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 Change is a fact of life, and everyone has their own way of dealing with it.  How you deal 

with it will determine your future success.  This is the primary message of “Who Moved My 

Cheese?” by Spencer Johnson.  In a book that is touted – in its own foreword – as one of the 

most important books ever written to help people in both business and general life, Johnson 

provides an allegory to explain how recognition of change and agility in decision making is 

always the best course of action. 

 The book begins with a group attending their high school reunion.  They have all moved 

on in their lives to various stages of success, and they are interested to see what has happened to 

each other.  They begin discussing change, at which point one of the group says that he knows a 

story about accepting change, and he begins to tell the story “Who Moved My Cheese?” 

 The story within the story focuses on four characters, two mice and two “littlepeople,” 

human-like creatures the same size as mice.  The mice are named Sniff and Scurry, while the 

littlepeople are named Hem and Haw, and overt reference to the phrase that means to delay by 

overthinking.  Every morning, the four characters run a maze, seeking their prize, their cheese.  

Cheese in this story is defined as being whatever the character determines is their happiness.  For 

the mice, it is literal cheese.  For the littlepeople, it is success and personal accomplishment, a 

more cerebral cheese.  All at once, the four characters find their cheese in Cheese Station C.  The 

cheese continually shows up there, and so they all keep returning to that spot.  However, their 

reactions over time to this stash of cheese are significantly different.   

The mice continue to come to the station, but they keep their shoes handy in case they 

need to go back into the maze without warning.  They show up early each day to the station, 
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examine the station, examine the cheese, and only then do they partake of the cheese.  Once they 

finish, they put back on their shoes and return home.  The littlepeople, on the other hand, become 

complacent with the cheese at the station.  They know that it is there each time they arrive, and 

so they begin arriving later and later, they settle themselves in each day when they get there, and 

they remain blissfully unaware of any changes occurring around them.  They have their cheese, 

they have all they need being provided for them, so there is no need to worry. 

Then comes the day when the cheese is gone.  Sniff and Scurry arrive early, see there is 

no cheese, put their shoes back on and head out into the maze.  Sniff has been noticing (sniffing 

out) changes in the Cheese Station recently, and so was prepared for the cheese to run out.  

Scurry, while less aware of the changes that were occurring, is highly mobile, and able to move 

on from the now empty station in search of something new.  Later in the day, when Hem and 

Haw arrive, they find no cheese.  Having grown accustomed to the cheese being there, they 

begin to panic.  They search all over the room for the cheese, find nothing and decide to wait for 

the cheese to show up.   

While Sniff and Scurry are out running the maze again in search of new cheese, Hem and 

Haw continue to return to the empty station day after day.  Hem insists that they did nothing 

wrong, and so do not deserve to have had their cheese taken away.  He is sure that it will return 

to them, because they have earned that cheese by virtue of finding it, and he will not leave a sure 

source of cheese.  Haw, on the other hand, begins to grow concerned.  He does not believe that 

the cheese is coming back, but he is scared to go back out into the maze.  If the cheese does 

return to Station C and he is not there, he could miss out.  Hem continues to push Haw to stay, 
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but Haw realizes he is growing weaker and cannot stay where he does not believe any new 

cheese will appear.  Haw heads out into the maze again and marks the walls as he goes with 

lessons that he learns.  He wants Hem to be able to find and follow the path he has taken. 

Sniff and Scurry, in the meantime, have found new cheese at Cheese Station N.  There is 

more cheese than there ever was at station C.  Haw works his way through the maze, 

occasionally finding crumbs of cheese, but never a steady supply until, one day, he discovers 

station N where Sniff and Scurry are.  The cheese in this room is fresh, available in great 

quantities and consists of many different and new types of cheese.  Haw begins to take after the 

mice, choosing to investigate his surroundings and the cheese before beginning each day and 

always keeping his shoes nearby.  Haw realizes that the cheese in station C had been getting old 

for a long time, and that there had been less and less of it, he just had refused to see the changes 

happening.  He goes back to visit Hem, who is still in station C, and he brings samples of the 

new cheeses with him.  Hem declares that he does not want to try the new cheeses, he only likes 

the old cheese, and he will not come to station N.  Haw sees that he cannot do anything for his 

friend, and so he returns to station N alone, hoping that his friend will one day join him. 

The story ends, and the people at the reunion discuss what they took away from it.  Some 

realized that they were not as willing to accept change as they had thought, and considered that 

they should try to be more like the mice, adaptable and constantly scanning the environment.  

Some realized that they could not do things by themselves, they needed to ensure that those 

around them knew this story and would think about how they handled change as well.  All of 

them decided that this story would help them change their lives for the better, and vowed to 

make the necessary changes in order to help things improve. 
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The main lesson of this book is meant to be that people should be constantly looking out 

for change, should be quick to adapt when it happens and should not let fear or stubbornness 

hold them back from accepting changes when they occur.  However, the real point of this book 

seems to be to feed the author’s ego and bank account.  The language used in the main story 

seems to talk down to the reader, being full of platitudes coated over in dairy, not to mention a 

number of regrettable puns.  The main story also seems to demonize critical evaluation.  The 

mice are seen as the true heroes of the tale, beings acting on pure instinct.  They see there is no 

more “cheese” available, and so move on immediately.  Haw takes too long to act, but it seems 

like there should be a fifth character, one who analyzes and evaluates for an appropriate amount 

of time before leaving.  In real life, one day without cheese is not a reason to completely upend 

one’s life.  Success and happiness are a goal, not a daily standard; there has to be some ebb and 

flow in life, otherwise the success and happiness begin to look bland.   

Outside of the main story, the foreword and the discussion also have grave issues in terms 

of message and writing.  The foreword seems to deify the author and his story, more than most 

forewords do.  The foreword – written by Johnson’s coauthor on another book which receives 

constant mention in the foreword – implies that anyone who does not utilize this particular book 

is destined to fail.  It also, like the main story, suggests that acting on impulse and instinct is 

preferable to making decisions about change based on reasoning and thought.  The discussion, 

on the other hand, seems more dedicated to selling copies of the book than to selling the premise 

of the book.  The characters discuss constantly how much they wish their friends and colleagues 

and coworkers had heard this story, and the need to go out and tell this story to everyone they 

know.  It seems like a ploy designed to sell more copies of this small and overpriced book. 
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Change is a given.  Dr. Johnson claims to have the only real solution, that one has to be 

guided by instinct and simple action rather than complex thought and decision making.  It is an 

interesting perspective on the world, and one that people should read.  But they should not pay 

money for the ideas presented in this work; they are ideas that are one person’s interpretation of 

life and that may not generalize well.  That is up to the individual to decide.  If this work inspires 

a person to change how they see change, that is a boon to them.  Not all will find the lessons 

contained within to be viable, and those people – myself included – must seek their own path to 

dealing with change. 


