Immunity to Change
Most people find that they complete the process described here in 20 - 30 minutes; so do not embark on it until you have that time available.
To complete the exercise DO NOT START BY READING ALL THE FOLLOWING SHEETS. Instead read the first sheet and spend a few minutes completing the task that it describes. The subsequent tasks each build on the previous one – so make sure that you complete each task before moving on. The reason for NOT reading ahead is that the process works best if your completion of the current task is not conditioned by what comes next. Allow the process to surprise you – and, in my experience, this will make the exercise far more rewarding and insightful.

Step 1:

In this step you have to identify a goal or commitment that, in your view, would lead to an improvement in your own effectiveness – in whatever way you want to define that. It should be a single goal and preferably is something that excites you personally as well as enabling you to be more effective. It should NOT be something technical or something that you can learn. Rather it should involve your own growth as a person. 

Probably the best way to complete the task is to complete the sentence:

“I am committed to ....”

The commitment should be something that you genuinely have – not something that you think you should have. It should also represent something that is not, at the moment, fully realised. The impact of this process is in direct proportion to how important the commitment you choose is to you: ideally it should be something you are passionate about and know you have to address.
Here are some examples of completions that other people have come up with:

...being more receptive to new ideas
... learning to be more responsive to requests
... being honest with myself and my partner
Write your commitment in the space below:

Step 2:

The question that you work with in this step of the process is:

What I am doing, or not doing, that is preventing my commitment from being fully realised
Your sincerity regarding your commitment is not in doubt and you are almost certainly doing, and have done, a number of things to work toward fulfilling the commitment. However in life there are always constraints and conflicting demands on your time and so there are probably a number of things that you think would contribute toward fulfilling your commitment that you are not doing. There may also be some things that you are doing that, perhaps inadvertently, are keeping your commitment from being fully realised. So in this part of the process you are being asked to identify your role, however small, in keeping your commitment from being fully realised.

Examples of things that people come up with here include:

 I’m not actually asking anyone for what I want

I agree to take on too many things and never have the time for what’s important to me

I do not try out new things or take big risks

I don’t challenge myself very often
Take a while to identify as many things you do or do not do that seem relevant here. Make the statements as concrete as possible, don’t be vague. The more items you identify and the more honest you can be the better the process will work. Do not include things that work for your commitment, just focus on the ones that work against it – and do not include justifications.  Then try to summarise them in a few statements in the space below.

Step 3:
The next step is tricky to explain and may take a while for you to complete. The first part of this step is to look at the items you wrote down in step 2 and for each statement imagine yourself doing the opposite of what you wrote – and notice the most uncomfortable or worrisome or scary feelings that come up for you. You really have to reach some kind of fear, and if you haven’t gotten there yet, you might ask yourself  “and what would be the worst about that for me?” In considering the items you wrote in step 2 you have to get to a place where you feel yourself at risk in some way. Most people are a bit embarrassed by what they uncover – it has a cringe element.
Typical issues that come up for people in this first part of this step are fears of looking stupid, of being out of control, of being humiliated or being helpless and so on. You need to identify one such fear or worry with each of the statements you wrote in step 2. You can write them in the space below:
Step 4

In this step you will identify one or more commitments that competes with the commitment you started with. This is known as the competing commitment and will be a commitment to keep the things that you were afraid of from happening in step 3. So someone who identified a fear of looking stupid arising in step 3 would have a commitment “to not looking stupid” and someone who feared being out of control might have a commitment “to not feeling or being out of control”. Reflect on the fears and worries you identified in step 3 and write your competing commitments in the space below. Sometimes it becomes obvious that there is one overriding commitment that is determining several, or even all, of the actions that you identified in step 2. If you find this then formulate the overriding commitment as clearly as possible and carry this forward to the next step.
Step 5:

This is a much easier step to take and is based upon the competing commitments that you identified in step 3. Basically you are going to create statements that correspond to “Big Assumptions” that are governing your behaviour in some way. 

If your competing commitment has a negative in it, for example I am committed to not being out of control”, then remove the negative to make a sentence stem like this “I assume that if I were out of control then ...”

If the competing commitment does not have a negative, then insert one. So I am committed to avoiding conflict at all costs would be converted to a sentence stem “I assume that if I did not avoid all conflict then ...”
Once you have created the sentence stem then the next job is to complete the sentence by noticing how you would feel and what you fanaticise would happen. This is a personal step, in the sense that people who have the same sentence stems may have very different feelings and fantasies involved.  As you tune into what each sentence generates for you aim to end up with sentences for each of your competing commitments that ring true for you and capture the mixture of feelings and consequences that are really important for you. Write them in the space below.

Completion:

There is much to discuss. However there are two key insights available to you as a result of this exercise. 

The first is to see that if you work backwards through the statements you have made then starting with your Big Assumption(s) your competing commitments are there to serve that assumption, and your behaviours listed in step 2 succeed in achieving this. Most people are surprised to see that from the perspective of their Big Assumption their behaviour is perfectly rational, in fact often quite brilliant, at protecting them from the consequences in their big assumption. The authors call this an individual’s “immune system” and that it is this that prevents them from changing – either as a person or to meet their declared commitments.

The second thing that the authors stress is that you cannot undo this ‘immune system’ quickly or easily. It is there for a good reason and they have a whole programme – one that lasts months – to help people make headway. The first key step is to become more aware of how the Big Assumption(s) operate in the person’s life – by just noticing when they are operating. Later, after noticing how and where it operates, you will be in a position to develop a safe test for the assumption – for example letting yourself be out of control in a specific context.
Making progress with one’s “immune system” enables you to develop in the sense described in adult development theories. Indeed the activity that accelerates an individual’s development most, in Kegan’s view, is an ideal conflict – one that forces the person to face whatever they are identified with. Kegan’s explanation of adult development is in terms of shifting what one is identified with, what is subject, to being something that one has, to being object.  Another way of regarding this process is that becoming aware of one’s ‘Big Assumption’ enables one to cease acting unconsciously so that they can have more choice about how to act (since sometimes the big assumption will be valid and sometimes it will not.)
