Book Insights:
Who Moved My Cheese
By Curt Clinkinbeard

What can you learn about growing your small business from two mice named “Sniff” and “Scurry” and two “littlepeople” named “Hem” and “Haw?”
Quite a bit, actually! Spencer Johnson’s 1998 business classic, “Who Moved My Cheese” sheds insight into the way we react to change and the consequences we pay for this reluctance. Even better, the book is written in the parable format, so the type face is about 14 point and the less than 100 pages can be covered in around an hour. It’s definitely a quick read.

The book starts out with a group of people having a discussion after a high school reunion. They were talking about change and how dreams have been realized and lost. Life certainly had not been what they expected as children. One of the classmates recalls a story that relates to change and shares it with the group. 

The story starts with the four main characters (listed above) moving through a maze searching for cheese. Obviously in the metaphor, “cheese” stands for the things we want out of life, including our jobs, relationships, and businesses. In everyone’s life, we are all seeking some “cheese.” The maze represents the world – vast and unpredictable. 

Happiness (and contentedness) settles in on the characters as they find a large collection of cheese. Everyday, when they return to the same place, more cheese. They are very happy! (It doesn’t say this specifically, but I think Hem is starting to get a “cheese” belly!)
But then one day, the cheese vanishes. No more. It’s gone.
Seeing no cheese, Scurry and Sniff, immediately venture off into the maze to find more. Hem and Haw actually feel sorry for them – as mice, they are so simpleminded. They only seek immediate gratification and do not have the mental capabilities to analyze the situation. Without the powers of analysis, the mice simply take action. 

After some time though, Hem and Haw are frustrated that the cheese has not returned. Hem is downright mad. Haw doesn’t want to think or talk about it. Time without cheese makes a “littleperson” irritable!

The real value of the story begins as Haw starts to realize the cheese is gone and isn’t coming back. The world has changed. Hem won’t believe it. The cheese will be back. He knows it. 
Realizing he must act, Haw ventures out of the safety zone and goes out in search of new cheese. The result, after looking fears and uncertainty right in the eye, is a newfound insight, enjoyment and freedom. Haw learns to adapt, face difficulties, and even enjoy it!

Fearing Hem will starve, Haw goes back in search of his friend and begs him to join him in the maze for the search for new cheese. Haw doesn’t want new cheese. He wants things the way they used to be and refuses to leave. The interactions between Hem and Haw in this part of the story will certainly make readers chuckle. Haw heads back out into the maze without Hem on a new journey for new, even better cheese. 

To record his new insights, Hem writes messages in the maze (the proverbial writing on the wall!) that describe his new insights regarding change, reducing anxiety, and actually coping with uncertainty. He hopes Hem will find these insights and join him. (The book does not describe whether Hem actually croaks from his lack of cheese, but the inference is certainly that it could happen if he does not change!)
The book wraps up with the friends from the high school reunion discussing change, their fears, what “cheese” they are seeking in their own lives, and how they might need to take steps like Haw to change their approach to the pursuit of cheese. Interestingly, I reread this book before writing this article and had two meetings in between the time I read the book again and when I wrote. One was a business meeting and one was a person lunch – in both settings the impact of “Who Moved My Cheese” was pertinent to the discussion and had important lessons. 
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You can learn a lot about a business from mice seeking cheese and reading this classic business book. 
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