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This book is intended to be a stand-alone resource 
for leaders, consultants and coaches, as well as a 
companion resource for those people participating 
in the “Leading Change in Chaotic Times” develop-
ment program. The outcomes for this development 
program are to:

•  Develop a deeper working understanding 
of organizational systems.

•  Enhance your ability to diagnose and plan 
appropriate system interventions.

• Learn how to shift your organization to-
wards more sustainable ways of operating.

•  Increase your ability to design and facili-
tate critical group conversation and plan-
ning sessions that are essential for change 
and sustainability.

•  Develop and lead high-functioning teams.

In my heart of hearts I believe the role of leaders, 
consultants and coaches is to create conditions 
within organizations where individuals and teams 
of people feel empowered to do great and creative 
things every day for their clients, colleagues, commu-
nities and society in general. If we aren’t doing those 
types of things, we are taking up too much space.

Over the last 30 years my colleagues and I have 
presented various types of training programs to an 
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array of diverse audiences and organizations around 
the world. In our consulting practices we typically 
“diagnose” systems before designing and facilitating 
interventions tailored to each organization. You will 
hear the connection between theories and practice 
through the many stories shared in these pages. My 
own practice has been shaped by models, processes 
and tools from many very gifted practitioners; hardly 
anything that I do and share in these pages is origi-
nal, and I hope that I have given appropriate credit 
throughout. Whereas I used to provide consulting 
and facilitation support across many businesses and 
organizations around the world, my practice today 
largely focuses on two issues: education and the envi-
ronment. I feel that these are the two essential issues 
facing our communities and our planet.

Only recently have organizations realized that they 
need to be “leaderful”, that is, having people em-
bedded throughout the system with strong skills in 
the areas of coaching, conversation, facilitation and 
the art of leadership itself. This deep and dispersed 
capacity, connected by a consistent framework of 
values, principles and focus, leverages the potential 
for sustained results. That is the focus of this book. 

“...A small group of thoughtful people
could change the world.

-Margaret Mead

Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”
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The design of this book is largely focused on reinforc-
ing specific diagnostic, design and facilitation skills 
and practices learned in the development program. 
The face-to-face training sessions offered by Synec-

tics go deeper into the theories of leadership, organi-
zational systems and sustainability. The face-to-face 
training is divided into the four sections. These four 
sections address the following two questions:

Diagnosis

How do I know which process to use in a given situation?

Diagnosis

DesignDesign

• Handling Difficult Group Dynamics - pg 152 • Rapport and Permission - pg 36

• Questioning - pg 33 • Points of Focus - pg 39 

• Observation - pg 32 • Perceptual Positions - pg 31

Micro
Skills
Micro-
Skills

What are the most essential skills needed to coach and facilitate?

• Focused Discussion - pg 46

• Appreciative Inquiry - pg 50

• Totems, Taboos
 and Repetitive Interactions - pg 198

• Mental Models - pg 72

• After-Action Review - pg 126

• Ladder of Inference - pg 166

• Negative Vision - pg 190

• Confidence Line - pg 136

• Crumple & Toss - pg 141

• Workshop Method - pg 78

• 4-Step Action Planning - pg 85

• Imaginization - pg 68

• The Process Enneagram - pg 57

• Life Stories - pg 173

• Needs Set - pg 184

 Paired Weighting - pg 194

• Decision Matrix - pg 146

Process
Skills

Process
Skills

• Theory of Practice - pg 109 • Ralph Stacey Model - pg 5

• Sustainability Principles - pg 18 • Process Enneagram - pg 57

• Change & Transition - pg 9 • Adizes Leadership Model - pg 8

• 6 Circle Model - pg 2

• Design Sequence - pg 109

• Enneagram Framework - pg 120

• Steve’s Elements of Design - pg 118

Design of this Book
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11INTRODUCTION

Section 1

Systems and Sustainability

It is critical that a facilitator/change agent assist organizations to achieve 
their desired results. But greater importance is to simultaneously build the 
capacity of the system to sustain and evolve into positive results over the 
long haul. To achieve this sustainability, the system must operate within a 
consistent framework of values, principles and processes, and be designed 
to continuously change and adapt. 

This section is intended to develop the conceptual foundation, as well as 
to provide practical road maps for understanding how to guide and coach 
groups, teams and organizations to positive results and sustainability.

Many models could have been selected to be part of this development 
program. The selection I’ve included in this book is based on my experience 
in using models that translate into simple yet powerful practices. They all 
provide a foundation for understanding and working with individuals, small 
groups, large groups and entire organizational systems.

“Achieving sustainable 

development is perhaps 

one of the most difficult 

and one of the most 

pressing goals we face. It 

requires on the part of 

all of us commitment, 

action, partnerships and, 

sometimes, sacrifices 

of our traditional life 

patterns and personal 

interests.”
-Mostofa Tolba,

Chairman of the Commission on 
Sustainable Development
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chapter 1

Core Models 

A ‘theory of practice’ is a useful set of principles, assumptions and past 
practices that allows a consultant to diagnose and design interventions with a 
high degree of predictability. The theory is continually revised and re-shaped 
based on feedback about what works and what doesn’t. Many of the principles 
and assumptions making up my ‘theory of practice’ are based on a few core 
models or frameworks. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a high-level 
overview of these key models.

“Below the Green Line” – The Six Circle Model
One of the most powerful and simple whole system models is the Six Circle 
Model. It was originally developed by Margaret Wheatley and has since been 
modified by Tim Dalmau and Richard Knowles. When Wheatley (1992) ob-
served change processes within organizations she realized that most organiza-
tions approached change by addressing issues in one or more of the top three 
circles – structure, process and pattern. The “hallucination” was that if you 
changed the structure of the organization – assigned people to have the pri-
mary responsibility for a key initiative – the organization would then positive-
ly respond to the change. Additionally, the thinking was that if you designed 
explicit processes that detailed every step of a change process, people would 

Tim Dalmau and I had the opportunity to come together 

and work with a Maritime Union in Australia and a large 

manufacturing firm. The two organizations had just 

gone through a long-term strike that was settled by the 

government. The manufacturing firm (let’s call it Washburn 

Products) wanted to engage the union leadership in 

a conversation to find a way of operating differently 

than the one that was agreed upon in the negotiated 

settlement because the settlement threatened the 

continued operation of the company and the jobs of all the 

employees. 

When the parties came together for a multi-day 

conversation, the 40 people were asked to randomly sit 

around a circle. The union sat on one side of the circle 

and management sat on the other side. The union leader 

called the business leader “Mr. Washburn Products” rather 

than by his name, Dave. It was clear that the two groups 

were locked into their negotiating positions, rather than 

assembled with an attitude of listening or problem-solving. 

Tim and I realized that vital information needed to be 

shared by the company with the union. Dave was fearful 

that if the information got out beyond the meeting he would 

lose his job. Regardless of this concern, “Dave” shared the 

information with the union. He immediately went from being 

called “Mr. Washburn Products” to “Dave.” This changed 

the whole paradigm of the meeting from adversity to 

collaboration. Out of that meeting a solution was found that 

reversed some of the negotiated settlement in a way that 

satisfied everyone’s shared long-term interests.

STory: Maritime Union
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willingly respond and create the desired change. Or, if the organization devel-
oped a detailed long-term strategic plan that itemized every goal, objective 
and action the desired change would occur. Even though organizations were 
changing structures, processes and plans, positive change was not happening 
often enough.

In studying successful change initiatives, Wheatley and others observed that 
different processes were occurring underneath the top three circles that were 
critical to organizational success. These critical areas of focus had to do with 
information, relationship and identity. 

Structure

IdentityRelationship

Information

Pattern Process

The Six Circle Model

Sharing critical information can 

lead to more openness in an 

organization. This builds trust 

and a sense of commitment to 

create a piece of work together. 

The work generates positive 

results, which lead to more 

information being shared.

www.margaretwheatley.com 
www.dalmau.com 
www.rnknowlesassociates.com

Many organizations have been providing abundant information to their 
employees for years and receiving feedback that people are drowning in too 
much information. In this model, it is about creating access to information 
that is important, rather than providing the information itself. When people 
can access the information they need and the system creates processes 
between people where information is open and honest, significant change be-
gins to happen. Access to information greatly minimizes the negative rumors 
that occur inside organizations and systems. 

Information is like oxygen – when people don’t have enough they fall asleep, 
panic, shut down, hallucinate and eventually die. When information is abun-
dant, rumors decrease, people focus on what is important, have greater se-
curity in knowing what is actually going on in the organization, and get more 
creative in their ideas, strategies and solutions.

Relationship is the second critical area of focus “below the green line.” People 
need to have open relationships with the people they work with; trusted rela-
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tionships lead to commitment and powerful results. Relationship not only oc-
curs between people, but between programs, departments and organizations 
(connections). So, relationships are equally important in terms of connecting 
the work of the system, as they are in connecting people to people.

The third interconnected area is identity. Human beings are meaning-seekers. 
Our actions are completely driven by our own set of values, beliefs and sense 
of identity. Therefore, finding meaning and value in our work motivates peo-
ple to work together in organizations. Organizations that provide abundant 
opportunities for people to find meaning around their individual and collec-
tive work demonstrate significantly improved results. This was demonstrated 
in the work by Irv Yalom (1998) where he showed that a sense of caring and 
meaning in organizations was positively and directly correlated to organiza-
tional performance.

In the Six Circle Model, all six circles are important to creating organiza-
tional success. In the past, the greatest amount of explicit attention has been 
focused on the top three circles, structure, pattern, and process. Working 
within a whole systems framework allows us to see the critical and inter-
dependent impact of people as reflected by the bottom three circles. When 
people first learn about the difference between the “above and below the 
green line” domains, they mistakenly believe that they must go back and work 
only on “below the green line issues”, such as trust. 

The key is that we must learn to work both “above and below the green line” 
simultaneously.  We don’t have time to work on “below green line issues,” in 
order to be more effective at “above the green line” work. In fact, “below the 
green line” work is most authentic when practiced and demonstrated in how 
we do the actual work. People generally want to come together to get things 
done. This is typically “above the green line”. How they work on these issues 
– the values, principles and processes they use – can be infused with “below 
the green line” approaches. This is working within all six domains simultane-
ously.

Groups of people who establish a culture that values the work “below the 
green line” can self-organize to identify and implement “above the green line” 
strategies and the infrastructure to achieve powerful and creative results. 
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The Ralph Stacey Model 
As you begin to apply understandings about complexity into the operations of 
organizations, significant tensions and paradoxes arise for most leaders and 
managers. What is the balance between control, planning and emergence? 
Ralph Stacey (1992) provides us with a way out of this dilemma. Stacey talks 
of three different types of change: closed, contained, and open-ended change. 
He suggests that closed change involves those situations where everyone 
agrees upon what needs to happen and the likely consequences when it hap-
pens (bottom left hand corner in the diagram).  

Contained change covers those situations where we are able to say only what 
will probably happen and what the probable consequences will be.  Open-
ended change covers those sequences of events for which no explanation has 
widespread acceptance by those involved.

In situations of closed or contained change, Stacey suggests the consequenc-
es of any change are predictable – there is a clear link between cause and 
effect. Control can be exerted through planning or direct management action. 
These forms of control by executives are appropriate for the short-term 
aspects of a business dominated by situations of contained or closed change. 
This is the domain of operational, top-down management. In these instances 
Stacey suggests that we identify very clearly those things that are routine, 
repetitive, known and agreed, and critical to short-term success. He argues 
that you can, and should, control these things. 

CHAOS

Far from
Agreement

Close to
Agreement

Close to
Certainty

Far from
Certainty

ORDINARY
MANAGEMENT

Extraordinary

Management

Ralph Stacey Model

In situations of closed 

or contained change the 

consequences of any change 

are predictable – there is a clear 

link between cause and effect.

Control can be exerted through 

planning or direct management 

action.
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For situations of open-ended change (in which organizations have to continu-
ally innovate, discern and respond to ambiguous and unclear forces), Stacey 
suggests complex learning systems and political interaction. These learn-
ing communities are the only forms of control capable of operating in this 
domain.  In situations of open-ended change, executive management exerts 
its influence by setting context, defining meaning, convening conversations 
and determining how learning will occur (Extraordinary Management in the 
diagram).  

Conventional thinking would say that management is a negative-feedback 
activity setting a strategic aim and moving the company toward it by correct-
ing deviations. With complex learning systems , the picture is more com-
plicated. The conventional theory is right for day-to-day activities - routine 
order processing or manufacture of standard parts. But for creative activities 
like long-term strategy setting, it is dangerously misguided. Indeed, one of the 
key messages from Ralph Stacey (1992) is not to confuse the requirements of 
top-down control and good management with day-to-day and immediate rou-
tine processes with the essentially unknowable characteristics of long-term 
change in complex systems. 

Some consultants and writers suggest that strongly shared beliefs and values 
are essential to steer an organization or group into the future. Again, this is 
good for honing standard routines, stable process and short-term problems. 
Indeed, Stacey suggests that it is mandatory. But in dynamic conditions 
where the future consists of multiple shifting agendas, a top-down manage-
ment system will likely fail to generate the creativity needed to give the 
company adequate options in the future. 

Recently I had the pleasure of working with a small school 

district in California. I was working with all the principals, 

district leaders and teacher leaders from each of the school 

sites. One of the middle school teams wanted to discuss 

their special education inclusion model and get assistance 

from all the site teams about some breakthrough strategies. 

What was most interesting is that the High School team 

immediately proclaimed that they had little to offer because 

they weren’t anywhere near being able to talk about 

inclusion. On the other hand, one of the Elementary School 

teams had fully operationalized a very effective inclusion 

model that was fully appreciated and adopted by all the 

school’s teachers. 

When we discussed this apparent paradox within this 

very small community, it quickly became apparent that 

the difference existed in the nature of the culture and 

relationships within each school site. On a clear continuum 

the “below the green line” culture was strongest at the 

elementary and moving to the weakest at the high school.

STory: A Small School District in California
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Because the environment of a complex system is made up of other com-
plex sub-systems all competing for resources, the dynamic between them is 
constantly changing in a non-linear fashion. In fact, both competition and co-
operation are at work simultaneously, leading not just to evolution but to co-
evolution. This is as true for companies, industries and educational systems 
as it is for species in nature.

So how does this model help us as facilitative leaders in our organizations? 
It is a fundamental guide to understanding when we need to convene large 
numbers of stakeholders into conversation and when leaders should just 
make decisions in the absence of such conversations. Issues that have rela-
tively high degrees of certainty and agreement within a team or organization 
do not need to have lengthy conversations with large numbers of stakehold-
ers. These are basically “no brainers” and leaders should just make the deci-
sions, keep people informed, get periodic feedback and move on. Unfortu-
nately in most organizations, these are the issues in which people spend most 
of their meeting time. Thus, meetings get a bad reputation and people feel 
manipulated. 

On the other side of the diagram, there are many issues in which there is 
very little or no agreement and there is no certainty about the results given 
implementation of any proposed strategy. These are issues in which teams 
and organizations just spin. There are as many strategies and positions as 
there are people in the discussion. When the issues are urgent and important, 
a leader or leadership team just needs to make the decision and not confound 
the whole organization with endless circular conversations, debates and 
conflict. In the interest of the many, the leaders need to make the tough calls. 
In these instances, like the bottom left hand corner issues on the preceding 
page, the leaders need to consult, inform, provide updates and take the flack 
for making the decisions. 

What is most instructive about this model is the deeper learning at its core. 
As teams and organizations learn how to operate “below the green line”, is-
sues that were once in the top right hand corner of the Stacy Model migrate 
to the middle domain and middle domain issues migrate to the bottom left 
hand corner. 

Model for Deeper 
Learning

What is most instructive 

about this model is the 

deeper learning. As teams and 

organizations learn how to 

operate “below the green line”, 

issues that were once in the top 

right hand corner of the Stacy 

Model migrate to the middle 

domain and middle domain 

issues migrate to the bottom left 

hand corner.
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The Adizes Model of Leadership
Ichak Adizes provided many fine contributions to the field of management 
consultation and systems change. One very simple model that is worth 
presenting is his model of Quality Leadership. He simply stated that Quality 
Leadership is supported by two primary functions – Quality Decision-Making 
and Quality Implementation. 

Quality Decision-Making is a “democratic” and at times messy process that 
involves large numbers of people across all key stakeholder groups. In Adizes’ 
perspective, this type of decision-making should focus on the “what and 
why” issues of teams, organizations and whole communities. These are the 
juicy issues in which people find meaning and purpose. These would typi-
cally include decisions around mission, vision, values, goals and principles. 
In the parlance of the Stacey Model, these would be the issues in the area of 
Extraordinary Management. 

Quality
Leadership

Quality
Leadership

Quality
Decision
Making

Quality
Decision
Making

Quality
Implementation

Quality
Implementation

Adizes Model

Ichak Adizes’ model states that 

Quality Leadership is supported 

by two primary functions: Quality 

Decision-Making and Quality 

Implementation.

Most people are not interested 

in being intimately involved in 

implementation work when they 

are certain that they have had 

full input and ownership into the 

design and direction of the work 

through Quality Decision Making. 

In this way, implementation can 

be focused, swift and effective. 

www.adizes.com

Involving representation across all stakeholder groups in the “what and why” 
issues creates deep ownership of the work. If Quality Decision-Making is done 
in this way then smaller groups of focused teams can work on Quality Imple-
mentation. Most people are not interested in being intimately involved in 
implementation work when they are certain that they have had full input and 
ownership into the design and direction of the work through Quality Decision 
Making. In this way, implementation can be focused, swift and effective. 

In many organizations, this system is completely turned around. A small 
leadership team decides the “what and why” and then goes out to large num-
bers of people seeking their input on implementation. Leadership normally 
meets with apathy and lack of engagement in the work that, in their minds, 
reinforces the reason why they need to do most of the decision-making in 
the organization. They don’t realize that their actions as a leadership team 
actually created the apathy. Confusing Quality Decision-Making and Quality 
Implementation is a major contributing factor to the “Us and Them” syn-
drome. This is typically experienced between operational units and corporate 
office (school sites and the district office), for example.
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What is Change Management?
Change involves a shift in the external situation.  It is about the events or 
circumstances of the organization.  For example, a new leader, improved 
products or processes, different customers, a newly merged organization, or 
a new imperative created by a district office are all instances of change. Orga-
nizational change is usually a solution to someone’s perception of a problem 
or an opportunity. The changes are usually designed to align the organization 
with its strategic direction. Change can happen fairly quickly and has definite 
stop-start qualities.

According to William Bridges (1998, 2001), Transition is an internal, three-
phase psychological re-orientation that people go through as they come to 
terms with a change.  It is a process, an inner experience not necessarily 
focused on outcomes, results, or solutions. It is timed differently from the 
external changes, and has less definition than the changes it accompanies. 
There are three predictable phases of this transition process or journey – 
Ending, Neutral Zone, and New Beginning. Understanding and developing 
facilitative strategies to honor these phases is the most important part of 
change management.

New
Beginning

Neutral
Zone

Ending
New

Beginning
Neutral
Zone

Ending

The Three Phases of Transition
We often talk about people being resistant to change. But it is actually the 
transition that they resist:

• They resist giving up their sense of identity as it is expressed in 
their current work.

• They resist the chaos and uncertainty of the neutral zone. 

• They resist the risky business of a new beginning – doing and being 
what they have never done or been before.

Unless we help people through the transition, the success of our strategic 
initiatives and the cultural change that is required will be minimal.

Important to Know 
about Transition

Transition is an internal, 

three-phase psychological 

re-orientation that people go 

through as they come to terms 

with a change: The Ending, 

the Neutral Zone and the New 

Beginning.

Understanding and developing 

facilitative strategies that 

honor these phases is the 

most important part of change 

management.

Adapted from William Bridges, 
Managing Organizational Transition, 
1998

www.wmbridges.com
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Understanding Emotional Responses 
to Change and Transition*
In any transition there are emotional responses to the losses that people 
experience because of the changes. This is normal but often these responses 
are taken by others as signs that the change is being resisted. As leaders we 
need to recognize these emotions in others and ourselves and develop ways 
to manage our own emotions and assist others to manage theirs. Unmanaged, 
these responses can lead to productivity losses and at worst the changes 
can be undermined. The following list of emotional responses to workplace 
change is adapted from William Bridges, Leading Organizational Transi-
tions (1998) and J.S. Jeffreys, Coping with Workplace Change: Dealing 
with Loss and Grief (1995).

•	DiStruSt

After the shock wave of a sudden re-organization announcement and the 
layoffs and other changes that typically follow, employees may feel as 
though “the rug has been pulled out from under them.”  The trust level 
with the company takes a nosedive, and people who feel betrayed develop 
a generally suspicious, “save-your-own-skin” attitude.  Employees have 
reported suspicion among peers and a withholding of information for fear 
of advancing somebody else’s interests.

•	reSentMent

Those who don’t benefit from the change or those whose friends and col-
leagues don’t benefit can feel resentment, especially towards the hierar-
chy. They can become angry, blame the organization, and look for ways 
to negatively pay-back the system (working slowly, leaving work undone, 
leaking documents, making mistakes, or organizing opposition).
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•	guilt 

Change creates winners (those who benefit from the change) and losers 
(those who don’t). The winners often feel guilty and the messengers of 
the change may also feel guilt. Guilty people usually express their feel-
ings indirectly and may feel uncomfortable around the losers. They may 
overcompensate (“don’t blame me, I didn’t plan this change”) or they may 
even blame and/or patronize the losers for not being able to cope with the 
changes gracefully.

•	AnXiety AnD StreSS

Some people get anxious from the rumor of change and when the changes 
are complete they then worry about the next changes. Nervousness, 
working extra time and taking on extra work to please the boss can be 
examples of how some employees respond to change. They think, “if I 
get more paperwork out, start the day earlier and stay later, come in on 
weekends, maybe I’ll get to stay or keep my staff or this office.”  Anxiety 
can be a stimulus initially and can eventually lead to a decline in focus on 
tasks, and it reduces motivation, energy, and adaptability. Stress and its 
negative effects usually accompany this behavior. It is instructive to note 
that absenteeism, medical claims, and stress-related claims all increase 
at times of significant organizational change, although there may be a few 
months’ lag time.

•	PlAying it SAFe

Living with the anxiety of the unknown associated with a change can 
create fears that taking risks and setting work goals too high or being too 
creative may result in displeasing the boss.  Goals are set low, creative 
approaches to problem solving are scarce, and no one wants to take any 
chance of looking bad.

•	SelF-ABSorPtion

Some people focus on “How does this affect me?  What will happen to 
me?” Transitions focus people back on themselves, which can undermine 
teamwork and increase competition for positions, as well as threaten cus-
tomer service.  It is hard to take care of others when you are preoccupied 
with your own survival. Self-absorption can erode loyalty and commitment 
to the organization.

*Adapted from the work of William Bridges and modified by Julia Zimmerman



12 Section 1: Systems and Sustainability

The Seven Principles of Transition Management 

1. you hAve to enD BeFore you Begin

 People frequently talk about what’s about to begin, with no mention 
of what has to end.  No one can develop a new identity or a new purpose 
until he or she has let go of the old one.  It is best to deal with endings 
realistically and help people gain closure on the past.  They will move 
on more readily and take advantage of what the future has to offer if you 
do so.

2. Between the enDing AnD the new Beginning, 
there iS A hiAtuS

In between letting go of the old way and taking hold of the new, there is a 
difficult journey through the wilderness of ambiguity. This is a dangerous 
time when systems don’t work well and people lose heart easily.  People 
need to know that it is usual to go through a chaotic interim between 
letting go and taking hold again and it is normal to be discouraged and 
confused by the experience. Build in temporary sources of support and 
ways that people can feel in control by being involved in decisions that 
affect them.

3. the hiAtuS CAn Be A CreAtive tiMe

The interim is a potentially creative time when new things can be 
introduced more quickly and easily than usual. It can be a time to step 
back and take stock, to try new things, and to view every problem as an 
opportunity to abandon outmoded ways and create more adaptive and 
effective ones.

4. trAnSition iS DeveloPMentAl

What ends is often not just a particular situation, but a whole chap-
ter and stage of development in the organization’s life cycle.  Behind the 
scenes, a new organization is taking shape.  This is easier to see in retro-
spect, but it’s worth remembering at the time that there is a purpose to 
all the distress and disturbance.  Assist people to see that the old way was 
fine for its time, but a new chapter is needed for a new day.  It is also very 
important for managers to publicly identify, protect and carry forward the 
parts of the past that are valuable and still viable.

5. trAnSition iS AlSo the SourCe oF renewAl

The leaps from one stage of development to another, like comparable 
leaps in nature, release energy.  That is why organizations so often come 
out of a painful crisis with new energy and new focus.  Renewal for indi-
viduals or groups comes from going through transition successfully, and 
not in time away from the situation. Emphasize the need to re-prioritize as 
a way of unloading irrelevant policies and procedures. Discontinuing the 
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old ways can be a release, especially if it is paired with an effort to clarify 
and celebrate the new mission and strategies and the new identity that the 
organization is growing into.

6. PeoPle go through trAnSition At DiFFerent SPeeDS   
AnD in DiFFerent wAyS

People get strung out along the path of transition like runners in a mara-
thon.  The leaders who designed the change are often far ahead.  They had 
a head start; they feel more in control of their fate and probably aren’t as 
personally affected as many of the rank and file. Some people are more re-
silient during change. Leaders understand these things and communicate 
in terms that make sense from where people presently are, not just where 
the leaders are.

7. liSten More, tAlk leSS AnD Slow Down.

Many organizations don’t give people a chance to complete the transi-
tion cycle.  They think that they are saving time by hurrying people, but 
actually all they are doing is leaving people with still more unfinished busi-
ness to carry along with them.  Sooner or later the load will get too heavy, 
and some apparently small change will send the whole system into transi-
tion bankruptcy. To keep that from happening, slow down. Listen more 
and talk less. Investigate old hurts and resentments that may be getting in 
the way of people dealing directly with this transition.  Do whatever you 
can to address them and lay them to rest. Build your case that this time 
will be different – but God help you if it isn’t!

