
The Core Protocols V. 3.01
(The Core is  d istributed un der the term s of th e G NU -PL. Fo r exact term s see http://w w w .gnu .o rg /licen ses/g pl.txt . Th e
Core is  con sid ered  as sou rce code un der th at ag reem ent. Y ou are free to  u se  and  d istribute th is w ork o r an y d erivatio ns
you care to  m ake, p ro vid ed you  also  d istribute  th is sou rce d ocum ent in  its  entirety,  in clu ding  th is  p arag raph .)

The following Core Protocols are m ade up of both com m itm ents and protocols.

The Core Commitments
1. Engage when present.

Know and disclose
i) what I want,
ii) what I think, and
iii) what I feel.

Always seek effective help.

Decline to offer and refuse to accept incoherent em otional transm issions.

W hen I have or hear a better idea than the currently prevailing idea, I will imm ediately either i)
propose it for decis ive acceptance or rejection, and/or ii) explicitly seek its im provem ent.

Personally support the best idea i) regardless of its source, ii) however m uch I hope an even
better idea m ay later arise, and iii) when I have no superior alternative idea.

2. Seek to perceive m ore than I seek to be perceived.

3. Use team s, especially when undertaking difficult tasks.

4. Speak always and only when I believe it will im prove the general results/effort ratio.

5. Offer and accept only rational, results-oriented behavior and comm unication.

6. Disengage from less productive situations

W hen I cannot keep these comm itm ents,

W hen it is m ore im portant that I engage elsewhere.

7. Do now what m ust be done eventually and can effectively be done now.

8. Seek to m ove forward toward a particular goal, by biasing m y behavior toward action.

9. Use the Core Protocols (or better) when applicable.

Offer and accept tim ely and proper use of the Protocol Check protocol without prejudice.

10. Neither harm — nor tolerate the harm ing of— anyone for his or her fidelity to these comm itm ents.

11. Never do anything dum b on purpose.
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The Core Protocols

Pass (Unpass)
The Pass protocol is how you decline to participate in som ething. Use it anytim e you don’t want to
participate in an activity.

Steps

1. W hen you’ve decided not to participate, say “I pass."

2. Unpass any tim e you desire. Unpass as soon as you know you want to participate again by
saying “I unpass.”

Commitments

Hold reasons for passing private.

Pass on som ething as soon as you are aware you are going to pass.

Respect the right of others to pass without explanation.

Support those who pass by not discussing them or their pass.

Do not judge, sham e, hassle, interrogate or punish anyone who passes.

Notes

In general, you will not be in good standing with your Core Comm itm ents if you pass m ost of the
tim e.

You can pass on any activity; however, If you have adopted the Core Comm itm ents, you cannot
pass on a Decider vote and you m ust say “I’m in” when checking in.

You can pass even though you have already started som ething.

Check In
Use Check In to begin m eetings or anytim e an individual or group Check In would add m ore value to the
current team interactions.

Steps

1. Speaker says “I feel [one or m ore of MAD, SAD, GLAD, AFRAID].” Speaker m ay provide a
brief explanation. Or if others have already checked in, the speaker m ay say “I pass.” (See the
Pass protocol.)

2. Speaker says “I’m in.” This signifies that Speaker intends to behave according to the Core
Comm itm ents.

3. Listeners respond, “W elcom e.”
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Commitments

State feelings without qualification.

State feelings only as they pertain to yourself.

Be silent during another’s Check In.

Do not refer to another’s Check In disclosures without explic itly granted perm ission from him or
her.

Notes

In the context of the Core Protocols, all em otions are expressed through com binations of MAD,
SAD, GLAD, or AFRAID. For exam ple, “excited” m ay be a com bination of GLAD and AFRAID.

Check In as deeply as possible. Checking in with two or m ore em otions is the norm . The depth
of a group’s Check In translates directly to the quality of the group’s results.

Do not do anything to dim inish or augm ent your em otional state. Do not describe yourself as a
“little” m ad, sad, glad, or afraid or say “I’m m ad, but I’m still glad.”

Except in large groups, if more than one person checks in, it is recomm ended that all do so.

HAPPY m ay be substituted for GLAD, and SCARED m ay be substituted for AFRAID.

Check Out
Check Out requires that your physical presence always signifies your engagem ent. You m ust Check Out
when you are aware that you cannot m aintain the Core Comm itm ents or whenever it would be better for
you to be elsewhere.

Steps

1. Say “I’m checking out.”

2. Physically leave the group until you’re ready to Check In once again.

3. Optionally, if it is known and relevant, you can say when you believe you’ll return.

Commitments

Return as soon as you can and are able to keep the Core Comm itm ents.

Return and Check In without unduly calling attention to your return.

