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In an earlier life, I was both a competitive distance runner as well as a high school track and x-
country coach. Having spent a lot of time with runners, I saw a universal—and very clear— 
progression through phases of “Association” and “Disassociation” with pain and discomfort.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Phase 1: Virtually all runners start in this first phase. These novice runners completely associate 
with, and focus on, the pain and fatigue of racing. As their race progresses, they focus on their 
physical discomfort: how tired they are, how much their feet might hurt, how they’re on the 
verge of a stomach cramp, etc. They forget about the goal—running fast—because they’re totally 
focused on how bad they feel. Their goal often becomes simply finishing the race. However, 
runners in this phase improve rapidly. 
 
Phase 2: As runners get more experienced, they move into this phase. Here, they disassociate 
from the pain. They focus on completing their race. The challenge is to do a 20K or a full 
marathon, and to do that, they distract themselves. They run with friends, so that they have 
someone to keep them occupied. They run with music to help them daydream. They work hard to 
ignore the discomfort of running, and as a result they don’t pay any attention to running form or 
technique. Runners in this phase see only marginal improvement; sure, they complete a bunch of 
races, but they don’t necessarily get much faster.   
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Phase 3: In this phase, veteran runners committed to improvement associate with pain. These 
runners constantly monitor themselves. They pay attention to their fatigue level, noting whether 
it’s too high for that point in the race. They check their breathing rate, their arm carriage, their 
knee lift, and their footstrike on the ground. They’re totally focused on how they feel and how 
they should respond at each point in the race. It’s this focus on pain and technique that enables 
them to improve their race performances. 
 
Workers and organizations go through similar phases.  
 
When a person is in Phase 1, he’s new to a job and is totally focused on the new steps—how to 
prepare a presentation, how to analyze a market, how to design a campaign. Nothing comes 
naturally, and sometimes he wonders if he’ll ever get it right. Similarly, when an organization 
creates a new process, people obsess over the different steps. They feel uncomfortable and 
wonder why they have to do their jobs in new ways. They may doubt that the new system will 
even work. But people in these situations—in Phase 1—improve rapidly. 
 
When they get to Phase 2, their improvement slows, or even stops. People know how to do their 
jobs well enough to go on autopilot. They stop focusing on the techniques they employ or the 
process by which the job is done, and instead distract themselves with trips to Facebook and 
concerns about performance evaluations. This zone of complacency is fine if you’re a weekend 
runner with no great aspirations other than finishing a few 10Ks, but it’s deadly for a company. 
Today’s smoothly running—but complacent—company is tomorrow’s Chapter 11 candidate: 
GM/Chrysler (before the bailouts). Sears. Burroughs.  
 
Phase 3 is where outstanding workers and companies re-engage and focus on how and what is 
being done. Processes are examined, redesigned, and improved. Assumptions are questioned and 
tested. Business as usual isn’t acceptable anymore. It’s uncomfortable and it makes people feel 
awkward. But the constant attention to the way the organization operates drives sustainable 
improvement in sales and margins. 
 
Virtually everyone (and every ongoing company) makes it through Phase 1. It’s the great people 
and organizations that push through the comfort of Phase 2 and drive into Phase 3.  
 
Which are you? 
 
 
 

(Like this newsletter? Read my weekly blog post here: http://goo.gl/2SXM9) 
 

 