In my experience, some of the titles for the stages of transition are a bit 
misleading. I would re-name the Neutral Zone the Opportunity Zone and 
the New Beginning Zone the New Status Quo. Once an organization suc-
cessfully negotiates the Ending Zone, people move into the Opportunity 
Zone – that place where the new change is being implemented and people 
feel anxious and out of their comfort zone. People are looking for some 
stability in a sea of change, and the goal is to provide that stability in the 
form of differentiated support, resources, abundant communication and 
information and ongoing learning and reflection. When this occurs, people 
quickly adapt to and thrive with the new changes. 

In highly successful organizations such as General Electric, the culture 
of the organization is to stay in the Opportunity Zone without going into 
the New Status Quo. This obviously takes a “below the green line” culture 
structured around leadership, conversation, communication, intercon- 
nectivity and reflection. GE has actually written the book on “below the 
green line” ways of operating without every having called it “below the 
green line”.
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Over 25 years ago the city of Ukiah, California, had two 

hospitals: Ukiah General Hospital owned by Hospital 

Corporation of America (HCA), and Ukiah Valley Medical 

Center (UVMC) operated by Ukiah Adventist Hospitals. Both 

were large health care corporations in the United States. 

To the residents of Ukiah however, they were their local 

hospitals, with UVMC being the newer kid on the block. 

I am sure that the two corporations realized that the 

community wasn’t big enough for two hospitals, so they 

entered into negotiations for one to buy out the other and 

merge the staff wherever possible.  Ukiah Valley Medical 

Center came out of the process as the sole hospital for 

Ukiah.  According to the stories from many years ago, 

the staff at General Hospital were welcomed by their 

new administration, were told about the new values and 

operating procedures and were quickly welcomed into the 

UVMC family. 

Fast forward 22 years later. Ukiah was experiencing many 

community healthcare challenges that necessitated good 

collaborative relationships between the hospital, the 

physician providers, medical clinics and the county Health 

and Human Services Agency. For this reason a meeting was 

convened of all the respective leaders from these healthcare 

sectors to build collaboration and to identify strategies to 

address the priority healthcare challenges. 

After a very short time during the first session it became 

clear that significant tension existed in the relationships 

between these leaders. After using the Crumple and Toss 

strategy, (see page 141) the most significant tension 

was traced all the way back to how poorly the Ending was 

handled in the original merger between the two hospitals. 

People shared their stories of what transpired. After this 

story-telling, this question was asked: how many people 

in the room were actually present at the time of the 

acquisition/merger? Only one person out of the 15 people 

in the session had had the actual experience. The other 14 

people had been significantly and personally influenced by 

the stories, myths, rumors and hallucinations handed down 

by others before them. This is what can happen when you 

don’t End Before You Begin. 

STory: End Before You Begin
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Adjourning

Performing

Norming

Storming

Forming

Performance
"TASK" Needs

Group Process
"WE" Needs

Personal Process
"I" Needs

Copyright 1992 - C. Blick

Stages of Team Development
The stage of team development is a key indicator that assists a facilitator in 
determining appropriate interventions. As shown in the diagram below, there 
are three stages of team development: personal, group process and perfor-
mance. 

Teams that are in the “I” stage need considerable attention to group safety 
and the facilitator needs to be seen as in control and providing the safety and 
stability for the group. “We” stage teams are ready to take some responsibility 
for the management of their group and are interested in beginning to define 
a common mission or purpose for working together. This is generally de-
tected in their speech through the use of words such as “we” and “us”. During 
the “task” stage, the team is fully functional and basically looks for minimal 
guidance or intervention by a facilitator. At this stage the team is focused on 
agreed-upon strategies and actions. The role of the facilitator is much like 
that of today’s airplane pilots – to get the plane rolling down the runway for 
take off, to land the plane (summarize actions and agreements and bring the 
group to closure) and to be available if the plane goes off course at any point 
in the journey.

Transforming into Highly 
Functional Teams

Probably the most critical 

experiential outcome for a 

facilitative leader is to assist 

groups of people to transform 

into becoming highly functional 

teams.

This diagram allows the 

facilitator to identify the stage 

of team development based 

on group behaviors and to 

select appropriate facilitative 

interventions based on stage.

Copyright 1992 – C. Blick
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Probably the most critical experiential outcome for a facilitative leader is to 
assist groups of people in transforming into highly functional teams. In the 
diagram on the previous page these would be teams who routinely operate in 
the Task or Performance Stage. In my experience, many things lead to high 
functioning teams. For example:

• Teams have compassion for all the other team members.

• They have learned about each others’ core values and have devel-
oped ways of operating that support all of these core values.

• They have operationalized “below the green line” into their prin-
ciples, processes, outcomes and identity. 

• They are a team of people who have a track record of challenging 
experiences that have translated into deeper appreciation of each 
other and into results.

• They know how to deeply listen to each other.

• They know how to draw out and capitalize on their unique assets. 

• They know how to look at multiple solutions before arriving at the 
final, and correct, endpoint. 

To high-functioning teams the expression “conflicts are opportunities,” isn’t a 
cute quote, but a profound breakthough in their paradigm of how to operate 
as a team. They seek the differences and paradoxes as stimuli for transforma-
tive solutions. 

I frequently get asked how a facilitator would recognize a high functioning 
team. What I see and hear in a high funtioning team would be:

• People making solid eye contact with anyone speaking in the group 
(everyone is in second position with each other).

• People seeking to deeply listen and explore the ideas of others 
before sharing new ideas. People asking each other probing and 
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deepening questions to fully understand both the values and the 
positions of others in the group.

• The whole group seems to be in rapport with each other, even 
through major differences. People are matching each others’ body 
postures and movements. Everyone seems in sync in movement 
and tonality.

• There is no obvious leader during a conversation. No one person is 
making the decision for the group.

• They are quietly efficient. They tend to reach answers quicker than 
other groups and spend more time building understanding through 
their questioning than through positioning for their right answer. 

• They easily share ideas with each other, seemingly without worry 
about censorship, and they easily build on the ideas of others. They 
don’t get stuck in their conversations.

• They are solution-oriented rather than problem-oriented.

• They focus on their outcomes and don’t get sidetracked on extra-
neous issues. 

• There is a consistent flow of speaking and movement in the group.

• All the members are breathing deeply and easily. 

Tim often shares the following example of one of our clients. 

This client had formed what they called the Green Team. This 

team was made up of the top leadership of this company 

down to the line supervisors within several regional plants. 

The team had about 35 members. Over the years they were 

exposed to all of the models and strategies presented in 

this book and had many, many facilitated sessions with Tim 

or myself. 

For many years this company was owned by a very large 

global conglomerate. About 10 years ago the company 

was sold for the first time which was followed by 4 other 

turnovers, each to a different company and each company 

from a different country. Even one sale would normally 

rattle a leadership team and often sends them reeling for 

significant periods of time. Five transitions over the space 

of about 7 years is a bit unfathomable for any culture.  But 

not for this team. Yes, they did have some real issues and 

dilemmas as a team and organization, but they realized that 

their strength was in the team regardless of their ownership. 

They realized that hanging together and focusing on how 

to take care of business would guarantee their success 

and independence regardless of ownership. That is a high-

functioning team.

STory: A High Functioning Team
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chapter 2

Leadership and Sustainability

Leadership and sustainability are intricately interwoven. You can’t achieve a 
sustainable system without highly effective leadership, both in the top people 
and throughout the organization. It is also hard to have effective leadership 
when a system is not designed to be sustainable. 

There are many definitions of sustainability and many people use the word 
with others assuming that they are talking about the same thing, which 
frequently they are not. Most people are interested in “sustaining” a program 
rather than describing the attributes of a system that create resiliency and 
adaptability. 

The World Commission on Environment and Development defined sustain-
ability (quoted in Jennings & Zandbergen, p 1017) as follows:

Sustainability is development that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs.

Before talking about what sustainability actually looks like, it is helpful to 
explore the common pitfalls or blunders in organizations that keep them from 
achieving a more sustainable state.

I once had the opportunity to work with a manufacturing team as part of a 

multi-team facilitated session that went over 5 days. On day one of the work I 

observed the leadership team of this one company and then shared some of my 

observations. The main observation was that it seemed as though all the team 

members loved the formal leader and that they never differed from his opinion. 

In my own mind they treated him like a well loved benevolent dictator. When I 

shared my observation they were aghast at my observation and it took the rest of 

the day and part of the next day for me to get any credibility back from the team 

members. They took my comments as an attack on their leader.  Fortunately for 

the organization this dynamic did change and they went on to become a very 

functional leadership team.

STory: Patriarchal Thinking Blunder
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Seven Sustainability Blunders
Doppelt (2003) identifies seven common blunders that organizations make in 
relation to enhancing the sustainability of themselves and the environment in 
which they co-exist. He suggests that most organizations seeking to improve 
their management of environmental, social and economic issues inevitably fall 
prey to one or more of these sustainability blunders. Becoming aware of how 
these mistakes undermine an organization’s efforts to be more sustainable 
is the first step in making the necessary organizational changes to enhance 
success. These blunders are listed here in order of importance, and in most 
cases, if an organization commits the first blunder, it is likely to have aspects 
of all the blunders that follow their primary blunder.

1. PAtriArChAl thinking thAt 
leADS to A FAlSe SenSe oF SeCurity 

Organizations that struggle to adopt a more sustainable path invariably 
employ a patriarchal approach to governance.  Employees do only what 
management orders and the organization strictly follows government man-
dates, be they environmental, human resource or legal. Employees and 
the organization as a whole seldom, if ever, go beyond the requirements of 
their superiors. No one meaningfully challenges the assumptions or deci-
sions of leadership. This may be a benign dictator who is much loved and 
can do no wrong.

Doppelt suggests this is the most serious of the seven blunders, because it 
creates an addiction to the directives of higher authorities and an abdica-
tion of personal responsibility.

2. A “Silo” APProACh to SoCiAl, 
eConoMiC AnD environMentAl iSSueS 

In most organizations, different functions such as curriculum, human rela-
tions and special education are usually assigned to separate units. Execu-
tives see these as separate programs and don’t understand how isolated 
decisions bring about inefficiencies across the whole system. Because no 
single unit can identify all of the ways in which their processes affect the 
other units, the status quo is perpetuated.

In educational settings, Special Education is often separate from the Gen-
eral Education function. This separation contributes to many school sites 
in California being identified as Program Improvement schools. This type 
of isolation or segregation of programs is very widespread in education. 

There are many negative consequences of this silo pattern, not the least 
of which is that the system or organization doesn’t have direct access to 
its best resources and practices. Frequently even in a single site an ideal 
practice in one classroom goes unnoticed by the rest of the teachers at the 
same site. 
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3. no CleAr viSion oF SuStAinABility 

Organizations struggling to adopt a sustainable path usually lack clarity 
about what they are striving to achieve. Without a clear vision, they often 
assume that being in compliance with the law is the sole purpose of their 
policies. But compliance is a backward-oriented, negative vision focused 
on what not to do. It depresses human motivation. Sustainability is a 
forward-looking vision that excites people and elicits their full commit-
ment and energy.

For most people this blunder seems the most difficult to grasp. It actually 
requires a different paradigm or mindset to understand the implications. 
An example of this blunder is common to many County Offices of Educa-
tion in California. Regardless of the geographical, economic, or sociological 
differences, all of these institutions are organized similarly, and deliver 
virtually the same services. There is obviously a prevailing, if unspoken, 
mindset that drives this structural patterning. As a consequence, many 
for-profit companies are springing up to provide services to school districts 
in a more cost-effective and tailored way. The successful County Offices 
are actually asking themselves different questions about their own design 
relative to providing the most effective and efficient services to their 
clients. They are looking at their clients as having a choice in a competi-
tive marketplace and are looking differently at their customer needs. They 
then look to redesign their organizations to optimize integrated and differ-
entiated services to their clients. The central question for an organization 
to address is, “How do we need to organize and operate internally to best 
meet the needs of our clients?”

4.  ConFuSion over CAuSe AnD eFFeCt 

The prevailing mental models held by most executives lead them to 
focus on the symptoms, not the true sources, of sustainability challenges. 
Organizations spend millions to mitigate emissions and discharges, work-
ers’ compensation, or union issues, debating standards versus student 
achievement (for example), and never recognizing that these are the 
symptoms, not the causes, of their problems. These symptoms stem from 
the way social, economic and technological processes and products are 
designed and ultimately from the governing mindset of an organization.

Examples of confusion between cause and effect in education are a pre-
vailing focus on student dropout, tardiness, or truancy rates rather than an 
examination of the true causes. There might be whole groups of students 
feeling alienated from the curriculum, or those who feel that they have no 
one who actually cares for them at school. Many other causes also contrib-
ute to these types of effects.

5. lACk oF inForMAtion 

People need a tremendous amount of clear and understandable infor-
mation to function efficiently and effectively. Many times information is 

“Below the Green Line”

Information, and the 

relationships and identity that 

follow, are prerequisites to major 

breakthroughs in long-standing 

conflicts or disagreements.
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the most controlled and guarded commodity, much to the demise of the 
organization. However, most organizations fail to communicate effectively 
about the need for and the purpose of key programs and strategies. Train-
ings, sign postings, and a few scattered events are insufficient to convey 
a commitment to sustainable organizational development and to motivate 
employees to fully commit and participate. 

In our work with union and management teams reaching new ways of 
operating together, the starting point has always been sharing critical 
information and making shared meaning of this information relative to the 
shared outcomes of the parties involved. Information, and the relationships 
and identity that follow, are prerequisites to major breakthroughs in long-
standing conflicts or disagreements.

6. inSuFFiCient MeChAniSMS For leArning

When employees are given limited opportunities to test new ideas, and 
when they receive few rewards for doing so, not much learning occurs. 
Organizations struggling to become sustainable rarely institute mechanisms 
that allow employees to continually test new ideas, expand their knowledge 
base and learn how to overcome barriers resistant to change.

In today’s chaotic times most of the breakthrough strategies will come 
through regularly convened conversations, in which diverse stake-
holders come together to share insights about key work. People 
learn together and leverage off the ideas of others on a regular ba-
sis. The key is that people are coming together around the key work 
(“above the green line”) and these people are not all the usual sus-
pects. These learning sessions are not convened to simply learn more 
about what each other does or to study a book together. The “below 
the green line” is developed through the process as the critical work 
gets accomplished. This is why Professional Learning Communities                                                                                                                                      
(see Dufour, 1998) are so vital in schools, and why Communities of Prac-
tice (see Wenger, 2002) have had such impact on major corporations 
around the world.

7. FAilure to inStitutionAlize SuStAinABility 

The ultimate success of a change initiative occurs when sustainability-
based thinking, perspectives and behaviors are embedded in everyday 
operating procedures, policies and culture. Another way of saying this is 
that “below the green line” strategies become embedded in the “above the 
green line” way of operating. Examples of this would be when an organi-
zation links bonuses, promotions, new hiring and succession planning to 
performance on sustainability outcomes and objectives. 

However, few organizations have incorporated sustainability into their core 
policies and procedures. Until they do so, employees will remain uncon-
vinced of their employers’ commitment to this crucial issue.

“Above & Below the 
Green Line”

The ultimate success of a 

change initiative occurs when 

sustainability-based thinking, 

perspectives and behaviors are 

embedded in everyday operating 

procedures, policies and culture. 

Another way of saying this 

is that “below the green line” 

strategies become embedded in 

the “above the green line” way of 

operating. 
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The Real Intention of Sustainability
According to Tim Dalmau, the real intention of sustainability is to assure the 
adaptability and resilience of the system. In such a system each new change 
is an opportunity to build in more learning and adaptability. Tim and I have 
been working to formulate the understanding of sustainability into a set of 
interrelated and interconnected principles. If you want to build a sustainable 
system, you are going to have to:

•	ChAnge the BelieF SySteM PArADigM ShAreD By PeoPle in the   
 orgAnizAtion

Beliefs govern the filtering system that ultimately governs what we see, 
conclude, decide and act upon. Many wise people have said that what we 
focus on becomes our reality. In addition, what we pay attention to deter-
mines our attitude about what we experience.

Our paradigms are also at the core of the existing restraining patterns that 
hold our systems hostage to our current ways of operating and the results 
we experience. As you will see later, there are facilitation exercises such 
as the Mental Models Process that are designed to surface the current 
paradigm and assist teams and organizations to design new paradigms.  

Stephen Covey talks about this paradigm shifting in his book, ‘The 3rd 
Alternative.’ The 3rd Alternative is a paradigm focused on synergy, trans-
formation and solutions rather than a two position, “my side versus your 
side” way of operating. He describes how conflicts move from transac-
tional interventions to opportunities for new perspectives and radically 
new solutions, and how differing perspectives can create opportunities for 
deep listening and learning.

New Paradigm
Our Solution
3RD ALTERNATIVE

My Solution
FIRST POSITION:

Your Solution
FIRST POSITION:

The 3rd Alternative

Stephen Covey’s The 3rd 

Alternative is a paradigm 

focused on synergy, 

transformation and solutions 

rather than a two position “my 

side versus your side” way of 

operating.

www.the3rdalternative.com
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•	ChAnge the SySteM’S goAlS

Most organizations have a clear sense of mission, vision and goals related 
to their external work with clients. In school systems, for instance, it is of-
ten about closing the achievement gaps while increasing achievement for 
all students. Organizations rarely have a set of goals and strategies about 
how the organization itself needs to be redesigned and operated that will 
allow it to most effectively deliver on the client goals. Classic examples 
would be County Offices of Education. While the needs and expectations 
of clients have changed, most offices are largely operating in the ways 
they did 10-20 years ago. They may be attempting to address changing 
client needs, without fundamentally re-conceiving the purpose and system 
design to best meet those needs.

•	CorreCt the FeeDBACk MeChAniSMS AnD eStABliSh    
 ConSequenCeS AnD ACCountABility

Feedback and learning mechanisms are vital in order to continuously ad-
just and adapt the strategies and outcomes of a system. This is true at all 
levels of scale of a system – for example, from classroom or school site to a 
district office. The design of feedback mechanisms should accomplish both 
above and “below the green line” outcomes, and certainly should empha-
size creating connectivity across the system.

Accountability is also essential in that it sets clear parameters for ev-
eryone in an organization to know what is valued. Accountability is best 
achieved when it is internalized rather than imposed externally by an 
organization. Care must be given in determining what is measured in an 
organization. What you focus on tends to be what you will get. By the 
same token, a system should inspect what it expects.

Ideally an organization develops a set of operating principles, commit-
ments or agreements that translate the highest held values of the organi-
zation into daily ways of being and operating. The organization then estab-
lishes a culture in which employees guide themselves and coaches others 
in modeling these essential behaviors. The Totems, Taboos and Repetitive 
Interaction process is an example of a facilitative tool to identify such es-
sential behaviors (see page 128).

•	ACknowleDge AnD work with the known reStrAining    
 PAtternS in the SySteM

One of the most powerful areas of work to move an organization toward 
sustainability is identifying the current mindset (beliefs, values, and as-
sumptions) and behavioral patterns that govern the organization. As the 
famous quote says, “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over expect-
ing different results.” A corollary to this quote might be, “Doing the same 
thing over and over again makes it harder to see that other options exist.” 

“Doing the same thing over 

and over again makes it 

harder to see that other 

options exist.”
-Steve Zuieback



24 Section 1: Systems and Sustainability

The restraining patterns within a system most often have to do with be-
havioral patterns that are governed by unexamined, often out-dated belief 
systems. This is hard work, but is essential to reach different conclusions 
about how to do business. 

•	CoorDinAte the reSourCeS thAt SuPPort the SySteM goAlS

One of the most common errors organizations make in establishing new 
goals and programs is that new work is simply added on to the existing 
workload. No examination is conducted about what should come off the 
plate (systematic abandonment), and no new resources are allocated for 
the new work. These resources might be time, training, staffing or logistics. 
Committing these resources is putting your money where your mouth is. 

•	reFleCt, ADjuSt AnD ProMote eMergenCe oF new ChAngeS

Myron Kellner-Rogers (Wheatley and Kellner-Rogers, 1996) is quoted as 
saying:

The only known consequence of organizational change is 
that there will be unintended consequences.

Organizational systems are complex. What distinguishes a complex sys-
tem from a merely complicated one is that some behaviors and patterns 
emerge in complex systems as a result of the patterns of relationship 
between the elements. Emergence is perhaps the key property of complex 
systems.

Complexity theory suggests that for an organization or group to be capable 
of innovation, it must operate in the area of "bounded instability", without 
compromising the order needed to accomplish day-to-day tasks. Not that 
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organizations should cease to plan, but what is important is that the focus 
should be on "planning as learning" (de Geus, 1988). 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of complex systems is their ability to 
self-organize. That is, for ordered patterns to emerge simply as a result of 
the relationships and interactions of the constituent agents without any 
external control or design (management policies or imposed processes). 
When a complex system is at the edge of chaos it is in a state where 
change may occur easily and spontaneously. Stuart Kauffman (1995) 
refers to this as “order for free”. It doesn’t arise through conscious design, 
but is something inherent within the system – a property of the relation-
ships between the elements rather than the elements themselves.

In order to support emergence and for systems to become more self orga-
nized, the leadership must support mechanisms that allow people to come 
together in various configurations to learn from one another, and through 
their learning, continually adjust their approaches to the work. The 
level of connectivity allows for new emergent learning to quickly spread 
throughout an organization.

•	re-StruCture the ruleS oF engAgeMent AnD ADjuSt the   
 PArAMeterS For how PeoPle oPerAte in the SySteM

Following the logic of these sustainability principles you can see that we 
want to change the governing mindset of the system, challenge the exist-
ing operational paradigm and focus on new system goals. All of this work 
will fundamentally challenge the belief systems of individuals and the 
culture as a whole. 

Social scientists inform us that that there are two ways to change peoples’ 
belief systems. You can either create a “significant emotional event” that 
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can have immediate impact, or you get people to behave differently. If 
people behave differently, and if they experience significantly different 
results, then it is likely that they will form new beliefs and values.  

A tangible way to alter beliefs, and to support learning, emergence and 
connectivity, is to institutionalize structured engagement processes across 
the system on a repetitive and routine basis. Professional Learning Com-
munities (DuFour, 1998) as well as Communities of Practice (Wenger, 
2002) are specific examples of how engagement practices can be used to 
restructure the ways in which the organization engages with itself in the 
pursuit of its highest held goals and values. This is a classic example of 
how “below the green line” principles can be embedded in the “above the 
green line” practices. 

•	ChAnge the Flow AnD AvAilABility oF inForMAtion

As Margaret Wheatley has said, information is like oxygen to a team or 
organization. The goal is to make information as accessible as possible so 
that anyone can get what they need when they need it. It is fortunate that 
we now live in an age where accessibility is the norm. If you have a ques-
tion, just Google it. Unfortunately, this is not a common practice within 
many organizations. It is a regular practice in sustainable organizations.

•	inPut SoMe SeriouSly gooD leADerShiP FroM toP to BottoM

The literature abounds with ample evidence about the vital nature of 
effective leadership. This is true in business (Collins and Porras, 1994, 
Collins, 2002) and education alike (Marzano et al, 2001). In sustainable 
organizations, leadership is distributed throughout the organization, 
rather than residing solely in the CEO or superintendent, and it continues 
down to the line supervisor or lead teacher.  In today’s world the nature of 
leadership has shifted.
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The leader may have a vision, but the actual solutions 
about how to best meet the challenges of the moment have 

to be made by the people closest to the action…… As 
they struggle with the details of this challenge, the leader 
becomes their coach, teacher and facilitator. Change how 
you define leadership, and you change the way you run 

the company. 
-STEVE MILLER, CEO ROYAL DUTCH SHELL

Change how you define leadership, and you change the way you run the 
company. This is a very powerful and absolutely true statement. It is so-
bering when viewed through the first Sustainability Blunder. 

It is not the purpose of this book to expound upon leadership research. 
Suffice it to say that leadership is not something that can be taught, but is 
caught along the journey of life. I think that good leaders can be coached 
and mentored to be great leaders, but I am not certain that ineffective 
leaders can be taught to be great leaders. Ultimately, effective leadership 
comes from a deep set of values and beliefs that have been honed through 
challenging life experiences. 

This sustainability principle has been stated last because it takes powerful 
distributed leadership to truly live and implement all the other principles. 
General Electric has repeatedly stated in their annual stockholder reports 
that Leadership and Communication are their top two corporate-wide 
strategies. They annually select for the top 10 percent of leaders – leaders 
who produce and “walk the talk” of corporate values. Many of the lead-
ers who didn’t meet these high standards were asked to leave and have 
become CEOs of several of the top corporations in the world. GE leaders 
are the cream of the crop.
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Section 2

Facilitator Skills and 
Conversation Processes 

This section will cover the nuts and bolts of facilitation in terms of the skills 
specific to the facilitator as well as an array of potential facilitation pro-
cesses.

One of the common dilemmas of a facilitation training program is that 
people think that the facilitation processes are more important than the 
skills of the facilitator. The opposite is actually more accurate. Facilitation 
processes are tools that allow the facilitator to become more present and 
focused in the moment. This allows the facilitator to utilize their own per-
ceptual skills to continually adjust to the human dynamics that emerge in a 
conversation process. 

CoMMuniCAtion PreSuPPoSitionS

The beliefs held by a facilitator have a tremendous impact on how they 
facilitate and the results they achieve. These beliefs act like filters caus-
ing the facilitator to “see” and make meaning of what is happening around 
them, and therefore greatly influence what a facilitator will actually do with 
a group from moment to moment. 

Communication Presuppositions, developed as part of the overall NLP 
(Neuro-Linguistic Programming) model, are essentially the Theory of Prac-
tice for NLP and represent an excellent set of facilitator beliefs (Bandler & 
Grinder, 1976,1982). Each of these would cause a facilitator to design and 
act in ways that will ultimately be more respectful, resourceful, and creative 
and encourage the group to be more responsible for its own success.

Neuro-linguistic 

programming (NLP) is an 

approach to communication, 

personal development, and 

psychotherapy created in the 

1970s. The title refers to a 

stated connection between 

the neurological processes 

(“neuro”), language 

(“linguistic”) and behavioral 

patterns that have been 

learned through experience 

(“programming”) and can be 

organized to achieve specific 

goals in life.

