

Looking at the pictures below, we often hold the belief that we are the middle one, simply

drawing conclusions directly from the data.  The reality is very different, and we can see from

the pictures on the left and right that the data has very little to do with our eventual

conclusion.   The data is simply a fulcrum that helps aim the trajectory of our bias into a

conclusion.

I think the Supreme Court is a great example of this.  Their job is to determine if something is

constitutional or not.  Ideally, this would mean that the truth is in the Constitution, and they are

simply finding it.  If that were true, we would have a lot of unanymity on the Court (the middle

picture).  However, many decisions are made along party lines, which demonstrates perfectly

the pictures on the right and left.

 

To help overcome bias, our job is to surround ourselves wtih people of different perspectives,

create hetero-geneous teams, and fill our days with feedback, not just on our behavior, but on

our paradigms - the mental frameworks we use to understand the world.
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The Journey

CHAIRS 1 AND 4

Let's start our deep dive into the four

chairs by discussing Chairs 1 and 4

together.  The reason why I do this is that

they both share the same mindset

(although have very different stances)

and so can largely be understood in

similar terms.  

As indicated above, chairs 1 and 4 tend to

be more militant in their respective

stances.   Disagreement is seen as

opposition, and the very presence of

opposition is offensive and worthy of

scorn.  There are two features of chairs 1

and 4 that I'd like to discuss here.   The

first is how people come to sit in these

chairs (discussed here) and the second

is their impact (following page).

The journey into chairs 1 or 4 for any

individual is surprisingly similar. 

Obviously no one is born in any particular

chair, so this is something that develops

over time and typically contains

predictable ingredients.  Let's take a look

at some of the specific steps we often

take to end up in these chairs:

 

Indoctrination - There is typically some

form of influence that shapes our

direction early on.

Incentive - Our beliefs often tend toward

stances that we perceive as beneficial

to us.

Confirmation bias - We have a tendency

to look for evidence that agrees with us

and ignore evidence that disagrees with

us.

Echo chamber - The confirmation bias

virtually ensures that we surround

ourselves with messages that agree

with us, creating the impression that the

majority agree with you and further

serves to reinforce the belief in your

correctness.

Judgment - The more correct you feel

and the stronger the perception of the

strength of your majority, the more it

seems like only idiots could miss the

truth, thus confirming the superiority of

your view and your value as a person

relative to the 'idiots'.

Contempt - Once at this stage, your

opposition has moved from being

wrong to being stupid, to being utterly

worthless, and you've moved beyond

focusing on ideas - your contempt

encapsulates how you view their whole

personhood and all of their actions.

 



 

The Impact

CHAIRS 1 AND 4 (CONT.)

To summarize the main points from the

previous page, people end up in chairs 1

or 4 when they pursue an idea that they

have learned from indoctrination or that

there is some incentive to believe.  So far,

this isn't necessarily bad, but it turns into

a problem when we pursue an idea in a

lopsided manner.   Diving into this

'lopsided' idea, we're confronted with two

realities about the human race.  First, we

tend to be blind to the fact that we're not

taking an unbiased approach to our

research.  If fact, the closer we get to an

extreme view the more logical we believe

we are being.  Second, we tend to be blind

to the fact that at some point we actually

stop evaluating the truth of claims, both

for and against.   What this means is that

we move into a position where something

is true because it agrees with me, and

something is false because it disagrees

with me.   Truth becomes a matter of

convenience, not a conclusion we reach

after wrestling with the facts and

considering differing perspectives. 

Ultimately, we create a cognitive and

logical trap that we don't recognize we're in

and therefore don't believe we need to be

freed from.  This can have massive impact in

an organization, some of which I will describe

here:

Loss of critical thinking - There is no

more discovering truth, it's all about

reinforcing your 'truth' at all costs.

Focus on what's best...for me -

Ironically, the truth becomes second

fiddle to winning.   What started off as

pushing for what you thought was best

often turns into a battle that hurts

everyone.

