THE 4‑ ROOM APARTMENT

(from Future Search, Marvin Wiesbord & Sandra Janof)

One vivid metaphor for the dynamic experience of change that we like very much is Swedish social psychologist Claes Janssen's (1982) "4 Room Apartment." 

This concept has influ​enced organizational change practices widely in North America and Scandinavia. The idea is simple, easy to talk about, and connects  with peoples' everyday experience. ….  Using it, we legitimise denial and confusion.
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In "contentment" we accept things the way they are, making the best of what is, without hassling. What moves us out of contentment is an unfamiliar experience that disturbs the status quo. We'd rather not admit, let alone deal with, what has happened. 

So we go into the "denial" room, where we act as if everything's okay when at a deep level an unheard little voice nags us that things are a mess. At some point, however, we are likely to own up. 

When we admit we are frustrated and unsure of what to do, we've gone through the door to "confusion." The decor of the confusion room is high anxiety. We are in the mess and know it. Only then are we ready for new opportunities.

…… Inevitably, people move toward "renewal" as they generate ideal future scenarios. When they identify a common future and start action planning, renewal becomes an unexpected and welcome possibility.

BOB WILLIAMS ADDS

In terms of recognising where people are at, I’ve found that “energy” is low on the left hand side, and high on the right hand side.  Anxiety is low on the top half and high on the bottom half; feeling in control is high on the top half and low on the bottom half.

In New Zealand I’ve also found that the bottom arrow goes both ways.  New Zealanders, more than other cultures, sometimes try and get out of “confusion” by returning to “denial” (eg “let’s set up a sub-committee”, “let’s focus on something achievable”, “let’s return to this later in the meeting”, “lets see if we can define terms a bit”, “what we need are some good ways of measuring things”)

Interestingly this model looks similar to one developed by Mihaly Csiksentmihalyi (who works with high performing teams and athletes).  His model says that creativity and performance is best when people shift between anxiety, arousal, control, relaxation and flow, but rarely enter apathy, boredom and worry.
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