(Dilts, et al, 1980)
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For example, understanding that experiences actually have “structures” 
– repeating patterns and elements that are linked to peoples’ experiences – 
provides tremendous leverage in changing group dynamics as they occur. If a 
group seems blocked and the energy is low, the facilitator can begin to change 
any structural element of the meeting to shift the experience. They could 
change their position in the room or they could have participants change their 
seating arrangements. They could change the pace or tone of their voice, 
interject humor or a new exercise, knowing that each structural change will 
alter the actual experience of the group.

the nlP CoMMuniCAtion PreSuPPoSitionS Are:

• Each person's experience is uniquely different.

• The meaning of communication is the response you get.

• The present behavior represents the very best choice for a person.

• Underlying every behavior is a positive intention.

• Experience has a structure. Change the structure and you change 
the experience.

• There is an interconnected relationship between you and others 
that goes on over time.

• The element of a system that has the most flexibility (choice) has 
the most control (ability to influence) within the system.
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chapter 3

Facilitator Skills

Observation & Listening Skills 

•	SenSory verSuS non-SenSory AnD CAliBrAtion

The first component of powerful observation skills is the ability to dis-
tinguish the sensory (behaviorally-specific) observations from the non-
sensory meanings, interpretations and “hallucinations” which we attach 
to our observations. Instead of saying that the person was very depressed 
(non-sensory interpretation), a more accurate observation may have been 
that the person frequently sighed, their head was down into their chest, 
their breathing pattern was low in their abdomen. The importance of this 
distinction is to separate the interpretations and filters associated with the 
actual observation of a behavior. This then provides the facilitator with the 
opportunity of checking their observations with an individual or group, 
and this then allows them to associate specific behavior patterns with ac-
curate meaning for the future. 

This linkage of repetitive behavior patterns (what we see externally) with 
accurate internal states is called calibration. Calibration of specific people 
in groups allows a facilitator to more accurately and efficiently guide indi-
viduals and groups to their outcomes. 

The specific people are really more categories of people. Generally the 
facilitator would want to pay more attention to leaders, early adopters, 
barometers and the “difficult people” in groups. These will be discussed 
later in more detail.

•	liStening SkillS – PerCePtuAl PoSitionS

It is extremely useful for a facilitator, as well as a group participant, to be 
able to manage their conscious attention. Each of us has three potential 
states that consume our conscious attention. Our attention can be com-
pletely internal which is a highly associated (emotional) state. This is 
called “first position” and when in first position we are focused on our own 
needs, reactions, feelings and emotions. In this state our ability to pay at-
tention to outside information is greatly reduced. 

Our attention can be focused externally on another individual. When we 
are paying full attention to what is happening for another individual this 
is called “second position.” In second position we are able to listen fully 
and often perceive information about the other that is not communicated 
verbally. 
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Second
Third

First

Likewise our attention can be dissociated, and detached from the experi-
ence. When we are paying attention to larger group dynamics of which 
we are a part, we are in “third position.” Here you are the proverbial “fly 
on the wall” and are able to pay attention to dynamics of the whole group 
or system. All of us have the ability to listen from all three positions and 
frequently shift between them.

•	PerCePtuAl PoSitionS

The key to utilizing this skill is in consciously selecting the appropriate 
position based on the needs of the situation. One hundred percent of our 
conscious attention is taken up by these three positions. As a facilitator, 
the bulk of our time needs to be spent in positions two and three. Position 
two allows the facilitator to focus outside of themselves and truly listen 
to the individuals in the group. Position three is essential in determining 
what is going on in the whole group simultaneously. This provides infor-
mation to the facilitator that allows them to shift the group’s dynamics. In 
addition, when working with a group that is stuck, it is frequently useful to 
have them go into position three to be objective about what is happening. 
This shift can be accomplished by having a whole group step away from 
their physical positions in a room and then comment on what they see 
happening in the group as if they were observing another group. 

Perceptual Positions

One hundred percent of our 

conscious attention is taken up 

by the three positions:

FirSt poSition: We are 

focused on our own needs, 

reactions, feelings and emotions.

SeconD poSition: We are 

paying full attention to what is 

happening for another individual.

thirD poSition: We are able to 

pay attention to the dynamics of 

the whole group or system. 
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Questioning Skills 

high quAlity queStionS 

One of the most powerful means of assisting clients in identifying resources, 
options and possible patterns or barriers is to ask a series of “high quality 
questions.” High quality questions generally meet the following conditions:

• They require an answer other than  “yes” or “no.”

• You as the questioner don’t already know the answer. 

• They aren’t answers or statements disguised in question form.  

Carefully selected and sequenced questions allow the person or group being 
coached to experience new insights and connections, as well as to find and 
mobilize their own resources and answers. For an extensive listing of pow-
erful questions you may wish to review the book Questions That Work: A 
Resource for Facilitators by Dorothy Strachan (www.strachan-tomlinson.
com).  All facilitation processes are sets of sequential high-quality questions. 
The desired outcomes determine the specific questions and sequence. The 
following are a few examples of high quality questions:

uSeFul queStionS to ClAriFy outCoMeS 

• What do you really want in this situation?

• What about this outcome is important to you? 

• What are all the ways you can go about getting what you want?

• Who do you know that has already achieved this outcome, and how 
did they do it?

• Is this outcome possible to achieve?

• Can the outcome be initiated and sustained by you?

• Is this outcome consistent with who you are?

• Considering what it will take and the possible consequences, is the 
outcome worth doing?

how to eliCit vAlueS, neeDS AnD wAntS

• What is important about achieving this particular outcome?

• How will you know that you have achieved your outcome?  What 
will you see, hear, feel or experience to know that you have 
achieved your outcome?

• If you get what you want, what will this do for you?

queStionS to BroADen unDerStAnDing

Broadening questions increase the range of concerns, views and data that are 
present in the group.

• What do others think about the issue?

• What are all the possible considerations and perspectives that 
impact this issue, approach or conclusion? 

• What are all the hopes people have about this proposed strategy?

All facilitation processes are 

sets of sequential high-quality 

questions. The desired outcomes 

determine the specific questions 

and sequence. 
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Typical Comment

The order is finished.

The report will be prepared
and completed by the 12th.

Use of the Meta Model

Which order specifically?

What specifically will the report
contain and address?

queStionS to DeePen unDerStAnDing

Deepening questions increase the level of understanding about different 
views and the rationale behind different perspectives.

• What are your assumptions/beliefs about this issue?

• What prompts you to believe the strategy we’re discussing won’t 
work?

• Which concerns or preferences might help us focus our attention 
on the most appropriate strategy?

the MetA MoDel oF CoMMuniCAtion

The simplest intervention using questions is the Meta Model. The Meta Model 
is a specific high-quality question that is designed to build deeper under-
standing. 

The Meta Model comes from NLP and can be quite extensive in its scope and 
application. At its simplest level, it is a set of questions revolving around the 
word “specifically.” The intent is to clarify the meaning of another person's 
communication. The Meta Model is a simple method for clarifying unspecified 
nouns and verbs in people’s speech patterns. This is accomplished by asking 
a question that contains the word “specifically.” By example, the questions 
would take the following form: 

Whereas many communication models, such as active listening, paraphrase 
another person’s communication to demonstrate listening, what is often miss-
ing in communication is actual understanding of what is being said by another 
person. The use of the Meta Model causes the speaker to provide missing 
information and thus builds understanding. The information afforded through 
the question is not only useful to the facilitator and the group, but it often 
provides significant insight to the person who is speaking. For this reason, it is 
a core skill in both facilitation and coaching.  

For example, a common statement in a group is something like:

“We really have a communication problem in this organization.”

The Meta Model

The Meta Model is a specific 

high-quality question that 

is designed to build deeper 

understanding.
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Everyone nods their head as if everyone knows what is meant by the speaker. 
When a facilitator asks a meta model question of the group, it quickly be-
comes apparent that people have very different understandings of the state-
ment.

“What is your specific evidence of the communication problem within 
our organization?”

The list of responses might be:

“Nobody is actually telling the truth about what is going on here.” 
“Information is only shared with a select few people.” 
“Nobody seems to be working on the same priorities.”

The key in using this technique, like any technique, is to know when to use 
it. The easiest way is to have an internal trigger that “fires” to let you know it 
is time to use this communication tool. If you simply pay attention to times 
when you find yourself not understanding a speaker, you will notice that 
something happens inside yourself – you may have a queasy feeling, or notice 
a specific voice inside your head, or that your “screen goes blank.” These are 
all triggers for when to use this process in order to more deeply understand 
the communication.

Micro-Skills
There is a very important set of skills and distinctions that underlie the role 
of facilitator as observer, listener, questioner and leader. These skills are what 
Michael Grinder calls Micro-Skills*. Micro-Skills are concerned with how the 
facilitative leader uses their eyes, body, voice and breathing (in relation to the 
dynamics of the group) to move the group toward their desired rational or 
experiential outcomes. 

It is a fairly well-accepted principle that between 85 and 93 percent of the ac-
tual meaning of a conversation comes through in non-verbal messages – body 
language, voice tone and pace, breathing patterns, etc. We are constantly and 
subconsciously detecting the non-verbal messages, making assumptions and 
drawing conclusions rather than making meaning on what is actually being 
delivered in the content of the message. Therefore, a major percentage of our 
attention can be drawn away from the content and caught up in “hallucinat-
ing” meaning from the non-verbal messages.

We spend an inordinate amount of energy relying on the 7-15 percent of our 
communication channel that is verbal in attempting to transmit a message to 
an individual or group of people, thus essentially ignoring the primary chan-
nels of communication that we rely on subconsciously to make meanings clear. 

In order to appropriately utilize the right micro-skills at the right time we 
need to notice what is happening with individuals and with whole groups. 
This is where communication positions two and three are so essential as 
mentioned earlier.

*Michael Grinder is the absolute 

master of micro-skills. He 

has written extensively on the 

subject and his books and 

resources can be 

accessed through his website.

www.michaelgrinder.com.
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reCognizing grouP PerMiSSion

Permission is absolutely essential in order to assist teams in achieving their 
desired outcomes. The definition of permission is “formal consent.” For group 
dynamics it relates to the willingness of the group to follow the lead and direc-
tion of the facilitator. Attempting to move groups without permission is almost 
hopeless. It is like digging yourself into a deeper and deeper hole. In our 
experience, teams invite a consultant to assist them in achieving their out-
comes. Their “heads” say they want the outcomes, but in reality their “hearts” 
or culture say no. If that wasn’t the case they probably wouldn’t be asking for 
help. To actually help, the consultant needs to have permission.

Recognizing and increasing permission are two different skills. In order to in-
crease group permission it is first important to recognize permission. Permis-
sion can be detected through some of the following group cues:

• Group members readily engage in activities of the group.

• Group members willingly follow the directions of the facilitator.

• There is a fluidity of movement and speaking in the group.

• Group members are tracking the conversation and making eye con-
tact with speakers.

• All members are breathing deeply and fluidly. 

Increasing the permission level in a group or with specific  individuals can be 
done by:

• Matching the values of the group and specific individuals.

• Initially focusing the group’s work “below the green line” (see p. 2).

• Matching the safety needs of the group in the process design and 
facilitation.

• Modelling resourceful breathing patterns.

• Matching body patterns of individuals in the group.

reCognizing rAPPort

Developing healthy and productive relationships within teams and across 
an organization is always core to the facilitation and coaching model. Unless 
those engaged in facilitation or coaching processes can create relationships 
built on honesty, openness, trust and respect, it is very difficult to accomplish 
any long-term outcomes. Facilitation and coaching relationships also require 
the open and free exchange of feedback that often involves delivering difficult 
messages which may push a person from their comfort level to new areas of 
thinking and behaving. 

Fundamental to creating and sustaining these characteristics of a healthy 
relationship is the issue of rapport. Rapport is defined in many ways and most 
people have had the experience of being in rapport with someone. It is often 
described as:

• Feeling connected to another person.

• Being fully in sync with another person.

• Being in flow and harmony with another person.
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• A sense that you could finish each other’s sentences.

• A deep state of understanding and appreciation between people.

Rapport is a state that happens naturally when some or all of the following 
conditions occur:

• People are truly listening to each other and working to understand 
each other.

• People are deeply sharing personal information and values and 
are finding common connections between their experiences and 
values.

• People find themselves involved in a similar crisis, dilemma or chal-
lenge and understand their interdependency in the situation.

• People are speaking in the same language patterns and at the same 
pace.

• People are matching each other’s body movements and patterns. 

• There is a balancing between communication positions one, two 
and three.

Whereas rapport needs to be developed through genuine and sincere efforts 
and shared experiences, there are certain understandings and skills that al-
low the process to be accelerated. Conversations that are designed to build 
understanding and appreciation will have a much higher likelihood of foster-
ing rapport than those based on power, control and correction. 

People with good rapport skills are keen observers of people and have the 
behavioral flexibility to closely model back these behavioral patterns. 

Generally, when people are in rapport with each other you can easily observe 
similarities in their posture/position, speech patterns (using similar words), 
speech pacing, and breathing patterns. This happens naturally as a by-prod-
uct of being in rapport. The emphasis is on similarities – they are not exact 
matches of each other. Understanding this natural phenomenon allows people 
to consciously match other peoples’ patterns as a way of streamlining the rap-
port process. What this does is eliminate a lot of the non-verbal clutter, noise 
and confusion, allowing the parties to communicate in the “same language” 
and focus on the important meaning of the conversation.



38 Section 2: Facilitator Skills and Conversation Processes

Leaders and Barometers 
As a facilitator, knowing what to do in a group is often based on what people 
in the group are doing. Leaders and Barometers are some of the key people to 
observe and “read” in a group. 

Leaders in groups are people who command the respect and attention of 
other members of the group, whether they are the formal leaders or not. You 
can detect a leader by watching the eye and body movements of other people 
in the group when they speak or when controversial issues arise in groups. 
People look at leaders even when they are not speaking. 

Barometers are very important people in a group because they foretell what 
might happen in the group. Like actual barometers that utilize changes in 
atmospheric pressure to predict the weather pattern in the future. Observing 
the behavior changes of a barometer can indicate the behavior patterns of 
groups in the near-term future. As an example, a person who is a barometer 
would: 

• Initially be deeply engaged in a group and the topic (eyes focused 
on speakers or presenters and leaning forward). 

• Become disengaged when they have lost interest in the topic or a 
negative group dynamic exists (breaking eye contact, turning the 
body away from the presenter and engaging in other work); 

• Predict that the whole group will become disengaged with the cur-
rent activity unless something about the experience is changed. 



point of Focus Description outcome

1st point Looking down

• To deflect an attack
• To make transitions
• To shift the conversation in a group 
from the facilitator to the group

2nd point
Making and sustaining  

eye contact with a  
single individual

• To build relationships and rapport
• To seek solutions
• To demonstrate connections

3rd point

Specifically looking at an 
object like a flip chart, a slide 

in a presentation, a piece 
of paper that is triangulated 
between the speaker and the 

“other”

• To objectify and depersonalize the 
situation

• To examine problems
• To separate the past from the future

4th point
Looking at the group 
and gesturing away 

from the group

• To discard an idea that is not 
germane to the conversation
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Points of Focus
Points of Focus refer to how a facilitative leader uses their eyes in order to 
create a certain desired effect on an individual, or an entire group. The facili-
tative leader selects the appropriate point of focus from their observations in 
positions two and three. Simply stated, there are four points of focus: 

1St Point oF FoCuS

In the first point of focus, the facilitative leader breaks eye contact with the 
group or with a group member who is speaking. Even though this is often 
extremely difficult for people to learn to do, it is very effective when the 
facilitator is being verbally attacked. It breaks the tension between the group 
participant and the facilitator and tends to defuse the tension. It is the op-
posite of what many of us learned at the knees of our parents when they said, 

1st Point of Focus

The facilitator is looking down 

and the group members are 

looking at each other engaged in 

conversation.
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“look at me when I am talking to you.” Maintaining direct eye contact tends to 
escalate the tension. 

It is also very useful to use the 1st point of focus when you want to signal 
to a group that you are making a transition between two activities or topics 
in an agenda. Again, it signals a break or a shift in dynamic. The third situ-
ation in which first point of focus is used is when facilitating a conversation 
and participants respond to questions by making eye contact only with the 
facilitator.  If the facilitator shifts their eyes down or slightly away from the 
speaker, the speaker will find someone in the group to look at. This strategy 
shifts the dynamic from a one-on-one conversation with the facilitator to a 
group conversation. 

2nd Point of Focus

Everyone is using second point 

of focus – they are all looking 

at the speaker. Second point of 

focus is used when people are 

seeking shared solutions and 

ways of moving forward.

2nD Point oF FoCuS

For most people and most interactions this is the most common point of fo-
cus. This is not true in all cultures or with all people. Second point of focus is 
hard wired to convey a sense of connection, relationship and attention when 
combined with appropriate voice tonality. Second point of focus is very con-
nected to the second perceptual position – one where the facilitative leader is 
completely focused on the “other.”  

3rD Point oF FoCuS

This may be the most useful and powerful point of focus from a facilitation 
standpoint. With the third point of focus, the facilitative leader positions 
themselves in an approximately equal line with an individual or portion of the 
group and moves their eyes (and often hand) to a ”third point,” that is, at a 90 
degree angle. It is somewhat like an equilateral triangle.

As can be seen from the picture on the following page, the focus of the at-
tention is not the group or the presenter but the object being discussed. This 
is a very useful orientation with a group when talking about negative results 
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or emotional issues. In this way the presenter does not get “attached” to the 
negative results and the audience looks at the difficult information objectively 
rather than in an attached manner. This strategy is very useful in one-on-one 
performance evaluation situations when the employee is likely to get de-
fensive, as well as group settings when the group might get defensive about 
negative results.

3rd Point of Focus

The focus of the attention is not 

the group or the presenter but 

the object being discussed. 

4th Point of Focus

The facilitator is gesturing away 

from the group and keeps his 

eyes on the speaker. This is 

classic fourth point of focus.

4th Point oF FoCuS

This point of focus is used when the facilitative leader wishes to acknowledge 
the issue raised by a group or team member but actually wants to discard the 
idea because it is not relevant to the discussion. The eye position is like the 
second point of focus but the hand motion indicates that the idea is being 
moved off to the side. It maintains rapport with the person but discards the 
issue. This is done by looking directly at the group member who has raised an 
issue while gesturing off to the side when summarizing the issue.
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Many times facilitators attempt to accomplish this same objective by using a 
“parking lot.” This is usually a flipchart paper that is hung on a wall off to the 
side of the working area. When the facilitator detects an issue that is not on 
focus, he or she says something like, “let’s put that in the parking lot to be 
handled later in the meeting.” This is a fine strategy if the facilitator actually 
comes back to address all the issues in the parking lot. Most often facilitators 
never come back to those issues. Because this is such a common practice, 
people feel discounted when a facilitator indicates that their issue is a parking 
lot issue. Parking lots actually infer an unstated contract between the facilita-
tor and the participant.

Credible and Approachable 
Voice Patterns
Another important micro-skill eluci-
dated by Michael Grinder is the use 
of voice patterns to convey important 
messages. These voice patterns are ac-
companied by specific body patterns.

the CreDiBle voiCe PAttern

The credible voice pattern is one in 
which the tone and body positions 
convey to the listeners that the pre-
senter is both credible and that the 
message is serious and important. In 
this instance the voice pattern is:

• Fairly monotone.

• Spoken in short and declarative sentences.

• With intonation that drops down at the end of each sentence. It is 
like putting a period or exclamation point at the end of each key 
message.

Accompanying the voice pattern are specific body patterns. These would be 
somewhat different in scale if standing rather than sitting, but they include:

• Rigid body in terms of the hips, knees, back and head. The body is 
symmetrical in alignment.

• Generally the arms are held close to the body and hand movements 
are often constrained and often frozen. Palms are down rather than 
up.

• Smiling is rarely used or is used strategically to break the intensity 
of the overall delivery.

The credible voice pattern is very important to use when establishing your 
credibility as either a presenter or facilitator. This is often important when 
first engaging with a group that lacks confidence in being able to do difficult 
interpersonal work. This is often a group that is at the “I” stage of develop-

Christopher Halloran / Shutterstock.com
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ment. Such groups look for safety and often look to the facilitator to provide 
such safety. This can be conveyed to a group in both the content of the intro-
duction as well as through the voice pattern.  

the APProAChABle voiCe PAttern

The approachable voice pattern is used to build relationships, permission, and 
when working toward solutions. In these cases the voice pattern is:

• Sing-song – shifts in tonality.

• With sentences that tend to be much longer.

• With intonation that ends on an up note (open-ended).

Accompanying this voice pattern are fairly specific body patterns that are dif-
ferent from the patterns of the credible 
voice pattern. These tend to be:

• Flexible body in terms of the 
hips, knees, back and head. The 
body is asymmetrical in alignment 
and the body motions are more 
frequent and fluid. The head is 
often slightly forward and bent to 
the side and bobbing as the voice 
pattern changes in intonation.

• Generally the arms and hands are 
in motion and often away from 
the body with the palms in a more 
upward fashion.  

• Smiling is often used.

The approachable voice pattern is more frequently employed by a facilita-
tor to convey friendliness, connection and openness. It is also used to work 
toward solutions. It is important to realize that there is a time and place for 
both of the patterns in the facilitator’s repertoire. The decision of when to use 
which pattern has to do with the dynamics of the group and the desired expe-
riential outcomes. Both patterns, if used appropriately, will build permission. 

Trevor Goodwin / Shutterstock.com
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chapter 4

Conversation Processes

The following information covers an array of processes that are used for gen-
eral conversations. These can also be used as process steps in larger planning 
processes that will be discussed later in the book.

Rational and Experiential Outcomes
The most important and overriding principle in diagnosis, design and facilita-
tion is to know your outcomes. Ideally, the specific outcomes associated with 
a component of work are connected to the overall outcomes for the business 
unit and whole organization. Many people start at the level of strategy rather 
than outcome. Ideally, strategies should arise out of a deep understanding of 
the current dynamics and desired future state. 

Realizing that the majority of work we do in organizations is with and through 
people, it is important to recognize that there are two broad types of out-
comes: rational and experiential.

Rational outcomes are the ones we are most familiar with. They relate to the 
actual content of the work and the tasks associated with the work. They can 
generally be measured, tracked over time and checked off “to do” lists. Things 
like plans, projects, specific measurable objectives and deliverables all fall into 
the area of rational outcomes. 

Often of more lasting importance are the experiential or social outcomes. 
These outcomes relate to the types of experiences you want people and 
teams to have as they engage in the rational work.

eXAMPleS oF eXPerientiAl outCoMeS Are:

• Safety to express opinions in a group or team.

• Building of trust.

• Creating connections between people.

• Providing the experiences of commonality or universality in groups 
of people working together.

• Creating a sense of being part of a winning team.

• Building understanding or commitment. 
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These types of outcomes are far more intangible, difficult to measure directly, 
and hard to check off “to do” lists. And yet, they are often the most critical 
outcomes in terms of creating long-term success for individuals, groups and 
organizations. Achieving the experiential outcomes allows for more creative 
and sustainable rational outcomes. In the parlance of “the green line,” the 
rational outcomes are “above the green line” and the experiential outcomes 
are “below the green line.”

SoMe eXAMPleS oF queStionS thAt helP ClAriFy outCoMeS 
inCluDe:

• What is really important that needs to get accomplished through 
this work?

• What is it that you would like to create through this team or organi-
zation?

• What is essential that would happen through this team or meeting?

• What is it that needs to be achieved or created that only this team 
can accomplish?

• By the end of this project, what would be your most important 
evidence of your success?

• What would you hope people would say about what was achieved 
through this meeting when they are standing in the parking lot 
afterwards?

• What is the one most important outcome that needs to be achieved 
through this work, and why?

Developing Well-Formed Outcomes
In addition to knowing your desired outcomes it is also important to deter-
mine whether the outcomes are well-formed, meaning that the outcomes 
are powerful, possible, and within the control of the individual or group to 
achieve. This model comes out of the work of Neurolinguistic Programming. 
To be well formed, outcomes must positively meet all the following condi-
tions:

• Is the outcome possible to achieve?

• Is it stated in the positive?

• Can it be initiated and sustained by you or the group of people tak-
ing on the outcome? 

• Is it behaviorally-specific, i.e. what will you see/hear/feel when you 
achieve it?

• Is it congruent with your beliefs and values? Is it congruent with 
others’ beliefs and values?

• Given what it will take to achieve, is it worth doing? 

In many cases, an individual or a group approaching a conversation or plan-
ning process has either a stated or unstated outcome that doesn’t match one 
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Conversation Process: Discussion Method
The Discussion Method was developed by the Institute of Cultural Affairs, 
an organization that works with diverse communities all over the world. The 
method is intended to move a group through the stages of team development 
– I, We, and Task stages, in a 20-minute period of time by using a specific tem-
plate of sequential questions (see page 15). 

Generally, the method is intended to break ground for a group and open up 
the range of issues to explore in deeper conversations. If the topic is very fo-
cused and specific, it can be used to develop understanding and move a group 
to agreement and action.  

One of the keys to the effectiveness and power of this process is that it is 
designed to build shared understanding rather than agreement. It is criti-
cal for the facilitator to make this outcome and distinction clear and explicit 
in preparing a group for the conversation. Any agreements or actions are 
then based on the common understandings and common ground developed 
through the conversation. This paradoxically often results in resolving differ-
ences and conflicts.

Interpretive DecisionalObjective

Experiential Objective Rational Objective

Reflective

OPENING CLOSING

Discussion Method Overview
The Discussion Method

Developed by the Institute of 

Cultural Affairs, an organization 

that works with diverse 

communities all over the world. 

This method is intended to 

move a group through team 

development. The I, We, and Task 

stages in a 20-minute period of 

time by using a specific template 

of sequential questions.

www.ica-usa.org 

or more of these conditions. If this is the case, it is unlikely that the group will 
be successful. Internal dynamics or cultural dynamics will get in the way and 
circumvent successful implementation. 

When walking a client through the well-formed questions, if a “no” is reached 
to any of the questions, the outcome is not well-formed or framed. In this 
case, the facilitator’s role is to work with the group to help shift the outcomes 
so that they are well-formed prior to engaging in the formal conversation. Of-
ten shifting the outcomes changes the entire nature of the conversation and 
the actual work to be done.
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in DeSigning queStionS For A FoCuSeD DiSCuSSion, the queStionS 
Are SequenCeD in the Following MAnner:

• Objective QuestiOn: A question that asks for simple information 
and allows everyone in the group to speak.  Often the largest barri-
er for an introverted person in participating in a group is “showing 
up” in the group by voicing their first comment. This first question 
in the Discussion Method is designed so that anyone can answer 
the question and thus “show up.” In this method everyone answers 
the first question. The question is often in the form of, “What stood 
out to you from the presentation, handout information, quote or 
graphic?