Listening becomes threatening - put a

chair 1 person in the same room with a

chair 4 person and the one thing you

won't see is listening.  Listening actually

feels threatening at that point for two

reasons:  

1) it almost feels like you're validating

their viewpoint and 2) your contempt

leads you to believe they don't deserve

it.

Digging in causes digging in - what

happens to us emotionally when

someone resists our ideas?  We want to

resist theirs, and the more they dig in,

the more we dig in.

Conflict - I'm sure most people saw this

impact coming.   This conflict is

particularly damaging, because

sometimes scorched earth is more

palatable than losing, and the conflict

becomes intractible and toxic.

Sabotage - Not all conflict is obvious. 

Sabotage typically occurs when one

person feels like confrontation is too

risky.   The conflict then goes

underground and becomes about

subtlely setting opponents up for

failure.

Contempt - This was mentioned above

as a step in the journey toward chairs 1

and 4, but it's also an outcome of that

journey.   Contempt leads us to believe

that we are better than our opponent,

who has virtually no value and whose

every idea is incorrect.

Polarization - This is the ultimate

outcome.   Observers tend to be pulled

toward one side or the other, and

success becomes about getting people

to choose sides (becomes political).

 



 

The Journey

It is my sincere hope that readers will

understand the damage that people who

inhabit chairs 1 and 4 cause.   The sad

reality is that because of the polarization

element discussed on the previous page,

we're finding fewer and fewer people

sitting in chairs 2 and 3.   The unfortunate

irony is that we need more poeple in these

chairs than ever before.  

I'll be discussing these two chairs together,

as their journeys are similar, even if they

end up on different sides of an issue. 

Instead of being militant, these people tend

to be more collaborative and value

relationship more than winning.   It's

important to note that chairs 2 and 3 are

NOT compromised positions.  People aren't

in these chairs because they're more

willing to give in on an issue than those in

chairs 1 and 4.   They're in these chairs,

because they don't view difference as an a

priori threat, they view communication with

all parties as important, and they

understand that true progress doesn't

occur by beating the opposition into

submission.

Critical thinking - Truth often isn't a

location at which someone arrives.  It is

something we never stop searching for.

Objectivity - We recognize that we have

the capacity to be incorrect and that we

aren't the sole arbiters of truth.  We do

balanced, continuous research before

we arrive at conclusions, and we keep

an open mind to new information.

Humility - Chairs 1 and 4 can get very

arrogant in their contempt for the

opposition.  Chairs 2 and 3 stay humble

and realize that one's stance on an

issue is not grounds for superiority.

Active Listening - Even if we don't agree

with the other perspectives on the

issues at hand, the only way to truly

understand them is to really listen. 

When we do this, we are more likely to

create allies than enemies and

engender cooperation.

Collaboration - This is understanding

that there is validity to parts of the other

side's perspective.   This means that

understanding the opposition is key to

cooperation, not something that feels

threatening.

Civility - No matter what the issue or the

outcome, we respect the personhood of

the other side and afford them dignity.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAIRS 2 AND 3



 

The Impact

CHAIRS 2 AND 3 (CONT.)

The impact of people in chairs 2 and 3

couldn't be more drastic than with those

in chairs 1 and 4.  Ultimately these people

understand that they don't, and can't,

know everyrhing.   Grasping the simple

idea that one isn't all-knowing allows for

the possibility that one might be wrong

about something - or - that there might be

information out there that someone else

has that might change your mind about

something.   This changes people from

believing that they are OWNERS of the

truth to understanding that they are

SEEKERS of the truth.  This generates the

humility and openness to learning and

listening.   It goes without saying that this

approach removes much of the toxic

conflict that many experience in the

workplace.   Remember, chairs 2 and 3

aren't about having a watered-down

stance on an issue.  Many people in these

chairs feel just as much conviction on an

issue as their counterparts in chairs 1 and

4.   So, the difference is not in conviction

but in approach.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Chairs 1 and 4, truth can be compromised

in the pursuit of victory, whereas for chairs 2

and 3, there is no real victory without truth. 