Do not judge, sham e, hassle, interrogate, or punish anyone who checks out.

Notes

It is a m isuse of Check Out if you use it to get unwarranted attention, express anger
behaviorally, cause disruption, and so on. However, if you do want to do any of these things,
you need to check out.

Check Out if your em otional state is hindering your success, if your receptivity to new
inform ation is too low, or if you do not know what you want.

Check Out is an adm ission that you are unable to contribute at the present tim e.
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Ask For Help
The Ask For Help protocol allows you to efficiently m ake use of the skills and knowledge of others. Ask
For Help is the act that catalyzes connection and shared vision. Use it continuously, before and during the
pursuit of any result.

Steps

1. Asker inquires of another, “[Helper’s nam e], will you X?”

2. Asker expresses any specifics or restrictions of the request.

3. Helper responds by saying “Yes” or “No” or by offering an alternative form of help.

Commitments

Always invoke the Ask For Help Protocol with the phrase “W ill you . . .

Have a clear understanding of what you want from the Helper or if you do not have a clear
understanding of what help you want, signal this by saying “I’m not sure what I need help with, but
will you help m e?”

Assum e that all Helpers are always available and trust that any Helper accepts the responsibility
to say “No.”

Say “No” any tim e you do not want to help.

Accept the answer “No” without any inquiry or em otional dram a.

Be receptive of the help offered.

Offer your best help.

Postpone the help request if you are unable to fully engage.

Request m ore inform ation if you are unclear about the specifics of the help request.

Do not apologize for asking for help.

Notes

Asking for help is a low-cost undertaking. The worst possible outcom e is a “No,” which leaves
you no further ahead or behind than when you asked. In the best possible outcom e, you reduce the
am ount of tim e required to achieve a task and/or learn.

Helpers should say “No” if they are not sure if they want to help. They should say nothing else
after turning down a request for help.

You cannot “over-ask” a given person for help unless he or she has asked you to respect a
particular lim it.

If you don’t understand the value of what is offered, or feel that it wouldn’t be useful, or believe
yourself to have considered and rejected the idea offered previously, assum e a curious stance
instead of executing a knee-jerk “But . . .” rejection. (See the Investigate protocol.)

Asking in tim e of trouble means you waited too long to ask for help. Ask for help when you are
doing well.
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Sim ply connecting with som eone, even if he or she knows nothing of the subject you need help on
can help you find answers within yourself, especially if you ask that person to Investigate
you.

Protocol Check
Use Protocol Check when you believe a protocol is being used incorrectly in any way or when a Core
Comm itm ent is being broken.

Steps

1. Say “Protocol Check.”

2. If you know the correct use of the protocol, state it. If you don’t, ask for help.

Commitments

Say “Protocol Check” as soon as you becom e aware of the incorrect use of a protocol, or of a
broken Core Comm itm ent. Do this regardless of the current activity.

Be supportive of anyone using Protocol Check.

Do not sham e or punish anyone using Protocol Check.

Ask for help as soon as you realize you are unsure of the correct protocol use.

Intention Check
Use Intention Check to clarify the purpose of your own or another’s behavior. Use it when you can’t
im agine a positive outcom e resulting from the current behavior. Intention Check assesses the integrity of
your own and another’s intention in a given case.

Steps

1. Ask “W hat is your/my intention with X?” where X equals som e type of actual or pending
behavior to the person whose intention you want to know.

2. If it would be helpful, ask “W hat response or behavior did you want from whom as a result of
X?”

Commitments

Be aware of your own intention before checking the intention of another.

Investigate sufficiently to uncover the intention of the person or his actions.

Make sure you have the intention to resolve any possible conflict peacefully before intention
checking som eone else. If you do not have a peaceful intention, Check Out.

Do not be defensive when som eone asks you what your intention is. If you can’t do this, Check
Out.
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Notes

If conflict arises that seem s irresolvable, Check Out and Ask For Help.

Decider
Use Decider anytim e you want to m ove a group imm ediately and unanim ously towards results.

Steps

1. Proposer says “I propose [concise, actionable behavior].”

2. Proposer says “1-2-3.”

3. Voters, using either Yes (thum bs up), No (thum bs down), or Support-it (flat hand), vote
sim ultaneously with other voters.

4. Voters who absolutely cannot get in on the proposal declare them selves by saying “I am an
absolute no. I won’t get in.” If this occurs, the proposal is withdrawn.

5. Proposer counts the votes.

Proposer withdraws the proposal if a com bination of outliers (No votes) and Support-it votes is too
great or if proposer expects not to successfully conclude Resolution (below). You can
approxim ate “too great” by using the following heuristics: a) approxim ately 50% (or greater) of
votes are Support-it, OR b) the antic ipated gain if the proposal passes is less than the likely
cost of Resolution effort, OR c) the anticipated gain if the proposal passes TIMES the
estim ated percentage likelihood that proposal will ultim ately pass with Resolution effort is less
than or equal to the cost of proceeding to Resolution.