• Reflective QuestiOn: This question asks for feelings that mem-
bers of the group have around the topic area. The idea is to create 
a safe space for people to let each other know about underlying 
feelings, values and issues. The question is often in the form of, 
“Given this topic, what feelings do you have about this issue rela-
tive to our team, organization, your relationships, etc.?” It is great 
to hear responses from as many people in the group as possible; 
however it is not necessary for everyone to answer this second 
question. This second question is designed to address the experi-
ential or social outcome of the process.

Many years ago I was part of a community planning process in Brooktrails, California. The purpose of the overall process 

was to develop a new community plan. The Brooktrails community was made up of a large number of absentee owners and a 

smaller percentage of full-time resident owners. 

The developers in the community wanted to continue to function in ways that supported continued property speculation. The 

resident owners were more focused on developing a true community.  As part of the overall process a community meeting 

was structured to develop a community vision. The developers bussed five hundred absentee landowners up from the Bay 

Area in an attempt to represent the developers perspectives.  Approximately one-thousand people attended the session 

and the meeting was held in the corporation yard.  As part of this meeting we convened over fifty small discussion groups 

of up to twenty people each, using the Discussion Method. 

The purpose of the Discussion Method was to build shared 

understanding about the needs and concerns of all owners. 

The groups were made up of equal numbers of resident and 

non-resident owners. Each group had a facilitator to assist 

in the conversation. The outputs from each of the fifty groups 

were some common ground values for the development of the 

community. Much to the disappointment of the developers, the 

conversation actually created a mutual understanding about 

the values that all owners shared. This then resulted in the 

beginning of a collaboration between all owners.

STory: A New Community Plan
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• inteRpRetive QuestiOn: This question asks each member for 
their specific opinions, ideas and recommendations relative to the 
topic. This is intended to give each person an opportunity to “get 
their two cents in,” and then lets them consider the ideas of others. 
The question is often in the form of, “What specific ideas, reac-
tions, opinions, and solutions do you have around this issue in our 
organization, community, team, etc.?” Anyone and everyone can 
respond to this third question. This question is designed to address 
the rational outcome.

• DecisiOnal QuestiOn: This question is designed to build common 
ground and move a group either to next steps or to action. The 
question is often in the form of, “Given all of the ideas and recom-
mendations, which ideas seemed to have the greatest energy and 
interest for the whole group?” 

Rational Outcome
This is very effective for developing a shared understanding of an 
issue or direction prior to more detailed planning conversations.

Experiential Outcome
The Discussion Method creates a sense of shared focus and helps 
to find the common ground for a group or team.

Tips and
Reminders

Process Tips & Reminders
This process is useful for initial exploration of an issue. It 
is not as effective to dig deeply into issues, and is often best used 
to begin an exploration. More effective processes exist to probe 
more deeply or to develop full actions plans.

It can be used in very large groups as an input into other 
processes. For example, it can be used to create more focused 
brainstorming ideas that feed into the workshop method or other 
planning processes. In this way it is used to narrow down the list 
of possibilities from many to a few that can then be probed more 
deeply through further process.

The process can be used with minimal directions. It is good 
to use with large groups where you don’t have access to a pool of 
trained facilitators. This is a frequent occurrence in large organiza-
tions or school systems. Because the template is so straightfor-
ward, a group of novice facilitators can be provided with a short 

THE DISCUSSION  METHOD
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Objective 
“What?”

Reflective 
“Gut”

inteRpRetive 
“So What?”

DecisiOnal 
“Now What?”

What words or 
phrases or ideas 

stood out for you?

What was your 
response or 
reaction?

What are the 
implications of this 

issue for you and our 
team, and why?

What seems to be 
the lessons about 

this topic?

What parts of the 
conversation stood 

out to you?
What surprised you? What insights were 

triggered for you?

What additional 
questions does this 

raise?

What did you see 
or hear that was of 
particular interest 

to you?

What excited you? 
What frustrated you? 

What’s missing for 
you?

What is the 
significance of this 

issue?

What are our shared 
recommendations 
emerging from this 

conversation?

What data or 
facts caught your 

attention?

What feelings did 
you experience?

What are the key 
themes?

What do we need to 
explore further?

What one thing stood 
out to you from the 

presentation as 
being important?

How did you feel 
when...?

What might be the 
impact of this on our 

work?

What could we do 
differently in the 

future?

What one insight 
emerged for you from 

the presentation?

What is your 
confidence level 

about the success 
for this effort?

What do you believe 
are the most 

strategic steps we 
can take regarding 

this issue?

What do we agree 
are the shared 

changes or 
directions for moving 

forward?

What one insight 
emerged for you 

from the community 
feedback?

What associations 
came to mind?

What are the key 
issues?

What first steps can 
we take?

briefing so that a large group of people can be divided into smaller 
conversation groups, each following a similar process.

When designing the questions, start with the rational 
outcome. This is an Interpretive Question. Next, design an expe-
riential, or Reflective Question. When asking the questions with 
a group, always follow the template order – Objective, Reflective, 
Interpretive and Decisional.

It’s okay to ask two Interpretive Questions. Sometimes it is 
important to ask a group two interpretive questions in sequence in 
order to achieve the rational outcome. 

Focused Discussion: Sample Questions
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Conversation Process: Appreciative Inquiry
Appreciative Inquiry focuses on the positive that already exists in a team, 
organization or community. It invites people to discuss what is working in 
the system, to envision a future that builds on that success, to look at all the 
structures and procedures that would support such a future, and to develop a 
way forward.

DreamDestiny

Design

Discovery

Appreciative Inquiry was developed by David Cooperrider and his colleagues 
at Case Western Reserve University (Cooperrider et al., 2000). They became 
increasingly dissatisfied with the poor success rate of the organizational 
change processes prevalent in the 1980’s. They began to challenge people to 
ask “which is the better question.”

What aRe the pROblems? – Leads us to a problem-centered 
approach that focuses on solving problems that are part of the past.

–or–

What WORks aROunD heRe? – Leads us to a creative approach 
based on past successes and generates discussion that is hopefully 
future-oriented.

Cooperrider and his colleagues observed that people became enthusiastic 
about their work and their organization when an appreciative approach was 
adopted.  Change was no longer a fearful threat; it was an opportunity to 
build on earlier successes.

Appreciative Inquiry is a philosophy as well as a process that is based on the 
premise that we create our world and we therefore need to consciously set 
about creating the sort of world – and organizations – that we want. Appre-
ciative Inquiry is also grounded in the theory that humans generate meaning 
through shared experiences and conversation. 

More and more science is coming around to support the premise that our 
thoughts are the organizing principle in coalescing energy into form (matter). 
This is by no means a new philosophy or premise. Many of the world’s major 

Appreciative Inquiry

Appreciative Inquiry does not 

deny the existence of problems; 

rather, it invites people to inquire 

about and share the experiences 

they value and have learned 

from, and to use this knowledge 

to shape a future together.

http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/
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spiritual approaches have long held that what we focus on becomes our reality.

Appreciative Inquiry does not deny the existence of problems; rather, it 
invites people to inquire about and share the experiences they value and have 
learned from and to use this knowledge to shape a future together.

Appreciative Inquiry assists us in appreciating each other’s worlds. It is about 
a cooperative search for the best in people, their organizations, and the rel-
evant world around us.  In its broadest focus, it involves systematic discovery 
of what gives life (and thus constructive sustainable energy) to individuals 
and organizations.

the ASSuMPtionS unDerPinning APPreCiAtive inquiry Are:

• Focus on what works.

• What we focus on is what we see.

• Reality shifts constantly.

• How you ask a question influences the answer.

• Make sure that you take with you the best of your past.

• Create a preferred future through ongoing conversations.

• Language creates our reality.

the ruleS oF engAgeMent in the ProCeSS 
oF APPreCiAtive inquiry

1. appReciate. Value, acknowledge and respect both your own work 
contribution and the worth and contribution of other people in the 
process.  

2. apply. Whatever you are working on needs to be applied.  Meaning 
and action are intertwined. 

3. pROvOke. People are encouraged to explore new ways of thinking 
by asking questions of others and themselves to discover passions, 
hopes and creative ways to proceed.  

4. cOllabORate. We choose to believe that working together is better 
than working alone in organizational change.  We see ourselves in 
the process as interdependent, providing diverse contributions and 
ultimately sharing a fate. The participants in change are central to 
the change process.

Albert Einstein stated that, “No problem can be solved by the same con-
sciousness that created it.” Diversity, ambiguities and contradictions are 
crucial data for finding and managing new solutions. Simply collaborating with 
the “usual suspects” will not guarantee new perspectives or new solutions.

Every organization has many things that work and that should be appreciated 
and built upon in creating the desired future. In addition, as soon as we ask, 
“What’s working around here?” our language changes, our images of what’s 
possible changes, and we generate meaning together as well as new possibili-
ties for the future.

“We are not in the world, the 

world is inside of us.” 
- Sri Gary Olsen

“Whatever kind of seed is 

sown in a field, prepared in 

due season, a plant of that 

same kind, marked with the 

peculiar qualities of the seed, 

springs up in it.”
-Guru Nanak
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Because reality is continually re-created moment to moment and there are 
multiple realities, it is important to engage people in conversation to build 
a shared reality. It is also important to continually revisit how people are 
constructing their reality, as that too changes. As we discussed in the sustain-
ability section, shifting our mindset is essential to fundamentally shifting how 
we operate. 

During conversations, the very act of asking questions influences the direc-
tion taken.  We need to think carefully about the questions we ask, as the very 
act of asking starts a process of attention. 

One aspect of change that can cause anxiety and apprehension is the lack of 
stability or predictability. By carrying forward the positive parts of our past, 
people feel honored and feel as though there is a predictable base on which to 
build their new shared future. 

Appreciative Inquiry can be used as a structured sequence 

of questions and it can also be used as an overall 

philosophical approach.  A few years ago I was working 

with my colleagues Tim Dalmau and Jill Tideman in Santa 

Cruz County. The client was a secondary manufacturing 

firm based in the western United States. We were going to 

work with this group for about twelve days in three four-day 

sessions. Our focus was on building leadership skills and 

working on some of the leadership team dynamics. 

The Santa Cruz meeting was the second of four sessions. 

We had a very productive four days. However, at the very 

end of the fourth day, one of the participants brought up 

a very serious matter. It was devastating to the group – it 

was like someone punched everyone in the stomach. It 

had the potential to destroy all the goodwill that had been 

established over the four days. Normally this would have 

been a real opportunity to go deep into an issue and create 

a breakthrough for a team, but we literally had forty-five 

minutes left before people had to catch planes to various 

destinations across the country. 

The group contained about forty-five people and we were 

all sitting around in a big circle. Tim looked to me and I 

looked to Tim, wondering what to do. What we did was to 

acknowledge the dilemma, voice the concern that people 

felt that we had taken a giant leap backwards, and then 

we posed an appreciative question to the whole group. 

The question was something like, “Recognizing what 

just happened and all the very positive things that have 

happened over these four days, what words of appreciation 

and encouragement would you like to share with each other 

as we end this session together?” 

You might have anticipated that people would have thought 

that this was glossing over the dilemma, but in reality 

people were thrilled to express and hear all of the positive 

intentions that people actual held for each other and the 

work of the team. It was an absolute game-changer. People 

left feeling positive and assured that we would continue the 

work and resolve the dilemma.

STory: An Absolute Game-Changer
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Rational Outcome
The process can be used at almost every point of the Process En-
neagram (see p. 57). However, when the focus is building on the 
positive as a single step, it is most effective at the level of inten-
tions, principles, relationships and deep learning. 

Experiential Outcome
This process almost always creates a sense of positive focus for a 
team. It is especially important to use an appreciative approach 
when a team has a pattern of focusing on the negative and feels 
itself to be a victim. 

Tips and
Reminders

Process Tips & Reminders
When using this with a team stuck in a negative frame, 
it is important to continually reframe the comments 
of the group. Ask reframing questions to surface the hidden 
positive experiences within a team. It tends to be a difficult but 
essential process for such groups. 

Appreciative listening and story telling in the process 
will inform ideas and possibilities for action. This will 
move a team and organization forward. Personal stories create a 
much more compelling experience and build relationship in the 
team by exposing commonalities in life experience.

An appreciative approach will only work if the facili-
tator keeps the conversation focused on appreciative 
questions and responses. One of the most common mistakes 
by a facilitator in any conversation, but especially when using 
an appreciative approach, is to allow the conversation to veer 
off into the negative or off the questioning sequence. Facilita-
tion often needs to be an active process, not just one of posing a 
question and charting responses.  

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY



Discover
What gives life to an organization? 

What is happening when the organization is at its best? 
What are the enabling conditions?

Dream What might be? What is the world calling the  
organization to be? How do we want it to be?

Design How can we create our preferred future as articulated  
by the whole organization?

Destiny 
How can we continue to learn, adjust and innovate?

How will we measure our progress and success?  
How will we hold ourselves accountable?
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As a philosophical approach, the 4-D Cycle can inform our facilitation style in 
the way we frame our questions, the beliefs that we hold about what gives life 
to organizations, and what sustains organizational change efforts. 

Conversation Process: Fishbowl Process
This process is designed so that a small group 
of people from a much larger team can have 
a focused conversation as stewards for the 
whole team. The structure itself can allow the 
whole team to become directly involved in the 
Fishbowl conversation through what is called 
an “empty chair.”

The facilitator invites participants to self-se-
lect into the Fishbowl based on their passion 
and expertise on the chosen conversation 
topic.

People can also be selected as stewards from multiple small group conversa-
tions that lead into the Fishbowl conversation. The Fishbowl is located in the 
center of the meeting space with all other team members surrounding the 
inner circle.

Section 2: Facilitator Skills and Conversation Processes

Appreciative Inquiry Method Using the 4-D Cycle
The 4-D cycle can be used as 
a template for the design of a 
workshop, or it can be used as 
a macro-template in combina-
tion with a number of processes 
as an approach to planning and 
implementing organizational 
change. The 4-D cycle is one 
way to use Appreciative Inquiry 
in organizational change work.

DreamDestiny

Design

Discovery

The Fishbowl Process

This process is designed so 

that a small group of people 

from a much larger team can 

have a focused conversation as 

stewards for the whole team. 
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ruleS oF engAgeMent:

• Participants are encouraged to build upon the ideas of others in 
response to the facilitator’s questions.

• Participants surrounding the Fishbowl have the role of being active 
listeners and, at times, recorders.

• Everyone in the Fishbowl is provided an equal opportunity to con-
tribute to the conversation.

• When using the empty chair, participants from the larger group 
can individually contribute to the Fishbowl conversation when it 
is opened to input by the facilitator. The person taking the empty 
chair is encouraged to “speak to the unspoken,” to provoke the 
group to deeper thinking, or to add what is missing in the conver-
sation.

• The empty chair participant speaks and then exits the Fishbowl. 
Fishbowl participants can respond to the empty chair input or 
choose to ignore the input without being considered disrespectful. 

Rational Outcome
This process structure has a number of possible rational outcomes 
depending on how it is used. It can be used to connect and inte-
grate the ideas from multiple small groups; it can be used to iden-
tify the big issues across a large group that can then be further 
developed through small groups; it can be used to explore any 
large group issue by using a small group to focus the conversation;  
or it can be used to facilitate an entire planning conversation using 
a small group in the presence of a large group.

Experiential Outcome
This process provides transparency and allows all members of a 
large group to feel a part of a conversation. It can also allow a large 
group to feel hopeful, and complex issues can be explored in an 
efficient and effective way.

CONVERSATION PROCESSES
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Process Tips & Reminders
This is an excellent process when working in a group of 
30 or more. It allows a whole group to get aligned around an issue 
and to identify sub-topics that can be delegated to small conversa-
tions groups. It is often best used when going from current state 
through intentions, principles and tensions. Strategies can then be 
done in sub-groups. 

Tips and
Reminders

The Fishbowl Process is a facilitation structure that allows 

a large community to engage in a conversation together in 

a completely transparent manner. The California Services 

for Technical Assistant and Training (CalSTAT) is a special 

project of the California Department of Education, Special 

Education Division, now located at the Napa County Office 

of Education. 

Sharon Keating and I had the true honor of being affiliated 

with this project as co-designers and facilitators for their 

statewide learning community conferences for many years. 

The conferences brought together model school sites 

across California with aspiring school sites in a venue where 

people could truly learn from one another. As part of those 

sessions we traditionally used the Fishbowl structure to 

engage in critical conversations as a whole educational 

community. In some years we shared key insights, in other 

years we used the structure to share consistent input to the 

State of California and at other times to plan next steps as 

a learning community. The community size varied from 150 

up to 400 people. The format allowed everyone to be in the 

conversation and learn together. 

www.calstat.org

STory: Department of Education in the Fishbowl

CONVERSATION PROCESS
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chapter 5

Planning Processes

This chapter presents a few of the most useful planning processes that are 
presented in the Facilitation Skills for Chaotic Times development program. 
The distinction here is that these processes are used to develop a full plan 
that includes goals, principles, restraining patterns, strategic approaches and 
action plans. Chapter 4 reviewed conversation processes that are intended 
for either single conversations or processes that might be used in series to 
ultimately achieve a full plan.

Chapter 4 processes tend to be for shorter-term outcomes and smaller chunks 
of work, and the processes in this chapter are longer-term and larger chunks 
of work. In this chapter we will examine four processes: the Process Ennea-
gram, Imaginization, Mental Models and the Workshop Method. 

The Process Enneagram

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

The Process Enneagram is one of the most comprehensive and useful plan-
ning process tools. It is an ancient model of how energy flows through living 
systems. Richard Knowles has spent considerable time in translating the 
ancient model into the form that is being used in this manual. The reader is 
referred to his book, The Leadership Dance – Pathways to Extraordinary 
Organizational Effectiveness for a more detailed review of the model and its 
applications. 

www.rnknowlesassociates.com

The Process Enneagram

The Process Enneagram is one 

of the most comprehensive 

and useful planning process 

tools. It is an ancient model of 

how energy flows through living 

systems. 

The three points of the triangle, 

current identity, relationships 

and information, are like three 

legs of a stool. They totally 

support the other six points as 

indicated in the diagram.

RELATIONSHIPS

INFORM
ATION

IDENTITY
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The beauty and power of the model is that it is both a framework for a way 
of thinking as a change agent as well as a process tool for actually facilitat-
ing powerful conversations. It can be used to understand the current state 
and deep patterns of a system, as a diagnostic tool, as a planning tool and as 
a guide in designing a facilitative intervention. It is also flexible enough to 
be used for personal internal reflection, coaching individuals, group conver-
sations and for understanding, designing and planning large-scale change 
efforts. 

Enneagram is a Greek word meaning nine-pointed diagram. In our applica-
tions it can be viewed as nine areas of inquiry, perspective and conversation. 

• cuRRent iDentity. Our current sense of purpose and meaning – 
the area of focus that unleashes our passion and commitment.

• RelatiOnships. Description of the nature of relationships that we 
value with individuals, groups and in and across organizations as a 
whole.

• infORmatiOn. Our understandings about the importance of infor-
mation and our beliefs about the relationship of information to indi-
vidual and organizational effectiveness.

• intentiOns. What is it that we want to create and achieve with 
people, within our areas of responsibility and the organization as a 
whole?

• pRinciples Of pRactice. Ways we consistently behave that model 
our beliefs and our intentions within the organization.

• tensiOns. The existing dilemmas, contradictions and behavioral 
patterns that are currently keeping individuals, teams and the 
organization as a whole from realizing the desired intentions.

• stRuctuRes, stRategies anD appROaches. These are the cre-
ative strategies that model our principles of practice, resolve the 
tensions, and thus move systems toward our intentions.

• the WORk. This is a description of the action steps associated with 
each of the key strategies.

• Deep leaRning. This describes a process of ongoing reflection in 
which individuals, groups and organizations can learn what is work-
ing relative to their outcomes and make course corrections based 
on the learning. 

“The unleashed power of the 

atom has changed everything, 

save our modes of thinking, 

and we thus drift toward 

unparalleled catastrophe.”
-Albert Einstein
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The Process Enneagram - A Short Course

The Process Enneagram can seem to be a bit difficult to grasp the first time 
through. Most people ask, “Why can’t you simply make it into a linear model 
rather than the convoluted model with all the arrows?” The simple explana-
tion is that the model helps you understand the unique relationships and 
influences between each point on the enneagram and all the other points. 
However, understanding these relationships and influences is not essential 
when first learning the model.

For this reason, this short course has been developed as a starting point for 
understanding the power of the process enneagram. There are a couple of 
pre-requisites prior to introducing the course. The first involves an under-
standing of the importance of rational and experiential outcomes (see p. 44). 
The second is that the group should be well versed in the six-circle model 
(see p. 2). It is important to clearly understand the distinctions between 
“above and below the green line”, but particularly “below the green line”. 

In this short course approach, we will use an actual work example to walk 
through the sequence. This is done to demonstrate that the enneagram se-
quence is completely logical and simple.

In a recent training program, six people out of forty-two participants came 
from five different health clinics from across a region in California. They came 
to the program with the desire to develop a plan and process that would al-
low them to merge the five separate clinics into one organization that would 
provide coverage and access to care for all residents of the county.

Imagine that you are a consultant team and are tasked to develop a sequential 
approach for assisting this client group in achieving their desired outcome. 
Let’s walk through my questions to you as the consultant team, your possible 
answers to my questions, and the relationship of this inquiry to the process 
enneagram.

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation



Question to Consultants Consultant’s Response Process Enneagram Step
Given that we know almost nothing 
about our client, what is the first step 
we should take?

We should learn about what is currently 
in place and what has been done before 
they called us.

Current Identity – Current State

So once we know all we need to know 
about the current state of our client, 
what do we then need to know?

We need to understand the client’s 
rational and experiential outcomes and 
make sure that they make sense (well – 
formed outcomes).

Intentions

So if we know about what is in place, 
what’s missing, and what the client 
wishes to achieve, what do we do 
next?

Well, we have two choices. The first is to 
understand what challenges the client 
group has in achieving its outcomes. The 
other choice is to understand the “below 
the green line” dynamics in the team, 
organizations and community.

Yes – There is actually a choice at this 
point. We could focus on the point 
of Tensions on the enneagram and 
to understand the real restraining 
patterns. Or we could identify the type of 
agreements and design principles that 
need to be in place to achieve the merger. 
This would be the point of Principles on 
the Process Enneagram. Frequently it is 
more helpful to focus on the tensions or 
restraining patterns first because it makes 
the conversation about desired future 
agreements much more real and specific.

So once we go through these two 
steps, we know the current state, the 
desired outcomes, the real tensions 
and the design principles, what do you 
think we are ready to do now?

We are ready to talk about strategies 
and plans.

Yes – there is the point of Strategy/
Approach on the Process Enneagram.

So now we have some powerful broad 
strategies and buckets of key work 
that will be implemented for the 
merger to be successful, what should 
we do next?

Well, we will need to know all the 
detailed steps and actions, and we are 
going to need to have all of this well 
choreographed along a time line with 
dates and responsible parties.

Yes, and we would call this Action 
Planning. On the Process Enneagram we 
call this The Work.

Okay. So we start implementing our 
well-choreographed plan and the real 
world starts responding to our work. As 
planners and consultants what will we 
need to do to stay on top of the plan?

We are going to need to put a process 
in place that continually tracks our 
progress and adjusts the plan as we go.

On the Process Enneagram we call this  
Deep Learning.

Great work. Don’t all these steps 
seem completely logical? Given our 
knowledge about the 6-circle model, 
what else do we need to do?

We will need to build relationships 
and ownership, as well as find ways 
to keep people connected to the work 
through communication and information 
exchange and sharing.

Yes, yes! In fact, we need to build 
relationship, identity and information 
into every one of the previous steps. This 
has to do with the selection of the right 
facilitation process at each step of the 
process.

So this is about Relationships, 
Information and Identity on the Process 
Enneagram.

60 Section 2: Facilitator Skills and Conversation Processes
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You can see that the process enneagram is a completely logical and sequential 
process. At this phase of our journey we will explore the many ways in which 
the enneagram can be used as a conversation tool. In later sections of this 
book we will come back to the process enneagram relative to its application 
as both a diagnostic and a design tool for large system change initiatives. 

Planning Conversation: The Process Enneagram

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

Enneagram is a Greek word meaning nine-pointed diagram. It has surfaced 
many times over many years and is currently most known as a personality 
typology framework. Richard Knowles (Knowles, 2002) is recognized as the 
person who has translated this body of knowledge into a journey map for 
understanding how systems get created, sustained and destroyed over time. 

The process enneagram is a powerful framework for assisting the consultant 
and facilitator in understanding and designing change initiatives and it is also 
the basis for a very powerful conversation process.

There are four major steps associated with using the Process Enneagram as 
the conversation/planning process.

Step 1: Setting the Context
As in any process, it is important to set the context for the conversation that 
will follow. This usually involves reviewing the history of the issue and visually 
demonstrating how the specific issue fits within the broader scope of work of 
the organization. Leaders often forget that most people are focused on their 
part of the system and are not aware of all of the other components of work 
and how they fit with the current issue at hand. 

Step 2: Check-in
Once the context is shared, both verbally and visually, the process enneagram 
is entered through a brief check-in process. The check-in can be focused on 
the issue itself (How do you see the current state of affairs regarding this is-
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sue we have come together to discuss?), or it can be more personal in nature, 
checking in on peoples’ comfort level in discussing the issue (On a scale of 
1-10, how confident do you feel that we can reach some break-through think-
ing and decisions regarding this issue?). 

Step 3: round one of the Process enneagram Conversation
The following are some useful generic questions that might be used as start-
ing points for designing your set of sequential questions around the process 
enneagram. Participant comments are charted on a large enneagram flipchart.

Current StAte

• What is really going on around this issue or in this group?

• How did this issue become the most important issue that we need 
to explore together?

• What are the critical or key aspects that we need to understand 
about the current state of this issue?

