Innovation in Complex Social Systems

Lessons from the Frog Prince: Co-Presencing and Acts of Radical Acceptance
Timing:
# of Participants:
Equipment needed:

90 - 120 minutes
4 or more
A copy of Grimm’s fairy tale The Frog Prince (below); a handful of modeling clay or play dough for each
person; journals

PURPOSE/DESCRIPTION:

This exercise gives us a way to embrace the problematic situation we are addressing and to help ourselves deal with the
swirling complexity we find ourselves enmeshed in at this point in a Change Lab. A shared experience—in this case, the
telling of a classic story—enables everyone to start from a common place, spend time in silence, and then come back
and share their insights. Participants communicate first by modeling their “ahas” with clay, then by talking about them in
a small group, and finally through journaling. Because the hand often knows what is in the heart before the head does,
this step of physically crafting the insight in clay draws out true understanding more fully than how the head might
perceive it.
GENERAL NOTES:

This exercise is useful after the group has been “filled up” through sensing processes and has created some sort of
synthesis, thereby having a “picture” of the problem situation in front of them (see the Iceberg module in the last
newsletter here).
PROCESS:

1. Have the group sit in a circle. Introduce the exercise with the following:
• Refocus the group on their picture of the problem situation. Point out that the goal of our work is to transform
this reality into a better future.
• For inspiration, we will tell you another story of transformation.
2. Tell the story of the frog prince. (You can read it, if necessary; however, it is much more effective if you can tell it
with energy and vocal intonations).
3. After you have told the story, reiterate the following points:
• This is a story of transformation.
• The princess slept with the frog for three days, and then he unexpectedly turned into a prince.
• At this point in the Change Lab, when we are faced with overwhelming complexity, we have two choices: we can
give up and run away, or we can surrender. Surrendering is about radically accepting the problematic situation, in
this case, sleeping with the frog.
4. Ask the participants to again look at the complex picture of their current reality and to each pick a “frog” that is
staring at them, in all its sliminess. The "frog" could be something about the problematic situation that is particularly
difficult for them to accept, something that really triggers them, a personal limiting factor or an aspect of their role in
the current reality. Then:
• Invite them to embrace that frog and take it out with them on a silent retreat for xx minutes/hours (you can
adjust the time based on the length of the workshop—minimum 20 minutes, maximum 2 hours).
• Encourage them to sit with the frog, befriend it, and notice what comes.
• Have them spend the time with nature and their frog.
• See if they can start to perceive a “prince” (that is, the transformation and new reality) inside the frog.
• Tell them to come back in silence when you ring the bell. Ask them to pay close attention to whether something
happens in the moment when they turn around to come back.
REOS TOOLKIT MODULE NO. 6: e Frog Prince