6. Proposer uses the Resolution protocol with each outlier to bring him in by asking, “W hat will it
take to get you in?”

7. Proposer declares the proposal carried if all outliers change their votes to Yes or Support-it.
The team is now comm itted to the proposed result.

Commitments

Propose no m ore than one item per proposal.

Rem ain present until the Decider protocol is com plete; always rem ain aware of how your
behavior either m oves the group forward or slows it down.

Give your full attention to a proposal over and above all other activity.

Speak only when you are the proposer or are directed to speak by the proposer.

Keep the reasons you voted as you did to yourself during the protocol.

Reveal imm ediately when you are an absolute no voter and be ready to propose a better idea.

Be personally accountable for achieving the results of a Decider comm itm ent even if it was
m ade in your absence.

Keep inform ed about Decider comm itm ents m ade in your absence.

Do not argue with an absolute no voter. Always ask him or her for a better idea.

Actively support the decisions reached.
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Use your capacity to “stop the show” by declaring you “won’t get in no m atter what” with great
discretion and as infrequently as possible.

Insist at all tim es that the Decider and Resolution protocols be followed exactly as per
specification, regardless of how m any tim es you find yourself doing the insisting.

Do not pass during a Decider.

Unceasingly work toward forward m om entum ; have a bias toward action.

Do not look at how others are voting to choose your own vote.

Avoid using Decider in large groups. Break up into small subgroups to m ake decisions, and
report status only in the large group.

Notes

Vote No only when you really believe the contribution to forward m om entum you will m ake to the
group after slowing or stopping it in the current vote will greatly outweigh the (usually
considerable) costs you are adding by voting No.

If you are unsure or confused by a proposal, support it and seek clarification offline after the
proposal is resolved. If you have an alternate proposal after receiving m ore information, you can
have faith that your team will support the best idea. (See “The Core Comm itm ents” earlier in this
chapter.)

Voting No to m ake m inor im provem ents to an otherwise acceptable proposal slows m om entum
and should be avoided. Instead, offer an additional proposal after the current one passes or, better
yet, involve yourself in the im plem entation to m ake sure your idea gets in.

W ithdraw weak proposals. If a proposal receives less than seventy percent (approxim ately) Yes
votes, it is a weak proposal and should be withdrawn by the proposer. This decision is, however,
at the discretion of the proposer.

Think of yourself as a potential solo outlier every tim e you vote No.

Vote Absolute No only when you are convinced you have a significant contribution to m ake to the
direction or leadership of the group, or when integrity absolutely requires it of you.

Resolution
W hen a Decider vote yields a sm all m inority of outliers, the proposer quickly leads the team , in a highly

structured fashion, to deal with the outliers. The Resolution protocol unabashedly prom otes the proposal
by focusing on bringing outliers in at least cost.

Steps

1. Proposer asks outlier “W hat will it take to get you in?”

2. Outlier states in a single, short, declarative sentence the precise m odification required to be in.

3. Proposer offers to adopt the outlier’s changes or withdraws the proposal.

Notes

If the outlier’s changes are sim ple, a sim ple Eye Check is perform ed to determ ine if everyone is
still in.
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If the outlier’s changes are com plex, the proposer m ust withdraw the current proposal and then
subm it a new proposal that incorporates the outlier’s changes.

If the outlier begins to say why he voted No or to explain anything other than what it will take to get
him in, the proposer m ust interrupt the outlier with “W hat will it take to get you in?”

Perfection Game
The Perfection Gam e protocol will support you in your desire to aggregate the best ideas. Use it
whenever you desire to im prove som ething you’ve created.

Steps

1. Perfectee perform s an act or presents an object for perfection, optionally saying “Begin” and
“End” to notify the Perfector of the start and end of the perform ance.

2. Perfector rates the value of the perform ance or object on a scale of 1 to 10 based on how
m uch value the Perfector believes he or she can add.

3. Perfector says “W hat I liked about the perform ance or object was X,” where X accounts for the
points given.

4. Perfector offers the im provem ents to the perform ance or object required for it to be rated a 10
by saying “To m ake it a ten, you would have to do X.”

Commitments

Accept perfecting without argum ent.

Give only positive criticism s: what you like and what it would take to “give it a 10.”

Abstain from m entioning what you don’t like or being negative in other ways.

W ithhold points only if you can think of im provem ents.

Use ratings that reflect a scale of im provem ent rather than a scale of how m uch you liked the
object.