• And, if appropriate, what is the group’s history around this issue?

relAtionShiPS / ConneCtionS

• What are relationships like in this group and how functional are 
they at this point in time?

• How do the relationships and connections in the system impact the 
issue at hand?

• What are the key groups and who are the key stakeholders in-
volved in this issue and how do they relate to it, to this group, and 
to each other?

• How would we describe the nature of the connectivity of people 
and programs in our system as it relates to the issue at hand?

inForMAtion

• How is information handled? 

• Do we have the critical information that we will need to address 
the issue at hand?

• How available is the information to us, to key stakeholders and to 
other parts of the business?

• How is information generally used in our system to address critical 
issues? 

intention

• Do we have a shared and explicit understanding about what it is 
that we are trying to achieve around this issue?

• If yes, then what is it? If not, what will we need to do in order to 
get clear on our outcomes for this work?

• Do we understand how this issue is connected to the broader out-
comes in our overall system?

• What might be possible around this issue if we dared to dream?
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PrinCiPleS / StAnDArDS

• What are the actual principles in use that guide actions and deci-
sions around this issue?

• What operational principles or ground rules will we need as we go 
forward that will model our stated intentions, guide our behaviors 
and inform our strategies?

tenSionS AnD iSSueS (reStrAining PAtternS)

• What are the issues, dilemmas, constraints and problems facing us 
around this issue?

• What are the recurring patterns of behavior that lock us into the 
results we are currently experiencing?

• What are the underlying and often unspoken assumptions that 
keep us locked into our current ways of operating?

StrAtegy, StruCture AnD BroAD APProACh 

• What new ways of operating will break our restraining patterns and 
move us toward achieving our desired intentions?

• Are these approaches and strategies significantly different from the 
ways we currently organize and implement our work?

• Will these new strategies, structures or approaches model our 
operating principles? If not, do we need to rethink our strategies or 
our operating principles?

the work

• What specific action steps will we now take in order to implement 
each of our identified approaches and strategies?

• Have we identified accountability mechanisms to track our work 
and learn from our work?

DeeP leArning / SuStAinABility

• How will we continue to learn and grow as a group around this issue?

• What have we learned about ourselves as individuals and as a team 
that will allow us to improve our ability to deliver results?

• When we reflect on the differences between what we planned and 
what actually occurred, what might we learn about our core values 
and operational principles? (This is usually asked after a period of 
implementations).

• Based on an evaluation of our implementation progress and learn-
ing, what modifications do we wish to make to our plan?
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Step 4: reflection and Second Pass through
After going through the first round of the conversation, it is usually helpful 
to give the group a break before continuing. This gives people a little reflec-
tion time for the participants and time for the facilitator to summarize and 
organize the first round of the conversation. Tim Dalmau suggests the follow-
ing format for reviewing round one and gaining further input and reflections 
during round two.

When the group returns, settle them down and ask them if there is anything 
else they would like to add in the form of comments. If so, place these com-
ments in the appropriate place on the enneagram flip chart from round one.

Then, at the appropriate time, stand up, go to the flip chart, and (starting 
with Identity/Current State) start reading the material using a lead-in state-
ment like, “So what we have here is a situation that ...”   String together 
the points you have written on the flip chart under this block of writing into 
prose. This is followed in a similar fashion around the sequence of the ennea-
gram as follows:

Relationships and Connections:  “And when we look at the relationships 
and connections within and without the system we find ....”

Information: “When we look at this system, we find that information in the 
system could be characterized as ....”

Intentions: “Now if we step back a minute, and ask what we might be try-
ing to achieve, we find ....”

Principles: “In order to achieve this intention, it is important to honor to 
these principles/ground rules/standards. 

Tensions: Restraining Patterns ... “But unfortunately, it seems as though 
some of the ground rules we actually live by are unconscious and counter-
productive to our stated intentions such as ....” 

Strategy, Structure and Approach: “Now, in order to achieve these inten-
tion we are going to have to resolve these issues …, And so, it seems as 
though this is the context we need to create … And these are the broad 
strategies we need to follow....”

The Work: “These are the specific things we will need to do soon …”

Second Round of Inquiry:  “When you look at this intention (gesture), and 
these principles-in-use (gesture) are you likely to achieve your intention 
(gesture)?” 

The answer is always no. 

Then say “So, if you want to achieve this intention (gesture), follow these 
espoused principles (gesture) and eliminate these tensions (gesture), what 
other approaches or strategies (gesture) will you need to put in place and 
what extra work (gesture) will need to be done?” 

www.dalmau.com
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The power of the model is related to the honesty of the conversation and 
following the sequence of inquiry. This keeps a conversation focused on 
solutions rather than solving problems. In reviewing the model (following the 
sequence of arrows) you will note that there is a specific sequence and set 
of connections among the nine points. The first set of connections is repre-
sented by the internal triangle – Current Identity, Relationships and Infor-
mation. This is familiar to the reader as the “below the green line” principles 
from the Six Circle Model. The inner triangle is the strength and foundation 
for the other points of the process enneagram. If any one of these three legs 
is weak, it may need to be strengthened through the conversation process. 
It is helpful to note that these three points are also related to experiential 
outcomes. 

The next set of connections begins with Intentions, followed by Principles, 
Tensions, Strategy, Work and then Deep Learning. This is a point of differ-
ence and energy in this model compared to more linear models. You start with 
the state you would like to create in the future (Intention) rather than the 
problem to be “fixed” (Tension). This is a fundamental difference from most 
ways in which people approach achieving their outcomes. 

The process enneagram has a solution orientation that then quickly looks 
at the values and behaviors necessary to model the desired outcome (Prin-
ciples). It is only after examining the desired state and the necessary underly-
ing and unifying values and behavior that the tensions are explored. In this 
approach, tensions are not problems to be fixed but deeper system patterns 
to be understood and embraced before solutions (Structure/Strategy) can 
be identified. Tensions are best thought of as existing challenges, dilemmas, 
paradoxes and patterns that keep the system operating in its present state 
rather than opening up the system for the desired change.

It is by having deep understanding and appreciation of the underlying pat-
terns that new solutions can be explored (Structure/Strategy). From this 
place of new solutions, specific action steps and plans are developed (Work). 
As the work is implemented, an additional power of the model is revealed. 
The Deep Learning point on the process enneagram is a constant place for 
reflection and double loop learning (See sidebar on pg 130). This learning 
provides further insight into the Intentions, and thus the cycle of inquiry 
continues and spirals into the future.

The most common entry points for conversation using the process enneagram 
are at Deep Learning, Current State (Identity) and Intentions, although any 
point can potentially be an entry point depending on the prior work that has 
been accomplished, the dynamics of a group and the desired outcomes.

Using the enneagram as a diagnosis tool with a group is very helpful to 
understand the current state of a group, team or organization. The diagnosis 
conversation is helpful in surfacing misconceptions and conflicts in a group. 

The Power of the 
Enneagram

The power of the Process 

Enneagram is related to the 

honesty of the conversation 

and following the sequence 

of inquiry. This keeps a 

conversation focused on 

solutions rather than solving 

problems.
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when to uSe the ProCeSS enneAgrAM AS the PlAnning 
ConverSAtion tool 

It is important to know when to use the process enneagram as the planning 
conversation tool in addition to using it as a planning framework. The sugges-
tion is to use it when:

• The issue is a complex issue.

• You have a well-formed and highly functional group.

• You have a very experienced facilitator to guide the conversation.

Ralph Stacey (see p. 5) talks about complex issues as being middle ground is-
sues and suggests that these types of issues need different attitudes, perspec-
tives and processes than the bottom left hand corner issues (ordinary man-
agement). Tim Dalmau suggests that you can determine whether you have a 
middle ground issue if it meets one or more of the following conditions:

• The situation is complex.

• The change you seek is complex.

• The outcomes are vague or unclear.

• There are unknown or unpredictable forces at work that can influ-
ence or interfere.

• People’s feelings or reactions are likely to be significantly triggered. 

• You will need to equip, educate or train others to implement and 
sustain a change.

• There are politics involved. 

• Individuals or groups have the potential to feel disenfranchised as a 
result of the change.

Rational Outcome
When used as a conversation process, it achieves a full plan based 
on a deep understanding of the future and the patterns that re-
strain it and model the desired operational principles.  

Experiential Outcome
It creates a much deeper understanding of the inter-connected-
ness of all facets of a system and conversation. It also provides an 
experience of the whole and an appreciation of the need for all 
voices and perspectives in a conversation to arrive at a powerful 
set of sustainable strategies. 

THE PROCESS ENNEAGRAM
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When first learning about the process enneagram many 

people feel intimidated by all the steps and arrows. They 

feel like it would take days to move a group through all 

nine steps and get innovative answers. The story that 

follows is intended to dispel this misconception.

Several years ago Tim and I were working with the 

leadership team of a manufacturing company based in 

the western United States. They had worked with us for 

years and were well versed in process and the process 

enneagram. The team was up against the wall. They 

needed to develop a new approach and solution to their 

painting process used on steel building products. On the 

surface this might appear to be a bottom left hand corner 

issue on the Ralph Stacy model (pg. 5), but it was actually 

very complex. It involved almost every department from 

production, sales, marketing, research, engineering, 

finance and human relations. There were no obvious 

answers that could be implemented within the time 

constraints imposed by the clients.

The team of thirty-five leaders used the opportunity at our 

planning session to explore and plan around this pressing 

need. The team took it upon themselves to plaster a wall 

with chart paper, draw the process enneagram icon in the 

center of the paper and methodically walk themselves 

through the enneagram sequence. In forty-five minutes 

they had completely developed a workable approach 

that met the needs of all the departments and could be 

implemented within a sixty-day time frame.

This could happen primarily because they had the right 

people in the room with the necessary expertise, they 

knew how to utilize the process enneagram and, most 

importantly, they were a very high-functioning team. 

Without these ingredients, they may never have been 

able to reach such a creative solution regardless of the 

process utilized. The process was probably the least 

important of the three variables at play.

STory: Key Ingredients for Prompt, Creative Solutions

Process Tips & Reminders
There are multiple starting points in the enneagram con-
versation. They depend on a thorough diagnosis of the current 
state. Generally the most common starting points are Current 
Identity, Intentions or Deep Learning.  

It is essential to follow the sequence of the process. But 
allow for ideas to surface and be captured that might be out of 
sequence. It can be a messy process to the participants; however, 
the facilitator should always bring the sequence back into focus for 
the team.

The process enneagram is best used as a conversation 
tool with either a high functioning team or with a very seasoned 
facilitator. It is always an incredibly useful internal framework for 
thinking and designing whether it is used as the actual conversa-
tion process or not.

Tips and
Reminders

THE PROCESS ENNEAGRAM
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This process was developed by Gareth Morgan but has been around since the 
first pictographs were drawn in caves. The process is an extremely powerful 
and adaptable process for many different applications. In his book, Imagini-
zation – The Art of Creative Management (1993), Morgan opens with the 
following quote from Albert Einstein:

“Imagination is more 
important than 

knowledge. To raise 
new questions, 

new possibilities, to 
regard old problems 
from a new angle, 
requires creative 
imagination and 

marks real advance 
in science”

The process of imaginization 
is one in which individuals and 
groups of individuals create 
visual images (metaphors) 
that capture the conscious and 
subconscious meanings and as-
sociations we hold about a given 
situation or context. 

Neurolinguistic Programming informs us that meaning is stored in words and 
in visual images. By bringing the visual images (often together with the as-
sociated words) to the surface, we can explore deeper meaning and patterns 
than we can in conversations alone. As Morgan states, “We are often trapped 
by the images we hold of ourselves.” He continues:

“Ideas about organizations are always based on implicit 
images or metaphors that persuade us to see, understand 
and manage situations in a particular way. Metaphors 
create insight. But they also distort. They have strengths. 

But they also have limitations. In creating ways of seeing, 
they create ways of not seeing. There can be no single 

theory or metaphor that gives an all-purpose point of view, 
and there can be no simple ‘correct theory’ for structuring 
everything we do. The challenge facing modern managers 
is to become accomplished in the area of using metaphors 
to find new ways of seeing, understanding and shaping 

their actions.”

Planning Conversation: Imaginization  

www.imaginiz.com
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At its core, the process of imaginization is really very simple. A group of 
people are presented with a specific context (such as describing the current 
state, developing a vision, understanding restraining patterns, identifying a 
pathway to move forward) and the group is challenged to develop a visual 
image that holds the answers, in picture form, to the question, context or 
dilemma being posed. The imaginization process can be used alone, as a pro-
cess tool or as part of a facilitation sequence.

The approach might best be demonstrated by the following example. Sev-
eral years ago I had the opportunity to work with a college leadership team. 
The team was struggling for a sense of purpose, focus and direction. I came 
to work with the leadership team for an initial two-day conversation and 
planning process. The group consisted of approximately forty managers. My 
outcomes first involved developing some sense of safety and comfort to allow 
for open participation and sharing difficult feedback among one another, as 
well as identifying a few critical areas of common focus for the leadership 
team. After some initial introductory framing and comments by the college 
president, we used the imaginization process. The group was given the fol-
lowing directions:

• Break into teams of six people. Each group represents a cross sec-
tion of the organization.

• Share your most passionate potential outcome for the organization. 
We are not looking for agreement at this time.

•  Then talk about the existing structures, strategies and patterns 
that might be hindering the ability of leadership in moving the 
organization toward the desired outcomes.

• Identify the most common restraining patterns based on prior con-
versations.

• Based on these commonalities, develop a visual image that cap-
tures the patterns that most hinder the effectiveness of the leader-
ship team. The visual image should also hold the interconnections 
and relationships between the patterns.

• At the conclusion of the exercise, each small group will share their 
visual images with the others.

After reviewing the directions, everyone in the group groaned. They said, 
“Why are we doing this when we have real work to do?” or, “How do you 
expect us to do this when we are not artists?” With some encouragement the 
groups all went off and started their conversations. Within five minutes they 
were deeply involved in conversation. Within twenty minutes they were all 
drawing pictures and laughing as they went.
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The most significant 
visual image surfaced 
from the group that 
contained the presi-
dent of the college. He 
participated equally, 
laughing and being as 
engaged as anyone. 
The image was that of 

the Titanic. The image had many deck chairs all neatly ordered with the man-
agement team down in the holds of the ship blindly rowing the ship forward 
directly into the path of the iceberg. There were sharks in the water waiting 
for the disaster to happen, and the captain of the ship (college president) was 
in his stateroom. Nobody was at the helm.

The other images were all different, 
and yet all contained the same mes-
sages about the president, about the 
role of managers, and about the disas-
ters waiting to happen. The exercise 
was very sobering and immediately 
focused the work of the leadership 
team for the duration of the two days.

The picture on the left was developed 
by a school district leadership team 
during one of the training programs. 
Their purpose was to describe how to 

develop an educational leader inside a system that is constrained by history, 
bureaucracy and the multitude of state and federal requirements. This was 
a very simple and yet clever picture in which they indicated that the leader-
ship attributes are already within the people and the system. They indicated 
that what needed to happen was that the rigidity of the system needed to be 
chipped away and this would allow people to be far more creative and respon-
sive in their abilities to lead the system forward.  

The picture on the right was developed by a group of site and district leaders 
from the Vancouver Public School system. They were tasked to discuss and 
visually depict the current dilemmas 
in bringing the school sites together 
with the district leadership teams. 
They identified that communication, 
transparency, and responsiveness 
would bridge the current credibility 
gaps between these two parts of the 
system.  Today this school district is 
doing some of the most innovative 
work in the country!www.vansd.org
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Rational Outcome
This process can be used to develop a vision, identify restraining 
patterns or as a reflection process in integrating a set of strategies 
into a cohesive plan. 

Experiential Outcome
This process creates new connections and meanings for a group 
and creates a sense of fun and motivation. 

Process Tips & Reminders
The process is always fun, but it is critical that a reflection 
process is included that will draw the deeper meaning from the 
images. If this is not done, you tend to get a set of trees, rainbows, 
schoolhouses or roads with vehicles, and therefore miss the ratio-
nal outcomes. 

It is important to demystify peoples’ art skills. Everyone 
draws, not just the artists. This can best be done by drawing an 
example of an image yourself to model for the group, especially if 
you are not very artistic. 

Keep the selected images that truly resonate with the group, 
and make sure they are engrained into the rest of the work.

Tips and
Reminders

IMAGINIZATION
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Planning Conversation: Mental Models Process 
This process was originally devel-
oped by Chris Argyris and Donald 
Schon and later described in 
Peter Senge’s The Fifth Disci-
pline (1990). When time permits, 
it is the most powerful process 
for challenging and changing the 
underlying mindset that directs 
the ways people operate inside 
a system and that perpetuates a 
specific negative pattern of re-
sults. The process accomplishes 

this by fundamentally questioning the values and assumptions that sit behind 
the current behaviors and strategies within a system or organization. 

For this process to be successful, it is essential that a broad spectrum of 
stakeholders be included in the conversation. In most educational issues this 
means students, parents, teachers, administrators, district staff and commu-
nity organizations. It is the input from these people that challenges the people 
normally tasked to find solutions, and helps them to “see” things differently. 
In the process, participants are asked a series of sequential questions. The 
sequence starts with identifying a negative measurable result. 

The following page is an example of a situation where this Mental Models 
Process was used with a school district to help them examine some of their 
difficult patterns. The focus of the conversation was leadership ineffective-
ness and staff grievances.

The first conversation that is documented in the example started off at the 
bottom right-hand side of the diagram by asking the group the following ques-
tion: 

1. what is the most troubling negative result that the system is 
experiencing relative to staff?

(Negative Events & Result)

This is often the most difficult question for the group to answer. On the right 
hand side, the event or result must be stated as a measurable negative result. 
People tend to provide behaviors rather than negative results.  As an exam-
ple, a leadership team from a school site/district might respond with “apa-
thetic teachers” or “us versus them mentality”, rather than “staff turnover” or 
“increasing D and F rates”.

As can be seen from the diagram on page 73, the negative result chosen by 
the staff was “increase in staff grievances.” From there, the facilitator moved 
the conversation up the right side of the diagram by asking the question:

Section 2: Facilitator Skills and Conversation Processes

Mental Models Process

Mental Models
(Beliefs, Fractals, Paradigms)

Structures

Patterns of Behavior

Events and Results

“No problem can be solved 

from the same level of 

consciousness that created it.”
-Albert Einstein

www.monitor.com

http://www.lifecircles-inc.com/
Learningtheories/constructivism/
constructivism.html



All involved are instructional 
leaders; teachers are competent/
active learners; teachers are 
accountable to all students; all 
opinions are valued; all children 
can learn at high levels; teachers, 
parents, students are vital to 
system success; schools are the 
safe, positive environment in the 
community.

5                             4

Mental Models

Degrees are most important; won’t 
do it unless told; teachers can’t 
do it themselves - must be told; 
teachers are not professionals; the 
system is more important than the 
kids, staff, etc; “not my job - I’m 
not responsible”; problems can be 
solved by programs.

Shared decision making; council/
committees are involved and 
coordinated; informal and formal 
communications systems exist and 
operate; teacher support systems 
- focus on instruction - resources 
and training are available; school-
wide system that accounts for all 
students; fully informed parents 
re: school-based standards; 
interventions from birth to 22; 
realistic and doable school plans.

6                             3 

Structures & Systems

“Silo structures”; constant 
changing of programs; lack of 
clarity of roles and responsibilities; 
chain of command; cumbersome 
approval processes; no shared 
vision; top down decision-making 
structures; politics, paperwork 
compliance; information system 
issues; authoritarian leadership.

Cooperation, sharing and 
collaboration; parents are true 
partners in the school community; 
we make decisions on our 
common ground; we thrive on 
experimentation and learning; 
high visibility of leaders who are 
acknowledging successes.

7                             2 
patterns of Behavior

Defiance; no work = apathy; CYA 
behavior; over-controlling; not 
trying with kids; hostile parents; 
blaming and finger-pointing; 
teacher “posse”; avoidance; 
inconsistency; no commitment.

Improved achievement; better 
morale; kids believing they can 
learn; constant improvements and 
planning; innovation happening; 
retention and recruitment are 
improved; higher self esteem and 
respect; improved compliance.

8                             1 
events & results Increase in grievances being filed

➠
➠

➠
➠

➠
➠

➠  – neW minDSeT – 

    – current minDset –
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2. what behavior patterns do you see that cause the increase 
in staff grievances?

(Patterns of Behavior)

As before, these responses were charted on the right hand side of the dia-
gram. Before proceeding to the next question the facilitator works with the 
group to identify the most important behavior patterns that contributes to the 
increased number of staff grievances. The group was then asked:

3. what structures, strategies, processes or rules are in place in our 
district that result in the behavior patterns we just identified?

(Structure and Systems)

These responses were charted on the right hand side of the diagram adjacent 
to the Structures box. Again, the facilitator assists the group in identifying 
those structures, processes or rules that contribute most to the key behaviors 
that ultimately cause the increase in grievances. As a last step on this side of 
the model (Current State), the question was asked:

4. when the original architects of our organization designed the 
system, what beliefs or assumptions must they have held to    

have designed the current system?

(Mental Models)

It is important at this step to use the statement about original architects 
so that the current group disassociates from any blame, guilt or ownership 
around the conversation that ensues about values, beliefs and assumptions. 
In many cases the group identifies values that they want to keep along with 
values or beliefs that no longer apply to the current needs and outcomes of 
the system. 

At this stage it is important for the facilitator to take a step back with the 
group and discuss the values and their fit to the current state of the system. 
Which values apply, which values no longer apply and why?

After a full conversation on the current values, the conversation moves to the 
left side of the model and the Future State:

5. given our new understanding of our current system, what are the 
appropriate values, beliefs, assumptions and desired outcomes to   

apply to our system now?

(Mental Models)

It is critical that these new values and outcomes truly reflect new perspec-
tives gained from the conversations on the right side. The whole redesign of 
the system is dependent on the identification of the current restraining pat-
terns (right side) and the new consciousness (perspectives) generated at this 
time to get break-through thinking.
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6. given these new values and beliefs, what would be the most 
effective structures, strategies and processes to apply to our   

 new system?

(Future Structures and Systems)

This is often a fairly long and very important conversation. As you might 
guess, a whole session could be devoted to this conversation depending on 
the scope of the issue. This area of inquiry requires very careful question-
ing and prodding by the facilitator to make certain that the group is actually 
coming up with new strategies and not just recycling old failed approaches. 
Moving down the left side, the conversation continues with the following 
question:

7.  given our new values, beliefs and structures, what essential 
agreements are needed to guide our behaviors,     

 decisions and how we design our system?

(Future Operating Principles)

These responses are often new operating principles that will guide how 
people behave to achieve the new values and outcomes. These responses are 
charted on the left side of the visual model. The group is then asked a very 
critical question:

8. As we look 6 months to 1 year in the future and imagine that 
we have implemented these changes, what results would we   

 anticipate as evidence of our success?

(Future Evidence of Success)

From this point, this last question future-paces the group to identify the 
evidence of success in terms of the positive results that will be seen based on 
the changes in principles and new strategies. 

new MinDSet    Current MinDSet

The Chakra Diagram

The selection of the chakra 

diagram may not seem obvious 

at first glance, however it is 

perfect for the Mental Models 

Process. This model depicts 

the various chakras of the 

human body. The lowest chakra 

is the elimination chakra and 

is symbolic of the external 

results generated in the world. 

The green lies around the 

heart chakra, which is involved 

with emotions and the various 

behavioral reactions associated 

with these emotions. Moving 

up the blue area is situated 

in the throat chakra which is 

involved with the intellect which 

is the area where thought is 

translated into structures and 

processes. Finally, the purple 

area is the crown chakra which 

is the creative center where 

assumptions, beliefs and values 

reside.

In the mental models process 

these areas closely correspond 

to the sequence of Results 

(orange), Behavioral Patterns 

(green), Structures and Systems 

(blue) and Mental Models 

(purple). In the diagram the 

male side represents the 

surfacing of the current system 

and the female side represents 

the transformation into the new 

future system.
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The Mental Models Process is often used to identify the 

restraining pattern or patterns that keep an organization 

stuck in its current mode of operation. The process can 

also be used as a planning frame for entire conversations 

and processes. What is unique about this process is that 

it starts from a negative frame. This is very different than 

starting with an appreciative approach.

One powerful example of utilizing this planning approach 

was a time when Tim and I were asked to work with two 

professional service firms in Indonesia. The firms had 

merged on paper two years prior to our work with them, 

but for all intents and purposes they still functioned as two 

separate firms. They even occupied two separate buildings 

across the city from each other.

After extensive pre-conversations and interviews of key 

players over several weeks time, a joint meeting was 

planned for the purpose of bringing about a true merger 

and integration. Feelings of rivalry, bitterness, distrust, 

anger, and at times, hatred were very evident in the first few 

hours of the meeting. 

We utilized the Confidence Line to begin getting the real 

issues on the table and the Life Stories exercise (Journey 

Map) to bring shared experiences to the surface and build 

some relationship connections and compassion. 

From that point on, we utilized the Mental Models Process 

as our core planning frame and planning organizer. We 

posted a giant Mental Models diagram on one whole wall 

of the planning room and methodically went through the 

right and left hand sides of the conversation. The right side 

focused on negative business results. This allowed the 

group to hold an objective frame and minimized negative 

opinions and blame. 

The process of the conversation focused on building deep 

understanding and we held a very tight frame on our 

approach that focused on deep listening. We continually 

taught and forced people into a second position listening 

mode. 

Focusing on listening and building shared understanding, 

we worked our way up the right side to identify the 

unspoken beliefs, assumptions and viewpoints that created 

their negative results. This energized and mobilized the 

whole group to work together to create a new future.

We developed a template for a new merged organization as 

we travelled down the left side of the model. This involved 

the development of new goals, values, structures, operating 

agreements and methodologies for monitoring and 

tracking their plan and success over time. Flushing out and 

implementing these changes took several additional months 

and trips to finally accomplish.

STory: A True Merger
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Rational Outcome
This process is most powerful in identifying the restraining patterns 
in a system. It can also be used to develop a full plan, using a nega-
tive result as the vehicle for inquiry.  

Experiential Outcome
This process creates new insights into what holds systems back and 
builds a sense of responsibility and motivation for making changes 
in a system. It breaks the gridlock in peoples’ perspectives that have 
held the system hostage to the same way of doing business.  

