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Elephant Field Guide

Using creative language, like naming problem-
avoidance ‘elephants, is a way for us to regulate the
heat without turning it down so much that we stay

inside our comfort zones.

How Does it Feel When an Elephant is in the Room?

Tense — The language around tension included the following: “A fog that is tight around the chest,
shoulders tight, sick to the stomach, | was so nervous through the whole meeting.”

Anxious — Respondents felt heavy and anxious. There was discomfort from feelings of
uncertainty about how people would respond or what would happen afterward.

Fearful — Respondents included questions like: “Will | be shunned for speaking up? Will there be
retaliation? Will I hurt someone? Will | be hurt if we can't talk about it?”

The Avoidephant

(arvoid-eh-fent)

When we avoid action to remove the internal stress of a
situation an “avoidephant” is created.

Avoidephants are our archetype—the basis from which all the
future elephant species we'll discuss in this book have derived.
An avoidephant pushes itself in the way of anyone trying to
initiate a necessary conversation and keeps team members
from clarifying important information.

In the presence of an avoidephant, we literally avoid
conversations, opting to internalize our thoughts, feelings, and
insights.

‘I know they're a good person, but..." - “It's not that big of a deal anyway..." - “| didn’t want them to feel bad...”
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The Imagiphant

(ee'maj’-eh-fent)

The act of holding frustration without an effort to clarify is
what summons the imagiphant.

The Imagiphant species of avoidephants are born from stories
you've told yourself and assumptions you've made without
confirming or testing your beliefs.

Although the feelings you're having may not be based on the
truth, but it doesn't make it less real for you because it's your
truth. When you lock yourself into one perspective about a
situation or person without taking the time to consider other
possibilities, a hungry little imagiphant grows and grows.

‘No, | know that's not what they meant.” - “Oh, that's just how they are.” - ‘Il don't need to ask. | just know.”
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When we complain instead of acting on problems, there's a
good chance we have a blamephant in the room.

One of the most common ways to feed a blamephant—another
pesky species of avoidephant—in a team is to blame the leader.

At some point, we've all been in a situation where we know
there's a barrier, and instead of acting, we blame other people’s
inaction for that barrier.

The Blamephant

(blame’-eh-fent)

“Can you believe they did that?!” - “It's not what I'd do, but...” - “l don't know why they'd make that decision!”

We feed a nudgephant when we see a barrier, and instead of
addressing the issue directly, we try to nudge our team forward
with indirect effort.

We sugarcoat our words or drop hints instead of making
statements. When we're dealing with a nudgephant, it means
we've worked up a little bit of courage to approach an issue,
but it might not be enough.

The Nudgephant If you and your team are dancing around an issue without
(nuj“eh-fent) diving in to address it, you may have a nudgephant in the room.

‘I tried to have the conversation, but...” - “Maybe we could...” - “Do you think it might make sense to...”

A deflectephant gets a handful of peanuts whenever someone
makes a joke, or displays sarcastic, self-deprecating

behavior or attempts to create a detour in response to an
uncomfortable situation.

When a situation gets uncomfortable, the deflectephant likes
to whisper in the ear of the office jokester or quickly shifting

topics.
The deflectephant aids diversion. When someone is unwilling
The Deflectephant to be vulnerable, they may attempt to minimize or hide their
(dah-fleck"ta-fent) own discomfort by creating discomfort in other people or

creating a distraction.

‘Let’s agree to disagree.” - “It was just a joke! You're too sensitive.” - “| don't think this is that big of a deal.”
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