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Imagine you are sitting in a meeting, and it’s not going as
you’d hoped. The agenda is packed with important topics for
discussion and at the pace you’re going, it looks doubtful
you’ll get through half of them. You find yourself having
thoughts like these:
• “Why do people keep rat-holing into details and
unhelpful tangents?”
• “Why do some people seem to want to argue as soon as
someone else speaks?”
• “Why is he sitting, looking bored, yet I know he has
something to say on the topic because he has voiced his
interests and concerns to my privately?”
• “How can I make sense of all that is going on in the
meeting?”
• “How can I get the meeting back on track?”
• “Or even better, how could I have kept it from heading
down this path in the first place?”
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Our purpose here is not just to discuss meeting
management, but to introduce a framework that is widely
applicable to making sense of a wide range of human
endeavors, including meetings. It is a way of looking at the
world that has particular relevance to those who choose to
lead as it helps make sense of complex situations involving
human beings. We will use this framework to divide up
human phenomena into a system composed of three
components – the “It,” “We,” and “I.”

Looking at situations from the
perspectives of “It,” “We,” and “I”
helps people more effectively lead
others toward agreed upon goals.

The most well-known source for this articulation of the
framework is philosopher Ken Wilbur, though Wilbur himself
traces it back at least as far as Aristotle in the West, and to
even earlier sources in the East. The concept has survived so
long because it has very high face validity. That is, when
most people see it they think, “Yeah, that makes sense.”
There is a saying that, “No models are true, but some are
useful,” meaning that no model fully represents its target
phenomena, but some approximate it in ways that allow us
to effectively create the impact that we want. Many leaders
have found that looking at situations from the perspectives
of “It,” “We,” and “I” help them to more effectively lead
others toward agreed upon goals.
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It
“It” focuses on the task and is what often is referred to as the
“hard” aspect of business. The overarching goal of the “It”
dimension is effectiveness. The financial goals of the
organization are part of the “It,” as are strategies,
organization charts, and business processes. “It” also
includes things like buildings, rooms, tables, etc . In our
meeting example above the “It” would include the meeting
goals, the agenda, the information needed to make
decisions, the physical layout of the room, etc. As a leader
going to the meeting you might ask questions like:
• Is the room set up for the types of conversations we
want to have?
• Do we have the tools (technology, whiteboards, pens)
we need to have the discussions?
• Do we have copies of the documents containing the
relevant information for understanding challenges and
making decisions?
• Have the desired outcomes of the meeting been clearly
articulated?
• Do we have a realistic agenda that lays out the steps to
accomplishing the meeting goals?
• Are we organized effectively for the tasks that lie
before us?
What are some general “It” challenges in organizations? When
goals are poorly articulated or aren’t aligned to accomplish
the mission; when necessary systems, tools, and resources are
not available or of poor quality; when the organization
structure does not fit with the way work is actually done.
Getting the “It” right is essential to organizational effectiveness,
but it is not enough. As an engineering leader I know once told
me, “There is no process, no matter how well designed, that a
smart and committed person cannot undermine.”

We
“We” refers to the interpersonal aspect of the organization
and here we are looking for trust and alignment. Culture,
defined as the shared beliefs and values of a group, are at
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the base of the “We” dimension. The informal structure of
the organization – cliques, alliances, factions, etc. are part of
the “We”. The way a group communicates to each other,
handles conflict, manages accountability also get included in
“We”. In an effective meeting, the leader understands:
• What do I know or can infer about the stakeholders for
this issue – both present and elsewhere?
• What do I believe about the levels of trust exist between
people in the room and how could I validate my
inferences? Between myself as leader and the others in
the meeting?
• What is the impact of the company culture on what
we’re trying to accomplish?
• Are we skillfully interacting in this meeting? Does it look
like people saying what they really think?
• What are the politics of the room and of the topics?
• Are we aligned about the goals of the meeting? The
process?
Organizations with an unhealthy “We” dimension are often
referred to as “political.” Politics, in its neutral form, just
refers to power and influence and is a natural aspect of any
group. In organizational life, people often use the word to
mean “dirty politics,” or the perception that person or group
is trying to manipulate the group dynamics of the
organization for personal ends. Leaders ignore politics at
their own risk. Part of being effective as a leader is
understanding influence and power and being able to
navigate effectively in organizational waters.

I
What often determines whether we see someone as
positively “influential” or negatively “political” is our
perception of that person’s character, and this brings us to
the last dimension, the “I.” The “I” dimension refers to each
individual self. Individual character, beliefs, values, attitudes,
moods, personality are part of “I,” as are individual behaviors,
skills, and knowledge. The result of a healthy “I” is a sense of
integrity, engagement, and fulfillment.
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For the leader, the “I” starts with the leader herself. In the
meeting example, she may ask:
• How am I entering this meeting? In what mood? With
what assumptions or biases towards the other
participants and/or the topics?
• What do I personally want from this meeting?
• How do I want to lead in this meeting?
The effective leader is also curious about the “I” dimension
of others and may ask:
• What do I know about each person’s goals, desires,
aspirations, fears, etc.?
• What do I know about each person’s past experiences
that can help me understand them better?
• What motivates or de-motivates them?
• What knowledge and skills does each have that can help
us be effective in this meeting?

The “I” dimension plays out in
many aspects of a leader’s day.

The “I” dimension plays out in many aspects of a leader’s
day—hiring, delegating, forming teams, coaching, etc. Jim
Collins, in his book Good to Great proposed that great
companies start by “getting the right people on the bus.”
Effective leaders know not only the relationships between
people, but each person as an individual – starting with herself.
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“It,” “We,” “I” Dynamics
This framework can be useful both in getting to the bottom
of issues as well as in generating effective solutions. As a
diagnostic tool, it can help you make sure you are working
on the right problem. As you have probably already
imagined, the three dimensions are highly interdependent
and interrelated. Where there is trust (We) people work
better together and are more effective (It) and happier (I).
When the goal (It) is clear people have something to align
(We) to and feel more motivated (I). When people care
about what they are doing (I) they are more productive (It)
and more engaging to be around (We). A problem that
appears in one dimension may have its roots in another.
Knowing this can help you find the root causes and work on
the issues that can lead to sustained change.
Let’s go back to the meeting example. Imagine that two
participants are constantly in disagreement. Whenever one
supports an idea, the other attacks it. Looked at superficially,
we can easily put this down to a personality conflict – they
just rub each other the wrong way. What else could be going
on though? In the “It” there could be structural misalignment
between their roles and goals or they could be competing
for scarce resources. On the “We” dimension, they could be
part of groups that are in conflict or have a history of conflict
that has nothing to do with the topics at hand.
You can think of these three dimensions as legs of a stool. If
one leg becomes short, the stool will begin to wobble. As a
leader you’re ability to stay aware of all three dimensions
during your day will improve your ability to correctly
understand and provide useful guidance to those you lead.
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