Process Tips & Reminders
It is absolutely essential that all key stakeholders are 
represented in the conversation. This is how the current para-
digm is actually broken. Too often the same people that created or 
perpetuate the current system come together to try and change 
the  system. Not surprisingly, they generate the same patterns and 
results.

It is important to use the exact visual diagram when 
facilitating the conversation. This allows the facilitator to visu-
ally focus the participants on the board (third point) and to keep 
the sequential logic of the process flowing from negative result 
to behaviors causing the negative result; to structures that cause 
the behaviors; and to the underlying beliefs that perpetuate the 
structures. 

The process is long so it should only be used for groups or orga-
nizations that are “stuck” in a repeating pattern of negative results 
and who have no new insights on how to get different results. 

It is sometimes useful to stop the processing at the conclu-
sion of the Current State sequence before proceeding to the 
Future State. This gives people time to reflect on the shared think-
ing and experiences before continuing on to design the new future.

Tips and
Reminders

MENTAL MODELS PROCESS
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Planning Conversation: Workshop Method 
The Workshop 
Method, developed 
by the Institute of 
Cultural Affairs, 
can be used with 
diverse groups and 
for varied purposes. 
The model can suc-
cessfully be used to 
achieve the following 
outcomes:

• Generate, organize and synthesize diverse ideas into a cohesive 
statement or plan.

• Surface seemingly diverse perspectives in a way that identifies 
common themes and directions.

• Build consensus and ownership in large groups.

• Encourage integrated thinking.

• Develop vision statements.

• Identify underlying constraints and patterns.

• Identify strategic directions.

• Synthesize a large group evaluation.

• Develop action and implementation plans.

• Serve as a visual organizer for information.

Like many other processes, the Workshop Method can be used alone or as 
part of a sequence of processes in an overall planning process. The Work-
shop Method is a “nominal group process” – meaning that conversation is 
minimized until the naming and reflection steps. One of the most common 
facilitator errors is to allow conversation throughout the process. If this is a 
desire, a different process should be selected. For this reason, the following 
will provide a generic overview of the process. 

The Workshop Method utilizes a planning board made from a large piece (4 
foot by 10 foot) of Art Craft paper or construction paper that is sprayed with 
an adhesive material (3M Spray Mount seems to work the best) and taped or 
pinned on the wall.  You can also use fabric that can be folded and washed, 
as well as electrostatic film that is now available from certain vendors. These 
sticky surfaces are used to post and arrange ideas on half sheets or 8 1/2 x 11 
paper.

Team members are gathered around the planning board in a semi-circle and 
are led through a series of five sequential steps that culminate in a finished 

Section 2: Facilitator Skills and Conversation Processes

Name
ReflectContext

Brainstorm Organize

Institute of Cultural Affairs

 Rational / Experiential Outcomes

Workshop Method OverviewThe Workshop Method

Like many other processes, the 

Workshop Method can be used 

alone or as part of a sequence 

of processes in an overall 

planning process.

The Workshop Method is a 

“nominal group process,” 

meaning that conversation is 

minimized until the naming and 

reflection steps.

www.ica-usa.org
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product.  The nature of the finished product depends on the specific out-
comes designed for the exercise.  One of the great advantages of the method 
is that the steps are easy enough to follow that anyone with a very brief 
orientation can assist the group through the process.  Reliance on facilitation 
is minimal.  The five sequential steps are:

1. Setting the Context - Setting the Stage

2. Brainstorming - Generating New Ideas

3. Organizing - Forming New Relationships

4. Naming - Discerning the Consensus

5. Reflection - Confirming the Resolve

Generally speaking, the workshop method is very adaptable to specific appli-
cations and to group size.  When used with groups of greater than 15-20, the 
method can be successfully used in stages.  As an example, in working with a 
partnership group of 200 people in Oklahoma, we broke the group of 200 into 
20 groups of approximately 10 people each.  Each small group ran their own 
separate workshop as described below.  The results of all 20 groups were then 
synthesized into a single product by the whole group on a large workshop 
planning board at the front of the meeting room.  

Another successful approach is to have the small groups brainstorm ideas 
specific to the task in their small groups (on large chart pads).  Each group 
is then asked to synthesize their ideas into six to eight key themes.  The key 
themes from each small group are then transferred onto half sheets of 8 1/2 
x11  paper using large marking pens.  All of the small teams then reconvene 
as a whole group around one large planning board.  Each group (armed with 
their six to eight key themes) then participates in the Workshop Method as a 
large group.

Depending on the nature of the task and number of people involved, a work-
shop can take between 1 1/2  to 3 hours to complete.
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Sequential Steps

1. Context - Setting the Stage
Setting the context is extremely important in getting everyone focused on 
the same issue. Many times the context is established through presentation of 
data or providing an overview of interview or survey findings. It is during this 
step that the specific focus of the task is clarified. 

2. Brainstorming – Generating New Ideas 
Generally, a key question is posed to the group by the facilitator to initiate the 
brainstorming session.  The group can develop its own key question.  Some 
examples of possible context-setting questions might include:

• visiOning cOntext: “After three years of working with a highly 
creative and succesful project team, what kinds of changes would 
you see as evidence of success?” 

• iDentifying unDeRlying cOnstRaints cOntext:  “What are the 
most important issues, challenges, barriers or constraints that exist 
in our organization that might impact our ability to achieve our 
goals?”

• stRategic DiRectiOn OR actiOn planning cOntext:  “Given 
what we now know about underlying constraints, what might be 
some of the most strategic actions we could take in order to move 
us towards achieving our vision?” 

Action 1: Focus
During this step, the focus is on each individual generating as many ideas as 
possible in answer to the key question.  

Action 2: Prioritize 
The individual is then asked to prioritize their individual ideas and transfer 
the most important ideas (three to ten) to half sheets of paper.  They are 
asked to write one idea per page using large marking pens. It is important 
that the ideas are not one-word answers (e.g. communication), but rather 
reflect a full thought. This usually requires one, at most two, sentences – not 
just a noun or verb.

Action 3: Clarify
Each individual’s top three to five ideas are collected, read aloud and ran-
domly posted on the planning board.  Once all the ideas are posted, team 
members are given the opportunity to ask questions about the posted ideas in 
order to clarify meaning.  No discussion about the merit of ideas is permitted 
at this stage.

3. Organizing – Forming New Relationships

Action 1: link ideas
In this step, the posted ideas are grouped into categories of like ideas. The 



81CHAPTER 5: Planning Processes

first step is to link ideas that are saying essentially the same thing into pairs 
and then groups. This is the point in the process that requires the greatest 
attention by the facilitator. People generally “over-clump”. By over-clumping 
the process becomes very generalized and the best ideas can be missed. Keep 
the group focused on “ideas that are saying the same thing.”

Action 2: new ideas
Once all the posted ideas are grouped, the facilitator asks group members 
if they have any ideas on their 1/2 slips of paper that did not yet go up on 
the board and are different from those already posted.  These ideas are read 
aloud and placed on the board.

Action 3: Match ideas
The grouping of ideas continues with the rules for grouping relaxed to allow 
matching of similar ideas or clusters.

4. Naming - Discerning the Consensus

Action 1: Develop a naming label
Naming is a two-step process. The first step of naming is to develop a one to 
two-word label for each category. This initial labeling assists people in talking 
about the emerging categories and assures that people move past the two to 
three word label phase on to the more thoughtful naming step.

Action 2: name the Synthesis Statement
The second step of naming tends to be the most challenging step of the entire 
process.  The objective here is for the group to arrive at a synthesis statement 
for each of the organized categories.  It is suggested that the facilitator asks 
the group to come up with a short statement for each category.  The state-
ment should “name” or capture the underlying meaning that the individual 
ideas have as a collective whole. It is as if the individual ideas are descriptions 
of something that is bigger or more fundamental than each idea taken singly.  
It is like the old metaphor of the elephant and its parts.  The ideas taken 
singly might describe the trunk, legs, tusks, etc. The label for the grouping 
would be “Animal Parts” (the first naming step).  The 
“name” for the category (second step of naming) is what 
all of these things are together - its underlying meaning or 
intent – “matriarch elephant leading the herd to safety.” 
Giving an example from a recent visioning session, the 
individual ideas and labeled category looked like this: 

•	 Clean	&	attractive	campus

•	 Flowers	and	plants	everywhere

•	 Clean	walkways

•	 Freshly	painted	buildings

•	 Clean	and	maintained	equipment

•	 Kids	and	staff	gardening	together

Forming New 
Relationships

This is the point in the process 

that requires the greatest 

attention by the facilitator. 

People generally “over-clump”. 

By over-clumping the process 

becomes very generalized and 

the best ideas can be missed. 

Keep the group focused on 

“ideas that are saying the 

same thing.”
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The name eventually discerned from this cluster was:

A clean and attractive campus is essential to fostering a 
place where students and staff want to be & learn.

Action 3: Choose the group
The naming process can be done using the whole group or the task can be 
broken down into smaller groups. Using the whole group builds a greater 
sense of cohesion and consensus. It can also be a lengthy process (a couple 
of hours).  If the large group is broken down into smaller task teams, it is sug-
gested that people self-select into the teams - each team takes one or two cat-
egories to name.  They are then challenged to act as stewards for the entire 
group when developing the group name (second step of naming - synthesis 
statement).  

Reflection - Confirming the Resolve

Action 1: Discussion
During this step, the group discusses the overriding themes across the whole 
of the work and the significance of the results to the team itself. 

Action 2: encompass the insights
The group can then develop a statement that encompasses the insights of 
each of the clusters.  An alternative is to have the group create a visual image 
that reflects the relationships of all the categories. The Imaginization Process 
can be used in this instance (see p. 68).

I have used this process innumerable times with great 

success, with teams from six people up to an entire 

community of 1000 people. One often-overlooked 

application is in personal action planning.

A couple of years ago I needed to spend a couple of days 

with my wife Joyce to assist my dad in moving from his 

home to an assisted care living community. At the time, my 

dad was in the hospital recovering from pneumonia and 

many issues were in motion. We only had a short amount 

of time to accomplish many outcomes dealing with the 

hospital, his house, finding a new place to live, his changing 

insurance needs, changes in his veteran status, and more.

As I was flying down to San Diego from northern California 

my mind  was swamped with all the steps and trying to 

figure out how to fit these steps over two days. I pulled out 

a file folder from my briefcase and I had a packet of small 

sticky notes. I started to quickly fill out the sticky notes, one 

step or action per sticky note. Before I knew it I had about 

thirty-five sticky notes posted all over the open file folder. I 

created a grid on the file folder – the top was divided into 

the days – Thursday, Friday and Saturday morning. The 

vertical column was broken down into two-hour increments. 

Then I arranged all the sticky notes into the grid. Within 

about 15 minutes, from start to finish, I had a complete 

action plan. It worked beautifully and I stopped my 

ruminating and could get on to a more pleasant and 

peaceful focus of attention.

STory: Personal Action Planning
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Rational Outcome
This process can be used to develop a vision or mission, identify 
underlying constraints or tensions, identify key strategies and de-
velop a detailed action plan. It is most useful for strategy develop-
ment and action planning. 

Experiential Outcome
This process invariably creates the experience that a group is 
much more aligned around common desires, perceptions or strate-
gies than was previously perceived by the group.

cOntext 
Setting the 

Stage

bRainstORm 
Generating 
New Ideas

ORganize 
Forming New 
Relationships

name 
Discerning the 

Consensus

Reflect 
Confirm the 

Resolve

1. Present information, 
data, stories to set 
the context.

2. Highlight a focus 
question.

3. Outline process & 
time line.

4. Review the steps.

1. Brainstorm 
individually.

2. Select 3-5 important 
ideas (adjust to size 
of group).

3. Brainstorm as a 
group.

1. Form pairs of close 
matches (4-6).

2. Develop clusters.

1. Quickly give 
each cluster a 
1-2 word label.

2. Talk through a 
cluster - What 
are we saying? 
What is our 
insight?

3. Capture the 
specific 
meaning of the 
cluster - not 
a label but a 
statement.

1. Create design 
to hold the 
integration of 
ideas & themes.

2. Discuss 
significance of 
product.

3. Plan next Steps.

WORKSHOP METHOD
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Process Tips & Reminders
There are three steps that can be “deal breakers.” The first 
is clarity about what gets written on the slips of paper. It should 
be a sentence, not just a noun or verb. The second deal breaker is 
in Organizing. It is imperative that each group of ideas represents 
a single focused idea rather than broad categories. The third deal 
breaker is in Naming. For example, when used in strategy develop-
ment, the Naming process needs to come up with a key strategic 
statement as to what will be done and how it will be done. Again 
this is not naming a category but a specific strategy, vision element 
or restraining pattern. 

The Workshop Method is often used as a way of posting 
ideas from many small groups that might arise through the 
Discussion Method or Appreciative Inquiry Processes. 

The Workshop Method handles most facilitation dynam-
ics. If the facilitator uses the method as designed and taught, the 
process itself will handle the issues of charting, grouping, consen-
sus and facilitation of dominant personality types. Each individual 
does their own charting and the facilitator doesn’t group any idea 
without the consent of the author of the idea. The method itself 
is a nominal group process, meaning that conversation is kept to 
a minimum prior to the second step of the naming process. If the 
facilitator allows for significant conversation prior to this point, the 
process loses its usefulness and purpose. 

Tips and
Reminders

WORKSHOP METHOD
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Planning Process: Four Step Action Planning Process
The Four Step Action Planning Process was developed by the Institute of 
Cultural Affairs. Action Planning can use a combination of steps that include 
the Workshop Method. This process is best employed when the issue at hand 
is both short-term and is of a small chunk size. The strategic direction for an 
entire organization is both long-term and a very large chunk size. Planning 
an offsite retreat or a one-day training session is short-term and small chunk 
size. 

Victory
Circle
Victory
Circle

Challenges

Dilemmas

Paradox

Problems

Four Step Action 
Planning

The Four Step Action Planning 

Process was developed by the 

Institute of Cultural Affairs. Action 

Planning can use a combination 

of steps that include the 

Workshop Method. This process 

is best employed when the issue 

at hand is both short-term and 

is of a small chunk size.

www.ica-usa.org 

Many people get confused by chunk size. When thinking through the pro-
cess enneagram, the plan for an entire organization might be called “mother 
of all enneagrams”. In this high level plan there is a need to generate more 
clarity and specificity around the high-level strategies and approaches. Each 
strategy or approach generated from the “mother of all enneagram” conversa-
tion would have its separate, more detailed plan that would include specific 
outcomes, standards, tensions and action steps. This is the second level in a 
cascade of enneagrams. Frequently the action steps arising out of this sec-
ond level also require greater specificity and necessitate a very specific and 
detailed action plan. This final plan (small chunk size) might best be accom-
plished through the Four Step Action Planning Process.  

An example of this cascade of planning conversations can be demonstrated 
from the strategic plan of Vancouver Public Schools on the next page.
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Broad Approaches: Year 1

• Authentic Student Engagement

• Learning Options

• Communication Plan for Early 
Childhood Learning

• Differentiated Instruction for 
Early Childhood Learning 
Programs

• Resource Allocation Model

• Family - Community Resource 
Centers

Vancouver
Public Schools

PTLPLC Innovative
Practices

Flexible
Learning

Environments

Intentions (B)
In partnership with home 
and community. VPS 
provides an innovative 
learning environment that 
engages and empowers 
each student to develop 
the knowledge and 
essential skills to become a 
competent, responsible and 
compassionate citizen.

Broad Approaches: Year 2 (A)

• Professional Learning Communities 
(PLC)

• Powerful Teaching and Learning 
(PTL)

• Innovative Practices

• Flexible Learning Environments

Principles (C)

• Balanced, well-rounded 
and relevant education

• High standards and 
expectations

• Nurturing and joyful 
learning experiences

• Visionary leadership

• Continuous improvement

• Collaboration and 
teamwork

• Performance, research and 
results-driven

• Valuing the worth, dignity 
and capability of every 
person

• Equity and justice 

PLC
Evaluation

PLC
Training

PLC
Connectivity

PLC
Leadership

4-Step Action Planning Process

Below is the strategic plan of Vancouver Public Schools. 
As you can see from the “mother of all enneagram” conversation, the overall 
mission, principles and broad strategies were determined over many months 
of conversations with internal and external stakeholders. 

(A) (B)

(C)



87CHAPTER 5: Planning Processes

Victory
Circle
Victory
Circle

This high-level conversation developed the broad approaches and key 
strategic initiatives that would be implemented over a two-year period. The 
diagram reflects the key strategic initiatives for year two. Each of these initia-
tives involved a full and more detailed planning process in which specific 
outcomes, principles, tensions, strategies and action plans were developed. 
These included specific components of work around evaluation and monitor-
ing (deep learning) and information gathering and sharing (information).

In the diagram the smallest level of enneagrams would represent the appro-
priate chunk size for the 4-step Action Planning Process.

The following is a simple sequence of steps that can be used with minimal fa-
cilitation to assist multiple small teams in developing short-term action plans. 
This format is great when teams have already had numerous conversations 
about current reality and desired intentions for the future and need a way of 
quickly summarizing the group’s prior thinking and moving them on to action. 
The format relies on the four sequential steps summarized below:

Four Quick Sequential Steps
1. Goals and Intentions  - Victory Circle

2: Key Challenges 

3: Key Approaches – Objectives Over the Next 6-12 Month Period

4: Immediate Plan

The Four Step Action Planning Process is a modified version of action plan-
ning that employs four quick sequential steps. It can often be used as a 
template when you break a large group into mini planning teams. The whole 
process takes about 2 – 2 ½ hours. The process begins with each small team 
working on a previously identified strategy. The role of each group is to crys-
talize this strategy into a concise series of action steps.

Step 1: goals & intentions - victory Circle Process
The team brainstorms specific things they will see after successful implemen-
tation of their strategy. These “evidences” are charted in the middle of the 
Victory Circle. The priority “evidences” become the goal areas for the plan-
ning process.

Step 2: key tensions - Dilemmas, Challenges,      
    Paradoxes & Problems
The team brainstorms the key tensions which include the dilemmas, challeng-
es, paradoxes, and problems that currently exist and impact the ability of the 



88 Section 2: Facilitator Skills and Conversation Processes

Step 3: key Approaches - Big Block Steps and Approaches
First, the key evidences of success or goals from the Victory Circle are listed 
on the right side of the template. This often involves a discussion to prioritize 
the evidences into the critical two or three goal areas. From this point, the 
group is asked to identify two big block steps needed in each quarter (or each 
time category – e.g., month, week) to achieve the desired outcomes. These 
are listed under the appropriate headings below. 

Victory
Circle
Victory
Circle

Challenges

Dilemmas

Paradox

Problems

team to successfully achieve the Victory Circle. These are all different names 
for the key tensions. These issues are charted around the Victory Circle.

Quarter 1 Quarter 2 Quarter 3 Quarter 4 goal 
areas

eviDence 1

eviDence 2

eviDence 3
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Implementation Steps Who When

Step 4:  immediate Plan – what, who and when
The big block steps for each of the strategies have a simple work plan that 
outlines what will be done, when and by whom. A detailed action plan is 
only needed for those big block steps occurring in the first time increment. 
It makes little sense to do detailed planning for all steps as plans frequently 
change as you begin to implement. This certainly suggests the need for ongo-
ing progress evaluation conversations. 

Rational Outcome
This process is utilized to develop a detailed action plan for a 
focused strategy. It addresses the areas of Strategy and Work on 
the Process Enneagram. 

Experiential Outcome
This process creates a sense of accomplishment in a very short 
period of time. It also creates a sense of responsibility and ac-
countability to a specific action plan. 

Process Tips & Reminders
If the issue and scope are large or highly complicated, 
this process tends to oversimplify the complexities, and may 
not be the best one to use.

Tips and
Reminders

FOUR STEP ACTION PROCESS
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About twenty years ago I had the great fortune of meeting 

one of the best educational leaders in the United States. At 

the time Dave Long was Superintendent of Banning Unified 

School District in southern California. He was already 

running a community process that he called Community 

Action Planning. I worked with Dave and we instantly 

became good friends. He moved from Banning to become 

the Superintendent of Lake Elsinore Unified School District, 

and this is where the CAP program really bore fruit. 

In a three-day process, community members, teachers, 

principals, students and district leaders would come 

together in conversation to develop plans to improve their 

community and the conditions for success for all students. 

The program was residential and the relationships and 

connections that were built created powerful and creative 

solutions for their community.

Every year we would first hear about the great 

accomplishments from the previous year’s implementation 

process, followed by reflection on the CAP vision and 

development of new goals for the upcoming year. From 

there we would have workshops on best practices. This was 

followed by strategic planning. 

The last step of the process always involved teams of 

people organized around a passionate strategy, coming 

together to walk themselves through the 4-Step Action 

Planning Process. Each team walked out with a detailed 

action plan for the next thirty days and a high level plan for 

the entire year.

Dave met with these teams throughout the year and all 

the team leaders met monthly to discuss strategies, work 

through challenges and to integrate their work across the 

action teams. The overall effort continued for about twelve 

years, well past the tenure of Dave in the district as he 

moved on to become the Superintendent of Schools for 

Riverside County Office of Education and then Secretary of 

Education for the State of California.

www.dlassoc.com

STory: Community Action Planning (CAP) with Dave Long
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Conversation Process: After Action Review
The US Army originally developed the After 
Action Review (AAR) process. They real-
ized that abundant and widely dispersed 
information was essential for people to act 
independently and with precision. The army 
also realized that people need to have the 
opportunity to reflect on information and 

their experiences with colleagues in order to adjust their practices to the 
changing environment. 

The AAR process is a simple format for taking a group through three sequen-
tial questions that allow people to gain new insights from shared experiences. 
These new insights can then be directly applied to the work at hand. 

AARs can be conducted every day in 15-minute stand-up sessions when the 
work is urgent and rapidly changing. They may require longer conversations 
if larger issues are involved, or longer periods of time elapse between the ses-
sions.  

The AAR process is based on single-loop theory rather than double-loop 
theory. In single loop theory the focus is on changing behavior. In double-
loop learning processes the focus is on challenging and possibly changing the 
underlying beliefs and values that underpin the current practices. The three 
questions generally are:

• What actually happened in the situation we just experienced?

• What did we learn through this experience relative to what we do 
and how we do it?

• Given what we learned, how can we apply these insights to what 
we do next?

The first question is definitely a critical area of inquiry. Francisco Varela and 
Humberto Maturana (1992) identified in their research that approximately 
90 percent of what we think we see and experience is made up by the viewer. 
This is not surprising considering the power of our “filter system” made up 
of our beliefs, assumptions and prior experiences. 
What is particularly significant in the process is that 
we need to collectively review what all the partici-
pants experienced in order to come closer to the 
truth about what happened in a situation. From this 
expanded perspective we can begin to draw impor-
tant insights that will cause us to alter what we do in 
order to get improved results.

AAR is an extremely versatile approach for reflecting 
on new experiences and for quickly building shared 
understanding around information. If conducted 
on a regular basis within a team, it goes a long way 
towards minimizing and often eliminating negative 
rumors. 

After Action Review

The After Action Review (AAR) 

process is a simple format for 

taking a group through three 

sequential questions that allow 

people to gain new insights from 

shared experiences. These new 

insights can then be directly 

applied to the work at hand.



92 Section 2: Facilitator Skills and Conversation Processes

Tips and
Reminders

Rational Outcome
This process is used for reflecting on work that has been accom-
plished and making behavioral alterations based on the learning. 

Experiential Outcome
It creates the experience of having very quick and effective meet-
ings in which changes can be identified and implemented. 

Process Tips & Reminders
The process is designed to change people’s behaviors, 
rather than their deep values and beliefs, and is based on 
single-loop learning. 

Keep the comments strictly focused on the questions, 
rather than allowing the conversation to go into story-telling. 
This process is intended to be short, focused and efficient. 

Go visual with a flip chart when debriefing a specific 
experience. The charting would be a chronology of the 
events making up the experience – the first thing that hap-
pened followed in sequence by the other events. 

This process is best used immediately following 
actions within a plan. Doing so allows for a plan to be 
changed quickly and with reasoning based on factual data. 

AFTER ACTION REVIEW PROCESS
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The AAR is an extremely versatile process and I have many 

stories about a range of applications. One of the most 

simple and direct applications came out of Vancouver 

Public Schools. I was in a training session at the District 

Office that is adjacent to an Elementary School site. Over 

the speakers in the training room a voice announced we 

were in lock-down. Five people in the training immediately 

left the room and I assumed they were part of the response 

team. Within 10 minutes we received the “all clear” message 

and we continued our work. Approximately 35 minutes after 

the beginning of the incident the five people returned to 

the training. We asked for an update. They informed us that 

a child had brought a toy gun on campus. They also said 

that the team immediately conducted an AAR, identified 

some key insights and made modifications to the Response 

Protocol. In fact, they indicated that the new Protocol had 

already been emailed out to all the school sites.

STory: The Versatility of AAR

Georgia National Guard
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INTRODUCTION

Section 3

Diagnosis and Design

Now that you have a fairly good overview of the theory and practices 
behind systems change, we can address the core concepts of systems, diag-
nosis and change management design. As such, this section is broken into 
two chapters: Diagnosis, and Design.

Diagnosis involves a deep understanding of the current conditions of the 
organization in comparison to desired future conditions.

The process of Design involves the identification of the actions, plans and 
interventions necessary to move the current system to the desired future 
state.

These two chapters will pull from and expand upon several areas of the 
book and training program that have previously been presented.

“Today the network of 

relationships linking the 

human race to itself and to 

the rest of the biosphere 

is so complex that all 

aspects affect all others to 

an extraordinary degree. 

Someone should be studying 

the whole system, however 

crudely that has to be done, 

because no gluing together of 

partial studies of a complex 

nonlinear system can give a 

good idea of the behavior of 

the whole.” 

-Murray Gell-Mann

95
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chapter 6

Diagnosis of the Current State

Analysis of the Subsystems
There are many “maps” that have been used to conceptualize the diagnosis 
process. As we know from NLP, “the map is not the territory”, meaning that 
maps are approximations that attempt to describe reality, but they are not 
reality themselves. 