Here are some of the impacts related to truth

seeking:

Fact-checking - There is no blindly

accepting information just because it

aligns with my perspective.  Information

needs to be assessed for validity and

sources checked for credibility.

Focus on what's best...for everyone -

Winning a battle is about advancing

your cause.   Winning the war is about

advancing everyone's cause.  

Listening becomes essential - Knowing

that we aren't the owners of truth and

that others might have information we

don't, it becomes vital to hear what

other people have to say.

Continuous learning  - Do your

research.   Know that information

availability isn't static in organizations. 

What wasn't known before can become

known.   Never stop looking for new

information.

Conflict resolution -  Instead of creating

the toxic conflict we see with people in

chairs 1 and 4, we tend to see healthy

conflict here.   People can disagree

without feeling threatened and can

have different perspectives without

fighting.

Respect - If we're not threatened by the

perspectives of others, we don't have to

villify people who disagree with us.   If

we accept differences, we can value

people.

Collaboration -  Once we learn to

respect the personhood of others, even

if they disagree with us, it frees us up to

do something that people in chairs 1

and 4 could never do - effectively work

with anyone in the organization - on

virtually anything.

Solution-oriented - Since we're able to

accept that others can believe

differently than we do, we respect the

personhood of others, and we have the

ability to truly work with people, we are

now truly free to create solutions, as

opposed to simply pushing tyranny.

 

 

 



- A culture of contempt

- Poor communication

- No listening

- Disregarding for others

- Volatile con�ict

- Confusion

- Manipulation

- Ine�ciency

- One side bene�ts at the expense of other

- Sabotage

- Mistrust

- Toxic environment

- Blame-oriented

- Hide problems

- Knowledge as a weapon

- Employee turnover

- Punished for mistakes

- Truth is buried

- Agenda-�lled workplace

- Unilateral decisions

- A culture of respect

- Open communication

- Active listening

- Empathy for others

- Healthy con�ict

- Clarity

- Collaboration

- E�ciency

- Whole organization bene�ts

- Mutual support

- Trust-building

- Healthy environment

- Solution-oriented

- Talk about problems

- Knowledge as a tool

- Employee engagement

- Growth through mistakes

- Truth is valued

- Agenda-free workplace

- Open decisions

Chairs 2 and 3                 Chairs 1 and 4

Where would you rather work?

 
Impact Matrix



 

"Many are stubborn in pursuit of the path they have
chosen, few in the pursuit of the goal."

                                                              - Friedrich Neitzsche

LEADING FROM CHAIRS 2 AND 3
Hopefully by now you've seen the value of

sitting in the middle chairs and the

extreme importance of not inhabiting the

outside ones.   It's literally the difference

between 'I've got your back' and 'Watch

your back' in the workplace.      Here are

some suggestions to help you inhabit

these chairs - and stay there:

Surround yourself with voices that

are different than yours.

Put genuine effort into 'inhabiting'

perspectives that are different than

yours.

Take a course on active listening to

truly understand what it means.

Always be honest (and respectful) -

this encourages the same from

other people.

Understand that 'winning the battle'

is about advancing your cause and

'winning the war' is about advancing

everyone's cause.

Never stop learning - the moment

you are convinced you're correct is

the moment you stop listening and

learning.

Avoid all ridicule and contempt - this

is the beginning of losing the

'personhood' of others .

 

 

Do your research before forming an

opinion - it is very hard to return to

neutral once the bias ship has sailed.

Learn how to be assertive in the

presence of pressure to be passive.

Create a group of people who will

genuinely hold you accountable for

staying on track.

Understand that being emotional in

conflict may help you feel more

powerful but that it ultimately

undermines success.

Be willing to give up short-term gains

for long-term success.