December 2010

Facilitator’s Note: Using small tables with four chairs per table, place a small ball of clay at each place while the group
is out on their retreat.
5. As the participants walk back into the room in silence, have them join a table of four.
6. Give them the following instructions: In silence, use the clay to form an image of the beautiful, dream “prince” that
you want your “frog” to transform into. Allow your hands to communicate with the clay and notice how it responds to
your idea. Form the prince through a dance with the clay. Sometimes your head may lead, sometimes your hands.
7. After about 10 minutes, when everyone has finished modeling their princes, go around the table and have each person
share their story of transformation and of their prince.
8. As a group, debrief by asking whether they noticed any patterns in their frogs and princes and if so, to share them.
9. Finally, ask them to quietly journal their new insights and understandings.
e Frog Prince
by the Brothers Grimm
One fine evening, a young princess put on her bonnet and clogs, and went out to take a walk by herself in a wood; and
when she came to a cool spring of water, that rose in the midst of it, she sat herself down to rest a while. Now she had a
golden ball in her hand, which was her favourite plaything; and she was always tossing it up into the air, and catching it
again as it fell. After a time she threw it up so high that she missed catching it as it fell; and the ball bounded away, and
rolled along upon the ground, till at last it fell down into the spring. The princess looked into the spring after her ball,
but it was very deep, so deep that she could not see the bottom of it. Then she began to bewail her loss, and said, “Alas!
if I could only get my ball again, I would give all my fine clothes and jewels, and everything that I have in the world.”
Whilst she was speaking, a frog put its head out of the water, and said, “Princess, why do you weep so bitterly?” “Alas!”
said she, “what can you do for me, you nasty frog? My golden ball has fallen into the spring.” The frog said, “I want not
your pearls, and jewels, and fine clothes; but if you will love me, and let me live with you and eat from off your golden
plate, and sleep upon your bed, I will bring you your ball again.” “What nonsense,” thought the princess, “this silly frog
is talking! He can never even get out of the spring to visit me, though he may be able to get my ball for me, and
therefore I will tell him he shall have what he asks.” So she said to the frog, “Well, if you will bring me my ball, I will do
all you ask.” Then the frog put his head down, and dived deep under the water; and after a little while he came up again,
with the ball in his mouth, and threw it on the edge of the spring. As soon as the young princess saw her ball, she ran to
pick it up; and she was so overjoyed to have it in her hand again, that she never thought of the frog, but ran home with
it as fast as she could. The frog called after her, “Stay, princess, and take me with you as you said.” But she did not stop
to hear a word.
The next day, just as the princess had sat down to dinner, she heard a strange noise–tap, tap–plash, plash–as if
something was coming up the marble staircase: and soon afterwards there was a gentle knock at the door, and a little
voice cried out and said:
“Open the door, my princess dear,
Open the door to thy true love here!
And mind the words that thou and I said
By the fountain cool, in the greenwood shade.”
Then the princess ran to the door and opened it, and there she saw the frog, whom she had quite forgotten. At this sight
she was sadly frightened, and shutting the door as fast as she could came back to her seat. The king, her father, seeing
that something had frightened her, asked her what was the matter. “There is a nasty frog,” said she, “at the door, that
lifted my ball for me out of the spring yesterday morning: I told him that he should live with me here, thinking that he
could never get out of the spring; but there he is at the door, and he wants to come in.”
While she was speaking the frog knocked again at the door, and said:
“Open the door, my princess dear,
Open the door to thy true love here!
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And mind the words that thou and I said
By the fountain cool, in the greenwood shade.”
Then the king said to the young princess, “As you have given your word you must keep it; so go and let him in.” She did
so, and the frog hopped into the room, and then straight on–tap, tap–plash, plash–from the bottom of the room to the
top, till he came up close to the table where the princess sat. “Pray lift me upon chair,” said he to the princess, “and let
me sit next to you.” As soon as she had done this, the frog said, “Put your plate nearer to me, that I may eat out of it.”
This she did, and when he had eaten as much as he could, he said, “Now I am tired; carry me upstairs, and put me into
your bed.” And the princess, though very unwilling, took him up in her hand, and put him upon the pillow of her own
bed, where he slept all night long. As soon as it was light he jumped up, hopped downstairs, and went out of the house.
“Now, then,” thought the princess, “at last he is gone, and I shall be troubled with him no more.”
But she was mistaken; for when night came again she heard the same tapping at the door; and the frog came once more,
and said:
“Open the door, my princess dear,
Open the door to thy true love here!
And mind the words that thou and I said
By the fountain cool, in the greenwood shade.”
And when the princess opened the door the frog came in, and slept upon her pillow as before, till the morning broke.
And the third night he did the same. But when the princess awoke on the following morning she was astonished to see,
instead of the frog, a handsome prince, gazing on her with the most beautiful eyes she had ever seen, and standing at the
head of her bed.
He told her that he had been enchanted by a spiteful fairy, who had changed him into a frog; and that he had been fated
so to abide till some princess should take him out of the spring, and let him eat from her plate, and sleep upon her bed
for three nights. “You,” said the prince, “have broken his cruel charm, and now I have nothing to wish for but that you
should go with me into my father’s kingdom, where I will marry you, and love you as long as you live.”
The young princess, you may be sure, was not long in saying “Yes” to all this; and as they spoke a gay coach drove up,
with eight beautiful horses, decked with plumes of feathers and a golden harness; and behind the coach rode the prince’s
servant, faithful Heinrich, who had bewailed the misfortunes of his dear master during his enchantment so long and so
bitterly, that his heart had well-nigh burst.
They then took leave of the king, and got into the coach with eight horses, and all set out, full of joy and merriment, for
the prince’s kingdom, which they reached safely; and there they lived happily a great many years.

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. To view a copy of this
license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/ or send a letter to Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco,
California, 94105, USA.
This license gives you permission to photocopy and distribute this document in this current form, which includes the attribution. You may not change
or edit this document or use it for commercial purposes without additional permission from the owner.
Please contact Reos if you have any questions, concerns or comments. news@reospartners.com.

REOS TOOLKIT MODULE NO. 6: e Frog Prince

December 2010