The best analogy for diagnosis comes from medicine. A patient comes to their 
physician with symptoms. The physician interviews the patient to understand 
the symptoms more thoroughly, orders specific tests or diagnostic scans, and 
then utilizes their “theory of practice” to diagnose what is actually going on 
with the patient. In the case of most physicians, the theory of practice is a set 
of algorithms that have been developed through research and practice over 
many, many years. Even going through all these steps, the physician may not 
get the right diagnosis and treatment plan the first time round. Sometimes it 
takes several experiments of trying certain treatments before the right one is 
found.

In the world of management consultation we are attempting to diagnose a 
human system made up of many smaller interdependent systems, much like 
the human body. We have the leadership system, cultural system, community 
system and the operational system. Each system must be evaluated by itself 
and in context with the other interdependent systems in order for an accu-
rate diagnosis to take place. 

As in our medical example, taking all the diagnostic steps doesn’t assure an 
accurate diagnosis or treatment. Like the human body, human organizational 
systems are way too complex to think about in a simple cause and effect 
manner. Many times we need to take our best shot and see how the system 
responds.

In these next few pages I will lay out one model or map of how to conceptual-
ize the various systems analyses that need to be considered in conducting a 
diagnostic process. At the outset, it is important to understand that what we 
are trying to do is assess all the external characteristics of a system in order 
to understand the underlying mindset or paradigm that governs the internal 
system. 
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Focusing the work on the underlying paradigm has been a consistent theme 
of this book. We explored this in the Sustainability Principles and in the use of 
the Mental Models Process. With this thinking in mind, consider the following 
interdependent subsystems:

In this diagram I am trying to demonstrate that these subsystems are embed-
ded in the current identity of the system. These are different lenses through 
which a person can begin to understand the current system that is governed 
by a set of values, beliefs and assumptions (the governing paradigm). Like a 
person, the current paradigm of the organization has an observable and con-
scious component and an unconscious shadow side – it is often unrecognized 
by the players in the system.

Essentially the job of the consultant is to fully analyze the subsystems in 
order to reach an understanding of the governing paradigm. Each subsystem 
gives a view into the whole system – they are a kind of “fractal,” a reduced-
size version of the whole. The analysis process can be as easy as taking the 
client through a set of sequential diagnostic questions that address all the 
subsystems, or as extensive as conducting separate analyses of each subsys-
tem. The route taken by the consultant most often has to do with the scope 
of the work. When working with an entire organization, a much more detailed 
analysis is warranted. 

The easy route would be composed of a set of questions that address your 
Theory of Practice. For me, that would be the Diagnostic Enneagram as 
depicted on page 101. But before going the easy route let’s spend a little bit of 
time identifying options for the more comprehensive route. 

Distillation
of the

Governing
Paradigm

Sustainability
Analysis

Leadership
Analysis

Culture
Analysis

Stakeholder
Analysis

Operational
Analysis

Result
Analysis

Independent 
Subsystems

There are different lenses 

through which a person can 

begin to understand the current 

system that is governed by 

a set of values, beliefs and 

assumptions (the governing 

paradigm).
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the Results analysis is the most classic and traditional assessment of the 
current system. This is a close evaluation of all the results being generated 
through the system. Typically an organization has a set of goals and objec-
tives, along with methods of evaluating themselves against these goals. There 
are often many key indicators that are used in organizations to measure and 
monitor effectiveness including quality, productivity, cost, safety, profit, etc.

For educational systems in California, for example, there are a host of indica-
tors that are typically used such as Academic Performance Index (API), 
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), English Learner Subgroup Self-Assessment 
(ELSSA) and many, many more.

This type of analysis will tell you what is happening on an objective basis in 
terms of results. It does not tell you why the system is getting such results, 
it just tells you the outputs from the system. Still, this is an important part of 
the overall scan of the current system because it gets past what people say is 
happening to what is actually happening through the current system.

the cultuRe analysis is very important. It tells you the existing cultural 
patterns that are a major contributor to the results experienced by the 
organization. One of the definitions of a bureaucracy is that “culture man-
ages management”. Many culture surveys have been developed and utilized 
over the years and they can be formal or informal. They can be done through 
interviews or through internet tools such as Survey Monkey. 

In evaluating the cultural dynamics of a system it is important to look at the 
differences between the “espoused theory” and the “theory in use.” Organi-
zations almost always have a set of value and belief statements. Some have 
a series of operational principles – statements of how the organization does 
business. The cultural analysis should specifically look at both the printed 
statements and the actual practices. 

An additional simple way of getting at the culture of a system is to use the 
Organizational Lifecycle Inventory developed by Tim Dalmau and Bob Dick. 
This inventory can be found on my website at www.stevezuieback.com. 

This analysis will give the consultant insight into the cultural patterns that are 
responsible for both the positive and negative results currently being experi-
enced by the organization.

leaDeRship analysis – The nature, quality, depth and breadth of leadership 
in an organization has always been recognized as a major factor in the short 
and long term success of the organization. Whether we look at leadership 
research in the for-profit, non-profit or education sectors, it always comes out 
as either the number 1 or 2 predictor for organizational success. 

The work of Marzano et al (2001) specifically indicated that there are two 
predictors for educational success - instructional practice and the leadership  
of the school site principal. In their work they identified 21 characteristics of 
school-based leadership, seven of which must reside in the formal leader. The 
seven characteristics that must reside in the formal leader are all “below the 
green line” attributes.

Result
Analysis

Culture
Analysis

Leadership
Analysis
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In today’s world we are looking for leadership that demonstrates a working 
understanding of “below the green line”. They are leaders who are facilita-
tors, convenors, mentors and coaches, and have an operational understanding 
about when to create ownership through decision-making (the Adizes Model) 
and when to make decisions without extensive involvement of others (the 
Ralph Stacey Model). These kinds of traits can be assessed through self-
designed inventories or through survey questions.

Again, leadership surveys and inventories are readily available. The reader is 
directed to the work of Kouzes and Posner (1987) and the inventory in Len-
cioni’s book The Five Dysfunctions of a Team (2002).

sustainability analysis – The easiest way to assess the sustainability of an 
organizational system is to evaluate the system against Doppelt’s Sustainabil-
ity Blunders (2003). This can be accomplished through a conversation with 
the leadership team around a self-assessment inventory of the Seven Blun-
ders, (www.stevezueback.com). As you will recall from Chapter 2, the seven 
blunders, in order of priority, are:

blunDeR 1: 
Patriarchal thinking that leads to a false sense of security. 

blunDeR 2: 
A “silo” approach to social, economic and environmental issues. 

blunDeR 3: 
No clear vision of sustainability. 

blunDeR 4: 
Confusion over cause and effect. 

blunDeR 5: 
Lack of information. 

blunDeR 6: 
Insufficient mechanisms for learning.

blunDeR 7: 
Failure to institutionalize sustainability.

With enough of the right stakeholders in the room, a pretty clear assessment 
of these blunders can be determined through a simple conversation. Small 
groups are asked to rank each of these blunders on a scale of 1-10. A rating 
of 1 is that the blunder does not exist in the organization, a 10 would be that 
the blunder is a driving element of how the system operates. In small groups, 
people are encouraged to give evidence of their scoring. This is then charted 
and the whole group conducts a gallery walk around all the charts. The whole 
group reconvenes and discusses the findings.

Sustainability
Analysis
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OpeRatiOns analysis – One of the Communication Presuppositions is 
that experience has a structure – change the structure and you change the 
experience. In addition, the presupposition of the Mental Model Process is 
that when people operate within a certain set of structures, behavior patterns 
follow that are largely responsible for the negative results experienced within 
the system. 

Inside this analysis, the consultant would be looking for evidence of effective 
and ineffective structures that translate into organizational effectiveness and 
efficiency. Some of these structures would surface through the Culture or 
Sustainability Analysis. Some key questions to explore are:

• What is the nature of the decision-making process used by the 
organization?

• Does the organization operate in silos or within connected commu-
nities of practice?

• What is the nature of the flow of information through and across 
the various sectors of the organization?

• What is the nature of the accountability system? Is it self-directed 
or imposed by the system?

• What is the nature of the reward and incentive structure?

• How does learning occur in and across the organization?

stakehOlDeR analysis – As has been suggested in this work before, who is 
involved is more important than how many people are involved. The passion 
and commitment of people involved is as important as the actual people in-
volved. It is important to understand how the organization or system defines 
itself in terms of who are partners and who are the clients. This is often very 
revealing to both the current dilemmas they face and to the ultimate involve-
ment strategies that must be incorporated in order to be successful. 

As quoted earlier, Albert Einstein stated, “No problem can be solved through 
the same consciousness that created it.” This speaks volumes about involv-
ing more viewpoints into designing futures that break the current negative 
governing paradigms.

We also know from the research on social change that not all people have 
equal influence on a system. The “early adopters.” who represent between 
9-15 percent of a population, have far more influence on the whole com-
munity than do other people. These people have significant credibility and 
influence that needs to be included in the ongoing evaluation, planning and 
implementation.  A systems analysis for the early adopters should be part of 
any Stakeholder Analysis. A quick tool for identifying early adopters can be 
found on page 158.

Operations
Analysis

Stakeholder
Analysis



101CHAPTER 6: Diagnosis of the Current State

Using the Process Enneagram as a Diagnostic Tool
The Process Enneagram is definitely the model and tool of choice when 
conducting a systems or organizational diagnosis. When the scope of the work 
is limited, it often is the primary vehicle to gather enough data to reach a pre-
liminary diagnosis. It can also be used to guide the analysis of a larger scope 
of work or used as the synthesizing tool to pull together all the information 
collected through a more detailed analysis. The following is a set of possible 
questions that can be used to conduct a diagnostic conversation with a client 
group. In this enneagram conversation all the questions are related to the cur-
rent identity of the organization and are organized by the various subsystems 
described in the introduction to the Process Enneagram (see page 61).

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

www.rnknowlesassociates.com

The Enneagram

The Process Enneagram is an 

ancient model of how energy 

flows through living systems. It 

is useful both as a framework for 

a way of thinking as a change 

agent, and as a process tool 

for actually facilitating powerful 

conversations. It can be used 

to understand the current 

state and deep patterns of a 

system, as a diagnostic tool, 

as a planning tool and as a 

guide in designing a facilitative 

intervention. 



Results 
 Analysis

Operational 
Analysis

Culture 
Analysis

Stakeholder 
Analysis

Leadership 
Analysis

Sustainability 
Analysis

Current 
Identity

What data 
currently exists 
relative to your 
organizational 
outcomes?

How is this 
new effort 
positioned 
within the 
organization?

What main 
events and 
people have 
shaped this 
organization?

Who is 
passionate 
and really 
cares about 
this work in the 
organization?

What is 
the current 
leadership 
commitment 
for this work? 
Is the leader 
willing and 
engaged in this 
change effort?

What trends are 
occurring in the 
community, in 
the field and 
globally that 
might impact 
the work of this 
organization?

Intentions What are 
the current 
measurable 
outcomes and 
what does the 
data tell us 
about success?

How is the 
system 
currently set up 
to deliver the 
outcomes?

What levels 
of support 
or resistance 
currently exist 
relative to 
the desired 
outcomes, or to 
the new work?

What part do 
the various 
stakeholders 
currently play 
in designing, 
delivering and 
monitoring the 
outcomes?

What are the 
specific roles 
that leadership 
currently 
model in 
support of the 
organizational 
outcomes?

How congruent 
are the current 
goals of the 
organization 
to the 
directions of 
the community, 
employees, 
state and 
global 
community?

Principles How are the 
current values 
and principles 
monitored, 
tracked and 
adjusted?

How are the 
current values 
and principles 
specifically 
embedded into 
the processes 
of the 
organization?

What are 
the actual 
principles that 
govern the 
organization 
based on 
what really 
happens in the 
organization?

Who set the 
values and 
principles, and 
how were they 
established?

What values 
and principles 
seem to be 
most important 
to leadership 
based on 
their actions? 
What is your 
assessment of 
“walking this 
talk?”

What specific 
principles and 
processes 
are in place 
that support 
ongoing 
adaptation and 
evolution in the 
organization?

Restraining 
Patterns

What consistent 
negative 
patterns are 
highlighted 
by the current 
data?

What are the 
operational 
assumptions 
behind the 
current 
operational 
systems and 
structures?

What types of 
unintended 
outcomes are 
arising from the 
current mode of 
operating?

What kinds 
of repeating 
issues arise 
based on 
the level and 
breadth of 
stakeholder 
involvement?

What negative 
leadership 
practices are 
impeding this 
effort?

Considering 
the Doppelt 
Sustainability 
Blunders, how 
would you 
assess this 
organization 
relative to this 
change effort?

Strategies What primary 
strategies are 
in place that 
demonstrate 
significant 
results 
relative to the 
outcomes?

What primary 
processes 
have been put 
in place that 
are intended 
to support 
the desired 
outcomes?

What processes 
or strategies 
have been put 
in place that 
support the 
culture that you 
wish to have?

What are 
the primary 
mechanisms 
for stakeholder 
involvement 
and input?

What 
leadership 
strategies or 
processes 
are in place 
that model 
the desired 
leadership 
approach for 
the system?

What specific 
strategies and 
processes 
are in place 
that support 
adaptability, 
learning and 
connectivity?
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Organizational Diagnosis Matrix – Process Enneagram & Subsystems



Results 
 Analysis

Operational 
Analysis

Culture 
Analysis

Stakeholder 
Analysis

Leadership 
Analysis

Sustainability 
Analysis

Current 
Work Plan

What elements 
of the current 
plan are most 
directed to 
generating 
results? How 
are these 
working?

What is in the 
current plan 
that adjusts  
operations 
to support 
the desired 
outcomes?

What steps 
are currently 
being taken 
to support 
or move the 
culture to the 
desired state?

What is 
currently being 
implemented 
that enhances 
stakeholder 
involvement?

What are the 
top leadership 
strategies 
and actions 
that are being 
implemented 
right now?

What is in the 
current plan 
that is assisting 
in redesigning 
the system 
to respond to 
organizational 
sustainability?

Deep 
Learning

How are specific 
results being 
monitored, 
tracked and 
utilized in 
reflective 
conversations?

What processes 
are institu-
tionalized for 
continuous 
learning and 
improvement?

How does the 
organizational 
community 
reflect on its 
own patterns 
and make 
changes?

What processes 
are in place 
to continually 
involve the 
various 
stakeholder 
groups in 
the ongoing 
design of the 
organization?

What types 
of feedback 
loops exist 
for leadership 
to reflect on 
their practices 
and make 
appropriate 
changes?

What 
mechanisms 
are in place 
to connect the 
organization 
to itself and 
its larger 
professional 
communities in 
order to rapidly 
adjust and 
adapt?

Relation- 
ships

Do any survey 
results exist that 
describe the 
current morale 
or culture in the 
organization?

What types of 
operational 
or functional 
links exist to 
connect up the 
organization?
How would you 
describe the 
ways in which 
key priority 
programs are 
connected 
across the 
organization?

Are there 
any current 
relationship 
dynamics that 
largely form the 
culture of the 
organization?

How does the 
organization 
currently 
define its 
stakeholders? 
What is the 
nature and 
quality of 
relationships 
between the 
organization 
and all its 
stakeholders?

How do people 
connect, 
collaborate 
and relate to 
leadership at 
the various 
levels of the 
organization?

What types of 
mechanisms 
are in place 
that support 
people in 
continuing 
to learn and 
adapt to their 
changing work?

Information How is the data 
that tracks 
organizational 
effectiveness 
currently utilized 
throughout the 
system?

What type of 
accountability 
processes are 
in place and 
how are they 
utilized?
How do 
people access 
information – 
what processes 
are in place?

What is the 
culture around 
information 
sharing? 
Is some 
information 
held back from 
wide-scale 
dissemination, 
and why?

Which 
stakeholder 
groups have 
access to 
information?

What is 
the pattern 
behind how 
leadership uses 
and shares 
information?

What 
mechanisms 
are in place 
that allow 
people to 
continuously 
learn from 
each other 
across the 
organization? 
Are these 
embedded into 
the operations 
of the system?
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Arriving at the Diagnosis
Going back to our medical analogy, the diagnosis is a statement of cause. It is 
the source of the effects or symptoms experienced by the patient. Sometimes 
just a few questions by the physicians can identify the cause. Many times 
exhaustive analysis is necessary.

In the case of systems diagnosis, the data is collected with an eye toward 
identifying the underlying beliefs or assumptions that drive all the decisions, 
structures and behaviors. Frequently the beliefs have both positive intended 
and negative unintended consequences.  Negative unintended consequences 
often are the cause of the negative results in the system. For demonstration 
purposes, I will present four real examples of organizational belief systems.

High School Site
This high school’s results were somewhat impressive with the exception of 
significant negative results for Special Education students. Similar patterns 
were emerging for the English Language learners and African American 
students. After considerable discussion with an extended leadership team the 
following underlying trends emerged:

“We are already the best under the challenging 
circumstances.”

“It may not be possible to reach all (or many) of these 
students. We are doing the very best we can with the 

resources we have.”

“A few very tenured, well-respected teachers are 
the keepers of the culture. These people actually manage 

the formal leaders of the school site.”

“We do everything we need to in order to be in compliance 
with all the state requirements.”

"We obviously know how to teach; many of our students 
are achieving at the highest levels.”

Some of the unintended consequences of operating through these beliefs are:

1. A few people could keep any new changes from occurring at the 
school site. New ideas and new people were quickly dispatched.

2. Many students with behavior problems were identified as Special 
Education students and were separated from the general educa-
tion population – this further lowered their achievement levels and 
fuelled additional behavior issues.

3. The structures and processes of the school were designed to ad-
dress compliance and not achievement and innovation.

4. The school site principal was seen as a “middleman” for district 
leadership. He/she lacked personal credibility.
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5. There was little interest in looking at their own system as the cause 
for the negative results, and no interest in looking outside of them-
selves for answers (best practices).

Relative tO the sustainability blunDeRs, this system was dominated 
by Blunder 3: No clear vision of sustainability. They were largely focused on 
compliance and maintaining the status quo even though the world around 
them was rapidly changing. They actually believed that they could not im-
prove results for all children regardless of what they said in the vision state-
ment. If they just hit their compliance goals they would be doing their job.

School District 1
This is a district that had had a single superintendent for over 15 years. He 
was seen as “he who must be obeyed.” The district experienced good results 
and was seen as one of the best in the state. It was having new academic chal-
lenges with the traditional subpopulation groups as state and federal require-
ments were becoming more specific and challenging. As I began my work with 
the district they were in transition to a new superintendent.

“We have the best and the brightest principals and teachers 
in the state – we just need to keep a tight rein on all the 

sites and make sure that we do things in a consistent 
fashion across the system.”

 “When we tell a principal to jump, the only question they 
should ask (if any) is how high.”

 “Isolate the problem students away from the students who 
really want to learn. Give the best resources to the best and 

brightest students.”

Some of the unintended consequences of operating through these beliefs are:

1. Nobody felt safe to challenge the status quo or to voice that they 
may not know how to do something. If a leader was to admit that 
they didn’t know something, it was perceived as a sign of weakness. 
This was held over from the past superintendent, even though the 
new superintendent demonstrated a very different style.

2. Very capable leaders ended up being managers rather than leading 
their sites to higher levels of success.

3. When leadership meetings were held there was usually dead silence 
when the opportunity for discussion was made available.

4. Leaders felt and operated all on their own. When they reached out 
for help it was because they were in trouble or through their infor-
mal relationships. 

5. District staff operated as if they had all the answers and could po-
lice the system. 

Relative tO the sustainability blunDeRs this system was dominated by 
Blunder 1: Patriarchal thinking that leads to a false sense of security. Even 
though the former Superintendent was well loved, it still had the same effect 
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on the system. The new superintendent needed to deal with and break this 
restraining pattern in order to make progress for the district. The site leaders 
believed that they just needed to stay off the radar of the district office. True 
collaboration was shunned and was seen as leadership vulnerability.

School District 2
This district had been one of the stellar examples of a high functioning school 
district. It has had a few changes in leadership and with the increasing levels 
of achievement in the federal mandate – No Child Left Behind – had drifted 
into Program Improvement. 

“We are the best of the best in the United States. Hire the best 
and the rest takes care of itself.”

“We don’t need to seek input from the outside because we 
already have the best talent.”

“Provide massive amounts of professional development 
and our people will be able to do anything.”

“When you reach the district level of leadership, people will 
listen to you because you truly are the best of the best.”

“When you hire the best you shouldn’t need 
accountability measures.” 

These beliefs had similar unintended consequences as in the prior district 
with some interesting twists:

1. If a leader or teacher was to admit that they didn’t know something, 
it was perceived as a sign of weakness. Very capable leaders ended 
up being managers rather than leading their sites to higher levels of 
success. This dynamic was not so much the result of the superin-
tendent, but due to a long-term pattern among all the players in the 
system.

2. Leaders felt and operated all on their own. When they reached out 
for help it was because they were in trouble or only through their 
informal relationships. 

3. Some of the district staff operated as if they had all the answers. 
After all, they had risen to the top of the best of the best.  This cre-
ated a significant distrust between line and district leadership.

4. This district stopped going outside to bring in innovative ways of 
operating. It became very insular and isolated even though they 
provided vast numbers of professional development and collabora-
tive initiatives. 

Relative tO the sustainability blunDeRs, this system was impacted by 
Blunders 3, 6, and 7. They had lost sight of their systems perspective on 
sustainability over the years and they have been unable to institutionalize 
mechanisms for learning across the system due to the unspoken and perva-
sive belief that they shouldn’t ask for help from others. It was a competitive 
rather than a collaborative environment with little openness or trust.
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County Office of Education
This large county office of education had an elected superintendent of 
many years. The demographics of the county included a large percentage of 
students and families in poverty. The office had taken the traditional role of 
providing services to the districts. In the last few years, more and more ser-
vices were being provided by outside consulting firms rather than contracted 
through the county office. The divisions within the county office operated 
separately, and somewhat autonomously unless it created political ramifica-
tions for the superintendent. 

“If you get hired by the county office you have made it in 
your career. You can relax and focus on your beloved area 

of expertise.”

“Providing professional development is the answer to all 
problems for our client schools.”

“Because we are a bureaucracy, it is easier to just mind 
your own business – do your own thing rather than try to 

collaborate across the system.”

“We are the county office of education – we will be around 
no matter what happens to the overall 

educational system.”

 “We know what is best for our clients. We have the right 
vision of student success that will get our client schools to 

increase student achievement and close the 
achievement gap.”

Some of the unintended consequences of operating through these beliefs are:

1. It operated in complete silos with the only connections occurring 
through informal relationships.

2. Consultants would show up to provide services to school sites and 
districts without any coordination between services, goals, dates or 
contracts. This was confusing for clients and contributed to incon-
sistent and often poor results.

3. The quality of service was personality-driven – there was no unifor-
mity between providers for clients.

4. Many district clients were driven away by needing to comply with 
the vision of the county office or through the inflexibility of the of-
ferings of the providers.

5. County staff were very apathetic to changing the system because 
there were more personal gains in keeping the system the way it 
was than by changing it. This seemed true even though there was a 
significant amount of complaining about the current system.

Relative tO the sustainability blunDeRs, this system was impacted by 
Blunder 2: A silo approach to social, economic and environmental issues.  
Even though this system was patriarchal, the dominant blunder was the silo 
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orientation of doing business. As is indicated in the previous descriptions 
of the Sustainability Blunders, an organization usually has aspects of all the 
remaining blunders that follow in sequence. In this case the county office has 
a major impact of the silo orientation plus blunders 3-7. Unfortunately this is 
a classic pattern among many county offices of education. New leaders are 
extremely hesitant to buck the culture, and the culture of the organization 
rewards people who honor the current system and drives off all innovative 
employees. From an organizational lifecycle standpoint, these types of orga-
nizations classically are in organizational decline–or ethical or absolute doubt. 
(See sidebar on page 135).
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chapter 7

Designing Systems 
Interventions

After conducting a systems diagnosis the next major step is to design the nec-
essary interventions needed to achieve the desired outcomes. In my approach 
to design, as in diagnosis, I rely heavily on my Theory of Practice. In review, 
the Theory of Practice is made up of:

• Core Philosophical Models (see Chapter 1)

• The Change Model (see Chapter 1)

• Sustainability Principles (See Chapter 2)

• A set of Design Principles, and

• A set of Key Facilitation Design Tips

These are then all incorporated into a Design Sequence – a set of internal 
steps I go through to reach a set of design decisions. The purpose of this 
chapter is to go into more detail about the Design Principles and the Key 
Facilitation Design Tips, and then to walk you through the actual Design 
Sequence.

Design Principles
Together with my colleagues Tim Dalmau and Julia Zimmerman, we devel-
oped these principles through years of learning and experimentation. We 
have found that when these principles are built into the design there is more 
leverage, more motivation, more ownership and a much higher probability of 
success. The scale of the work determines the level to which these principles 
are built into the design.

1. utilize crisis.
When in crisis, people are willing to examine their current practices and 

to shift perspectives in order to move away from what is uncomfortable. In 
many cases the crisis is the best friend of the consultant or leader. Instead of 
avoiding crisis it is often wise to utilize the situation to get the attention of 
people away from their individual concerns to focus on collective concerns 
and possibilities. In crisis, people go into a state of disequilibrium that allows 
them to consider options that were previously off the table. A current exam-
ple of the opportunities presented by crisis is the serious economic downturn 
that began in 2008. For example, this crisis should be the time when leaders 
can question everything, especially the “sacred cows,” and have some higher 
level of permission to make substantial change. People are doing less blaming 
within the system “us and them” and looking more outside themselves to lay 
blame on the larger financial markets. There is a common enemy, so to speak. 
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2. Create a sense of possibility.
Create opportunities for people within your system to get together with 

people from other systems who have been successful in achieving some-
thing that your system would like to accomplish. It is important that the two 
systems are very similar in all variables. People like to say, “Well, they were 
successful because they have all the good kids,” or “They were successful 
because they had all these extra resources.” When people see other people 
who are just like them, creating results that they didn’t think were possible, it 
moves them to the belief that it is also possible for them. 