Never stop problem-solving - a solution

often does exist out there somewhere,

even if it doesn't initally look like it.

Don't hire or promote people who sit in

chairs 1 and 4.

Deal with people quickly who sit in

chairs 1 and 4 - much damage can

happen very quickly through inaction.

Be bold enought to give feedback up

the chain about issues in the workplace

- it is often the case that senior leaders

have little to no (or incomplete)

information about issues, which ties

their hands.

Don't stoop to Chair 1 and 4 tactics to

deal with Chair 1 and 4 people -

because you start shifting chairs when

you do.

Be willing to be coached or mentored in

this area, and be willing to provide a

coach or mentor to people in the

organization who are struggling with

this.

Treat people with kindness, no matter

where they stand on the divisive issue.

Understand that issues are less

important than people - it's about

winning hearts, not scoring points.

 

 

 



 

Generating In�uence

 

Something amazing happens when you approach people and situations with humility. 
Humility is the opposite of arrogance and presupposes that you don't know everything,
which means that every interaction with someone is an opportunity for learning.   This
generates interest in what the other person has to say - even if you hold a di�erent
perspective.   We learn by listening, and the more we know about them, their story, their
experiences, and what drives them, the more we can see the world from their perspective
(empathy).  When we truly start to understand them, this opens up the door for real dialog,
which can't happen in its most e�ective form until the previous steps have been taken.  Once
an honest dialog has been opened up, we can move toward understanding.  Keep in mind, I
didn't say that we can move toward agreement.   We may not get there with everyone, but
that's okay.  Understanding leads to respect, and your in�uence begins to grow, as people
understand that you have genuinely invested in them in this process.

The alternative is leading with arrogance, which destroys the steps of interest, listening, and
empathy.   It replaces dialog with argument, which only causes people to dig in and reject
your perspective, which undermines understanding.  Respect becomes contempt, and your
in�uence will be actively resisted.

"An active mind and a

searching soul is one of

the greatest blessings

in life."

  - Mary Frances Seeley



We are in a world that bombards us with messages.  Many of these messages
are competing for our allegiance and look to recruit us to their side, not by
reason and intelligence but through emotion and polarization.  Unfortunately,
the way that we are wired makes the latter the more likely outcome.  We have
to ground ourselves in right thinking, healthy emotions, and a view of others
that imbues them with value.   The irony is that our culture simultaneously
villi�es us if we're not tolerant of diversity, yet has never felt more threatened
by di�erences.   You are accepted if you conform and rejected if you don't. 
Politics, media, and social media fuel this consistently.  Although you may not
be working in politics, media, or social media, the in�uence of these have us on
edge and ready to polarize on any issue.   We dig in and would rather make
enemies than compromise.  And even if you're not operating this way at work,
you're often exposed to clients or customers who are operating this way.  It's
more important than ever to operate di�erently than our culture does and
position yourself to have a massive in�uence in your organization and
environment.   Lead in a way that bulids up, not tears down.  Strengthen your
relationships, instead of marginalizing them.  Be a beacon of change wherever
you �nd yourself and do it by sitting in chairs 2 and 3, and bring as many
people along with you as possible.

Copyright ©  2021 by Jared A. Detter.   All rights reserved.   No part of this book may be
reproduced or used in any manner without permission of the copyright owner, except for
the use of quotations in a book review.

Jared Detter is a consulting psychologist and has worked with organizations
around the United States to help their leaders and teams become more
e�ective.   He is an expert on how people think and behave and can leverage
this insight into great e�ect, working with senior leaders on the health of their
organizations.  In addition to having his Doctoral degree in Clinical Psychology,
he has his MBA as well.  Find out more at www.bartellbartell.com or contact
him at jared.detter@bartellbartell.com

When you're too interested in the verdict, you can
miss what the evidence says.

CONCLUSION

 

 

The goal isn't tolerance or agreement, it's respect.

http://www.bartellbartell.com/