Notes

A rating of 10 m eans you are unable to add value, and a rating of 1 m eans you can add
essentially all the value of the object with your ideas. If you cannot give ideas to m ake an object
better, you m ust give it a 10, even if you don’t like it.

The im portant inform ation to transm it in the Perfection Gam e protocol im proves the perform ance
or object. For exam ple, “The ideal sound of a finger snap for m e is one that is crisp, has
sufficient volum e, and startles m e som ewhat. To get a 10, you would have to increase your
crispness."

As a perfectee, you m ay only ask questions to clarify or gather m ore inform ation for
im provem ent. If you disagree with the ideas given to you, sim ply don’t include them .
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Personal Alignment
The Personal Alignm ent protocol helps you penetrate deeply into your desires and find what’s blocking
you from getting what you want. Use it to discover, articulate, and achieve what you want. The quality
of your alignm ent will be equal to the quality of your results.

Steps

1. W ant. Answer the question: “W hat specifically do I want?”

2. Block. Ask yourself, “W hat is blocking m e from having what I want?”

3. Virtue. Figure out what would rem ove this block by asking yourself “W hat virtue— if I had it—
would shatter this block of m ine?”

4. Shift. Pretend the virtue you identified is actually what you want.

5. Again. Repeat steps 2 to 4 until this process consistently yields a virtue that is powerful
enough to shatter your blocks and get you what you originally thought you wanted.

6. Done. Now write down a personal alignm ent statem ent in the form “I want [virtue].” For
exam ple, “I want courage.”

7. Signal/Response/Assignment. Create a signal to let others know when you are practicing
your alignm ent, and provide a response they can give you to dem onstrate support. For
exam ple, “W hen I say/do ‘X ,’ will you say/do ‘Y’?” Optionally, turn it into an assignm ent by
saying you will do X a certain num ber of tim es per day, where X equals an activity that requires
you to practice living your alignm ent.

8. Evidence. W rite, in specific and m easurable term s, the long-term evidence of practicing this
alignm ent.

9. Help. Ask each m em ber of your group for help. They help by giving the response you would
like when you give your signal that you are practic ing your alignm ent.

Commitments

Identify blocks and wants that are specific and personal.

Identify blocks that, if solved, would radically increase your effectiveness in life, work, and play.

Choose a virtue that is about you and preferably one word long. For exam ple: integrity, passion,
self-care, peace, fun.

Choose a signal and response you will initiate several tim es per day that is positive, m eaningful
to you, and looks different than norm al behavior.

Ask for help from people who know you and/or know alignm ents.

Identify evidence that is m easurable by an objective third party.

Notes

A personal block is som ething you find within yourself. It does not refer to circum stances or
other people. Assum e that you could have had what you want by now, that your block is a m yth
that som ehow deprives you of your full potential.
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Identify both imm ediate and long-term evidence of your alignm ent. W rite down results that start
now (or very soon), as well as results you’ll see at least five or m ore years in the future.

The m ost successful responses are unique, m em orable, dram atic in som e way, and often
flam boyant. (However, a m om ent’s ritual silence in a usually noisy environm ent is always a vivid
response.)

W hen m em bers of a team are com pleting their personal alignm ents together (asking each other for
help), the final step of the process is m ost powerful if done as a cerem ony.

If you are struggling with figuring out what you want, adopt the alignm ent “I want self-
awareness.” There is no case where increased self-awareness would not be beneficial.

Investigate
Investigate allows you to learn about a phenom enon that occurs in som eone else. Use it when an idea or
behavior som eone is presenting seem s poor, confusing, or sim ply interesting.

Steps

1. Act as if you were a detached but fascinated inquirer, asking questions until your curiosity is
satisfied or you no longer want to ask questions.

Commitments

Ask well-form ed questions.

Ask only questions that will increase your understanding.

Ask questions only if the subject is engaged and appears ready to answer m ore.

Refrain from offering opinions.

Do not ask leading questions where you think you know how he or she will answer.

Notes

Avoid theorizing about the subject or providing any sort of diagnosis.

Consider using the following form s for your questions:

W hat about X m akes you Y Z?

W ould you explain a specific exam ple?

How does X go when it happens?

W hat is the one thing you want m ost from solving X?

W hat is the biggest problem you see regarding X now?

W hat is the m ost im portant thing you could do right now to help you with X?

Ineffective queries include the following:

Questions that lead or reflect an agenda.

Questions that attem pt to hide an answer you believe is true.

Questions that invite stories.
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Questions that begin with “W hy."

Stick to your intention of gathering m ore inform ation.

If you feel that you will explode if you can’t say what’s on your m ind, you shouldn’t speak at all.
Consider checking your intention or Check Out.