In many cases a consultant will work with a group that outwardly states a 
goal, but it is quickly apparent that they don’t actually believe it is possible for 
them to achieve it. This is why this design principle is so crucial. In a 12-year 
project with the California Department of Education, Special Education Divi-
sion, we brought together the highest performing school sites with some of 
the most under-performing school sites in the state. The most useful sessions 
were always the times when sites could sit down with each other and discuss 
the nuts and bolts of what they were doing that worked. Over the span of 
three years many of the underperforming sites became average to above aver-
age in performance, and in five years, a few became model school sites.

3. Build on existing pockets of success
Find the existing pockets of success within your system that are expe-

riencing positive results and that operate from different mindsets. Coming 
from an Appreciate Approach, there are always pockets of success within 
any system. Almost always these pockets of success have developed without 
management pushing or controlling, but through personal initiative and moti-
vation. These types of positive directions are more “emergent” in nature and 
represent what is possible for the whole with additional support. 

4. Mobilize your “early adopters.”
Identify your most credible, connected and influential people as the 

locus for change in your system. This goes back to the research that came 
out of the early 1960s about social change, (Everett Rogers, 1962 and 2003), 
and reported on extensively in Malcolm Gladwell’s book, The Tipping Point, 
2000.

Early adopters represent approximately 9-13 percent in a typical commu-
nity. What is important about these people is that they directly influence the 
opinions, attitudes and behaviors of roughly 66 percent of the Adopters in 
the same community. Where these people go, the 66 percent will follow. This 
is another way of capturing the “emergent” and “self-organizing” qualities 
within a community rather than always relying on management to direct and 
control. You can find a protocol for identifying early adopters on pages (158).

Everett Rogers

Diffusion of Innovations, Fifth Edition 
2003 Free Press, New York, New York
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5. identify highly symbolic entry points.
Take action on small steps that disrupt the old value system and model 

the new value system and paradigm. Insight into possible symbolic entry 
points comes through understanding the current governing paradigm identi-
fied through the Diagnosis Process. The tendency is for a leadership team 
and consultant to tackle the most challenging issue in a system. This often, 
but not always, is a recipe for failure. It is the toughest area because there 
are so many values and beliefs attached to the issue, and there are often 
competing values at play. Often a more successful strategy is to identify a 
symbolic issue that is connected to one or more of the current highly-held 
beliefs and address this much smaller issue. This often sends a shock wave 
through the culture of the organization.

Perhaps a short story will demonstrate this best. About 20 years ago I was 
asked to work with a group of community members in Northern California. 
The group was made up of loggers, mill owners, members of Earth First!, 
and local law enforcement. Earth First! was committed to closing all logging 
operations in Northern California and much of the community was willing to 
“go to war.” 

The conflict centered around fundamental differences about logging and 
environmental practices, and ultimately, values. There was no way we were 
going to resolve these issues in the short term. After much conversation and 
personal story-telling however, it became clear how much tension and confu-
sion was occurring among the school-aged children. These were children of 
both the adults making their living from the forest and the environmentalists. 

The Dr. Seuss book, The Lorax 1972, was being used in the schools and be-
came the lightning rod for anger and tension within the community. Children 
were coming home and telling their parents how evil they were to be cutting 
down trees in the forest, and this was pitting the children against their 
parents and each other. This led all of the adults to realize that they were 
being poor role models for their children and that they needed set positive 
examples for the children by focusing on non-violence over the “Redwood 
Summer.” 

So rather than work on logging practices, the adults worked on listening 
to each other and working with each other to make sure that the demon-
strations were non-violent. Through this, people started to gain a deeper 
understanding and appreciation of the issues of the other side. The rest of 
the summer was non-violent, amid extensive demonstrations by thousands 
of people.

Many of these people have continued to work together over the years and 
this resulted in the purchase of 50,000 acres of land that is the first com-
munity working forest in the United States. The land is managed by forest 
practices that are state-of-the-art in the United States and the land is logged 
in a sustainable manner in order to pay down the $68 million dollar debt 
required to purchase the property. 

The Lorax

www.rffi.org
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6. Form follows function. 
Reconfigure the services and roles of the organization to match the 

client outcomes and the sustainability outcomes of the organization. There 
is a strong tendency for people to want to talk about actions and roles prior 
to getting clear about outcomes and broad directions first. This is one of the 
most common pitfalls of planning conversations – a rush to action without 
really being clear about purpose and outcomes. Another way to say this is get 
the “below the green line” clear first before working on the “above the green 
line”. I don’t want people to be confused in the prior statement. I am fre-
quently heard to say, “Work on the ‘above the green line’ while developing the 
‘below the green line.’ ” I still stand by this statement. What I am saying is get 
clear on vision, mission, goals, operating principles and restraining patterns 
before worrying about peoples’ job descriptions and how the organization is 
going to restructure itself. These forms should follow the clarity of functions.

7. Connectivity and learning around the work.
Institutionalize processes into the ongoing work of the organization in 

order to connect people and allow for ongoing learning and adaptation. There 
is no way around this principle if you want to be successful with implementa-
tion. Learning and connectivity allow for rapid adaptations to the plan, builds 
shared ownership and address the major issues encountered in the change 
process (the transition from Endings to Neutral Zone and New Beginnings – 
See Chapter 1 on Change Management).

If an organization gets the connection and learning mechanisms right, there is 
little need to do traditional strategic planning ever again. Constant modifica-
tions can be made and the organization continually adjusts and adapts to its 
environment.

8. what you expect you must inspect. 
Develop accountability mechanisms into all aspects of the important 

work. The most frequent complaint on the part of line staff and managers is 
that there is no accountability within their organization. 

Accountability is most often perceived as a carrot and stick approach. For 
most people accountability is external to them – it is what management 
expects or demands from employees. The most effective accountability is 
internal, where people feel personally responsible for participation and per-
formance. In these instances it is important that employees have ownership 
around the outcomes, principles and strategies, and that they have the neces-
sary support from their co-workers and management to perform. 

Accountability can be a two-edged sword in that you have to be very careful 
about what you measure and inspect. When you inspect on a regular basis 
you tend to get the results that you measure. This is one reason why the com-
panies reported on in Good to Great by Jim Collins, spent considerable time 
evolving their “hedgehog strategy.” Part of this strategy involved the devel-
opment of innovative indicators for tracking their success. These indicators 
were not the traditional ways of measuring and monitoring business success, 

The most effective accountability 

is internal, where people feel 

personally responsible for 

participation and performance. 

In these instances it is important 

that employees have ownership 

around the outcomes, principles 

and strategies, and that they 

have the necessary support 

from their co-workers and 

management to perform. 
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regardless of whether accountability was external, internal or a combination of 
both. Monitoring, reflection, feedback and adjustment are essential to organi-
zational success.

9. Capacity development.
Build supports and resources into all key programs and strategies, or 

don’t implement them. One of the major psychological tensions for people 
taking on new work is that they often don’t feel capable of performing the new 
work. Any time new work is established in an organization, or work is new 
to an individual, an essential ingredient is to build capacity. Capacity is often 
viewed as providing “professional development” – a training program. Often 
it is more helpful to provide direct coaching and one-on-one training as the 
person is learning the work with follow-up support. If an organization takes on 
whole new strategy without capacity, building it is flying directly in the face of 
all change research. 

One common reframe from management or leadership is that we don’t have 
enough time or resources to do this type of capacity building. My reframe is 
that they probably are not dropping other programs (systematic abandon-
ment) in favor of the new strategy. If the strategy is such a top priority it 
should be important enough to resource for success.

10. Develop, nurture and support top leaders with   
 everything you’ve got.

Follow the lead of General Electric (GE) and cultivate leaders who model 
the organization’s values and are top performers. Once again, the research is 
crystal clear on the importance of leadership. In GE they believe it is their key 
strategic advantage over all other corporations. They believe that if they get 
the leadership and communication right, everything else pretty much takes 
care of itself. 

So when designing, the consultant is looking to develop leadership opportuni-
ties throughout the organization that are guided by shared outcomes, values 
and principles. This not only involves individualized leadership plans, but put-
ting mechanisms in place that allow leaders to collaborate and learn from each 
other (communities of practice – see Wenger, 2002).

11.  Systematically abandon programs that can’t   
 demonstrate top results:

The second most common complaint in an organization is that we constantly 
add programs and we never (ever) take anything off the plate. I believe that 
this stems from a fatal flaw in strategic planning. 

To most people, strategic planning is a process that is done every three to five 
years whether it is needed or not. Such strategic planning ends up as a massive 
document that consumed enormous amounts of valuable organizational re-
sources with tons of goals, deliverables, timelines and action plans. I rarely see 
anything that is strategic or innovative or based on a new paradigm of thinking. 

www.wenger-trayner.com
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The Oxford dictionary defines “strategic” as, “relating to the identification 
of long-term aims and interests and the means of achieving them.” I am not 
sure that even this definition really gets at the heart of what needs to occur 
through strategic planning. Strategic planning needs to find the few ways in 
which long-term outcomes can be achieved in the most effective and efficient 
manner, while at the same time opening the system to ongoing learning and 
adaptation. Powerful strategic planning is based on a deep understanding of 
the desired future and the restraining patterns currently in the organization. 
The plan itself drops those approaches that are not working and are part of 
the restraining patterns, and brings in new approaches that model the new 
mindset and outcomes. Most strategic plans are a rehash of all the old think-
ing that created the past system. Ideally, strategic planning is something that 
is part of the ongoing planning, implementing, monitoring, adapting cycle so 
that it isn’t redone every three years, but constantly evolves.

12. Make partners with your community and the unions. 
 True partners are equal participants. This may be a long-term 

strategy before the dividends pay off. Think back to the section on 
Sustainability Blunders (see p. 19). Sustainability Blunder 4 – Confusion 
of cause and effects – is key to understanding this design principle. When 
looking at a system it is important to evaluate how the people in the system 
describe who make up the system. Frequently a school or district will name 
the teachers, administrators, the board and sometimes the support staff as 
the key stakeholders in the system. Often students, parents, community, 
community agencies or unions are not named. They often describe their 
difficulties in getting the system moving to new changes relative to getting 
a buy-in from the very groups who are missing in their description of who 
is part of the system. It is useful to get the organization to see that these 
groups are not the enemy, but that the organization has created a negative 
self-fulfilling prophecy around such groups. The way these groups have been 
excluded has created enemies, not necessarily the other way around. The 
longer this pattern and culture exists, the harder it is to change. This is often 
a very long-term strategy that needs to be built into the way the organization 
conducts its business. 
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Key Facilitation Design Tips
Once you have started to consider a design approach based on the Diagno-
sis and comparison to your Design Principles, it is important to design each 
facilitated session with these tips in mind:

1. Focus on preventions rather than relying on interventions.
My former business partner Sharon Keating is the “Prevention Queen.” 

Her strategy was to anticipate what might go wrong inside a facilitated ses-
sion and put the necessary prevention steps in place. The easiest way to do 
this is to “step into the shoes” of the participants. Look through their knowl-
edge, values and experiences in order to understand the unique needs they 
might have in the proposed facilitated session. Often significant pre-work is 
required. As the saying goes, “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of 
cure.”

2. Create safety for individuals to be open and honest in 
their teams.

Frequently the consultant or facilitator is called in to assist with a meeting 
or planning process because there are group dynamics that get in the way of 
the team doing their work. Commonly these dynamics involve trust, safety 
and transparency. The consultant/facilitator needs to select processes and 
create an environment where groups can experience safety, trust and sharing 
of information. Processes such as Crumple and Toss, the Confidence Line and 
pre-interviews are often extremely useful (see pp. 136 & 141). It is far more 
effective to create safety inside the real work rather than to have a group talk 
about safety and trust.

3. Build on the common ground based on mutual 
self-interest.

Again, we are asked to assist because groups don’t agree and are stuck. 
Whenever possible, it is far more effective to build the group’s sense of ef-
ficacy and possibility by highlighting the commonalities in beliefs, values, out-
comes and self-interest, rather than focusing on all the differences. This is not 
always possible when a group is stuck in status quo, but it is more possible 
than most people believe. Taking the appreciative approach tends to build 
excitement and motivation and honors people for who they are and what they 
value collectively. As the group becomes a team, it will be easier to explore 
the areas of disagreement with a spirit of creativity rather than blame. 

4. Delay decisions and actions until the group becomes 
a team.

Most groups have a history of unproductive meetings. Therefore when people 
come into meetings they want to jump to action and decisions. This is actually 
quite a paradox for the facilitator. The first thing that must be done is to cre-
ate a different experience about the value of deeper conversation where the 
real issues are discussed and everyone is respected and heard. The facilita-
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tor’s goal is to begin building the “below the green line” culture through real 
work conversations. 

This is accomplished by using the following facilitation sequence:

• Building shared understanding of the current state.

•  Identifying the desired future state.

•  Understanding the restraining patterns of the current system.

•  Undertaking a deep discussion about how the group of people must 
operate to achieve the desired future.

By following this sequence, the group starts to become a team. This means 
that enough time should be spent on the right-hand side of the Process En-
neagram (intentions, principles, relationship and tensions) so that by the time 
a group starts to reach decisions (strategies and action plans) they are clear 
about the decisions that need to be made and they have the group dynamics 
to easily make such decisions.

5. Always look to build and nurture ownership.
Ownership is the name of the game in moving people, teams and orga-

nizations forward. This is why it is important to build on areas of common 
ground as mentioned in #3. As we learned from Ichak Adizes (see page 8), it 
is important to get large numbers of stakeholders involved in decision-making 
about the “what and why” in organizations because this builds ownership.

In terms of the Process Enneagram, what you really want to achieve is deep 
involvement and ultimate ownership around Intentions, Principles and Ten-
sions (right-hand side of the Process Enneagram). If you follow the Process 
Enneagram sequence you will have a greater probability of building alignment 
and ownership when the team covers these issues prior to going to strategy 
development.

6. Build learning and reflection into all that you do.
As consultants, facilitators and leaders, our aim is to achieve the short-

term goals while building an infrastructure for long-term sustainability. As we 
explored in Chapter 2, sustainability is built on a number of principles that 
include an ongoing focus on learning and adaptation. Built-in mechanisms 
for regular reflection, learning and adjustment are essential to spread emerg-
ing changes within an organization and to create an ability for the team and 
organization to quickly adapt to changing circumstances. A commitment to 
ongoing reflection and learning is a “below the green line” principle that then 
becomes an “above the green line” strategy by embedding scheduled reflec-
tion processes into the infrastructure of the organization. With this in mind 
the consultant models the value of reflection and learning into all aspects of 
the facilitation process.
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7. use straw-man approaches whenever possible to 
accelerate progress.

Frequently people complain about how long things take to accomplish in 
meetings, and this is my experience as well. In addition, we are frequently 
limited by the amount of time we can carve out to bring groups of people 
together for critical conversations and decisions. This is why it is often help-
ful to bring “straw-man” documents to groups for their consideration rather 
than having a whole group creating such a document during group time. The 
straw-man document should be developed with the intention of steward-
ing the interests of the whole group. In addition, the document should be 
presented to the team with the comment that, “this document is intended as 
a starting point and is entirely open to modifications, changes or a complete 
re-write.” Straw-man documents can be as simple as a proposed list of values 
or recommendations, or as complex as a draft strategic plan (assuming that 
tremendous team effort has already gone into developing the various parts of 
the plan).

8. Create opportunities for group members to act as 
stewards for the whole.

This is a subtle variation of the previous Key Facilitation Tip. Stewards could 
develop “straw-man” documents or could develop implementation plans in 
the interest of the whole group. When this is done effectively, it will greatly 
accelerate the work of a team or whole organization. This approach can 
quickly backfire if you don’t remember the wisdom of both Adizes and the 
Process Enneagram. The approach should only be used once the whole group 
has developed alignment and ownership around the outcomes, principles and 
key restraining patterns.
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Key Elements of Design – Steve’s Internal Strategy
Now that we have reviewed the components of a Theory of Practice and how 
this theory  influences the design of a facilitated approach, it is important to 
consider the internal process (the sequence of steps you go through in your 
head) that can be used to develop an actual design. 

Each person must ultimately identify their own internal design strategy and 
design sequence in order to successfully design meetings and system inter-
ventions. The exact sequence is not as important as the basic components. 
The following is my internal sequence for your consideration and review. 

Step 1: understand the current realities in the overall system  
– discerning the governing paradigm.
This step is based on the Diagnosis Process detailed in Chapter 6. Once the 
various steps are taken to assemble a full picture of the current identity of 
the team or organization, a diagnosis is made. This process was described in 
Chapter 6 under the section “Arriving at the Diagnosis” (page 104). 

Step 2: Develop clarity around the rational and experiential   
outcomes. 
Once a thorough analysis has been conducted on the current realities of 
the system, it is important to develop a set of both rational (key objectives, 
deliverables) and experiential outcomes (the types of “below the green line” 
outcomes) that moves the system forward. This is most often accomplished 
in conversation with a client group or a design team. The outcomes need to 
address the intended outcomes and the restraining patterns (governing para-
digm) identified through the Diagnosis Process.

Step 3: reflect on your Design Principles and the key 
Facilitation tips for high-level facilitation strategies and 
approaches (see pages 109 & 115).

To further refine the outcomes as well as to begin to develop high-level facili-
tation approaches, it is important to match the existing circumstances of the 
team or organization against your understandings about change theory and 
your theory of practice. Now your Design Principles and Key Facilitation Tips 
allow you to translate the diagnosis into a high-level “treatment” plan.

Step 4: look at past experiences with organizations that had 
similar dynamics and outcomes. 
This is an internal inquiry that involves looking at all your prior experiences 
with organizations that had similar dynamics and outcomes and comparing 
this to the current work. In this way the facilitator can look at the types of 
preventions, facilitation interventions and follow-up strategies to determine 
what worked, what didn’t work and why. 
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Step 5: look at your personal preferences around possible 
strategies, processes and tools.
At this point the facilitator compares desired outcomes to their “tool bag” of 
processes that will achieve the outcomes. This is not to say that you might 
not invent or try new strategies but it is a valuable step to take. A rubric for 
doing this assessment will be provided in the next section – Process Selection 
Based on the Enneagram Template.

Step 6: Step into the shoes of various individuals within the 
client group in order to imagine possible dynamics and 
reactions.
All of the previous steps have provided the facilitator with the first possible 
facilitation design template (set of sequential process steps and associ-
ated process questions). Step 6 involves stepping into the shoes of various 
members of the client group and imagining going through the various steps 
and processes that have been included in the facilitation design. This is an 
absolutely vital step and frequently assists the facilitator in both redesigning 
the intervention and in gaining insight into possible prevention and prepara-
tion steps.

Step 7: identify specific prevention and preparation strategies.
This is the fine tuning step in which you make the final selection and se-
quencing of strategies along with the necessary preparation and prevention 
steps. Prevention involves a host of options from pre-meetings and agree-
ments, review of background research and best practices to preparing leaders 
for their comments and parameters for the team.  

You may wonder where “Steve’s Internal Strategy” came 

from. I owe it all to Tim Dalmau. We were working together 

with a client and we needed to quickly come up with an 

agenda for our work. I said, “Give me a couple of minutes,” 

and then I came back with a high-level agenda. He 

said, “How did you do that so quickly?” I said, “It is what 

I do.” Now you have got to realize that much pre-work 

had already taken place, and that Tim is about the best 

there is at design. He wanted to know how I actually did 

it in my mind. From an NLP standpoint, what was I sorting, 

and what distinctions was I making that allowed me to 

do this so quickly? Tim asked me a series of questions – 

backtracking – and out came the sequence of events.

STory: Steve’s Internal Strategy

Steve (back) with Tim Dalmau (front)
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Process Selection Based on the Enneagram Template
In the training program I have utilized the Process Enneagram (Knowles 
2002) as a way of organizing processes by rational outcomes. Many of these 
processes can be utilized for a variety of rational outcomes (points on the en-
neagram); however, in the diagram below, I have tried to select those rational 
outcomes that are best matched to a particular process. For example, the 
Mental Models Process can be used to address every point on the Process 
Enneagram, however its most powerful application is in identifying the key 
restraining patterns (Tension) that keep a system stuck in a pattern of low 
performance.  This is why Mental Models is not listed under every point of 
the Process Enneagram. Once a facilitator selects a category of processes 
based on the rational outcome, they can filter down to the one process based 
on matching the desired experiences with the typical experience engen-
dered by each process. Please refer to each process description in Chapters 
4 and 5 and the treatement protocols in Chapter 8, to compare your desired 
outcomes with the rational and experiential outcomes associated with each 
process.

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

Discussion Method
Appreciative Inquiry
Workshop Method
Fishbowl Process

Discussion Method
Appreciative Inquiry

Workshop Method
After Action Review

Appreciative Inquiry
Imaginization Process
Needs Set Exercise
Mental Models Process
Fishbowl Process

Appreciative Inquiry
Life Stories Process
Fishbowl Process
Ladder of Inference

Appreciative Inquiry
Totems, Taboos 
and Repetitive 
Interactions 
Fishbowl Process

Imaginization Process
Needs Set Exercise
Mental Models Process
Fishbowl Process
Intervention Process
Negative Vision
Confidence Line Process
Handling Difficult 
Group Dynamics
Ladder of Inference
Crumple and Toss

Needs Set Exercise
Mental Models Process

Decision Matrix
Paired Weighting

4 Step Action Planning Process

Fishbowl Process

Fishbowl Process
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The Bagua

The Bagua (literally “eight symbols”) are eight diagrams used in Taoist cosmology to 

represent the fundamental principles of reality, seen as a range of eight interrelated 

concepts. Each consists of three lines, each line either “broken” or “unbroken,” 

representing yin or yang, respectively. Due to their tripartite structure, they are often 

referred to as “trigrams” in English (source: Wikipedia).The connection to diagnosis 

and design is the visual reminder that there are core principles in design that are 

interdependent to each other and to the external client environment. 
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Section 4

Bridging Theory to Practice

In many ways the artistry behind most disciplines 
is the intersection between the theory (head), the 
experience (heart) and the actual practice (hand). 
In a recent workshop, I was modeling the Imaginiza-
tion Process (see page 68) and the group was asked 
to develop a visual image that captured the deepest 
themes and learning from the 8-day Facilitation 
Skills for Chaotic Times training program. I was 
completely entranced by their image in that it truly 
captured, in one picture, the intersection of these 
critical three components. 

This section is designed to integrate these three 
dimensions. The image here demonstrates that the 

head and the heart are central to the diagnosis of what is happening in a 
given situation and that these are then linked to the various processes that 
allows the facilitator to use their discrimination (filters) in selecting the 
best process for the situation. They went on to comment that many of the 
puzzle pieces had openings both to the inside and outside so that additional 
connections could be made as new information or insights arose from the 
internal or external environments.

Another way of understanding this section is to quote my grandfather, 
Albert Bluestein. When the whole family would gather for big dinners he 
was fond of saying, “Are we going to eat or talk?” My grandfather was about 
5 feet 2 inches tall and almost as big around. So, you know where he came 
down on these two options – let’s eat!  Enough talking – now let’s apply 
what we are learning.

In the drawing above, the 

artists from San Diego 

County Office of Education 

explained that each puzzle-

piece represented a different 

process that was presented 

in the training program. If you 

look closely at the drawing 

you will notice that they 

included a different process 

icon on each piece. 
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chapter 8

Treatment Protocols

Going back to the Introduction to this book, a central question is, “How do I 
know what to do and when to do it?” The purpose of this chapter is to learn 
how to connect the theory from the earlier chapters to actual practice. In my 
work I frequently get asked, “What do you do when …………….?” So I have 
decided to create a chapter of what I am calling Treatment Protocols. Each 
protocol starts with one of these common questions (Situations) raised by 
clients around their real issues.  As can be seen on the adjacent page, we will 
explore 14 of these core “situations” along with their associated treatments.  

Returning to our medical model analogy, a medical practitioner sees a patient 
presenting with a set of signs and symptoms. It is the job of the practitioner 
to determine the underlying causes of the complaint.  Once this is done, a 
treatment plan can be implemented. In this chapter that plan would be imple-
menting one of the recommended facilitation processes. The practitioner 
then follows the patient over time to either adjust the treatment protocol to 
improve results, or follow the patient and assist with next steps in their well-
ness. In the following Treatment Protocols this has been addressed by includ-
ing mini-sections on “Next Steps For The Team,” “Alternative Approaches” 
and “What To Do If This Process Doesn’t Work.”

This section of the book uses a new set of formats to reflect the application 
orientation of the content. In a few cases, a process is repeated from an ear-
lier section.

All the Treatment Protocols use a common template. The template consists of 
the following elements:

• The Situation: Core Question

• Signs and Symptoms 

• Underlying Causes of the Situation

• Theory – Where is this situation in terms of the Process Ennea-
gram?

• What Process is Used: Process Description

• Rational & Experiential Outcomes

• Process Tips and Reminders

• Next Steps for the Team

• Alternative Approaches

• What if this Process Doesn’t Work?

• Sustainability Reminders – Concepts to remember regarding Lead-
ership, Systems and Sustainability
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here’s the Situation: Treatment Page

1
How do you do ongoing reflection and modi-
fication on the implementation of an action plan? After Action review 126

2
What process might be used to develop shared 
outcomes or intentions in a team? Appreciative inquiry 131

3
How do you move from compliance to confidence 
to commitment in a team? Confidence line 136

4 What do you do when nobody will talk in a group? Crumple and toss 141

5
How do you narrow down possible strategies 
when emotions run high in a group? Decision Matrix 146

6
What do you do when leadership feels it is held 
hostage by the culture of the organization?

handling Difficult group 
Dynamics  152

7
How do you identify the early adopters in an 
organization or community? key Connector Process 158

8
How do you assist a group in working through 
polarized positions? ladder of inference 166

9
How do you create more understanding and 
compassion among team members who may be at 
odds with each other in a group?

life Stories 173

au
How do you create a breakthrough in a team when 
they seem to be stuck in their current modes of 
thinking and acting?

Mental Models 178

al
How do you develop a set of group agreements 
based on the shared needs of team members? need Set exercise 184

am
How	do	you	break	the	status	quo	mindset	in	a	
group or team? negative vision 190

an
How do you assist a team in narrowing down 
multiple options to one? Paired weighting 194

ao
How do you build powerful agreements and prin-
ciples in a team?

totems, taboos & 
repetitive interactions 198
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Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

the Situation  How do you do ongoing reflection and modification  
  on the implementation action plan? 

Signs and Symptoms This is a prevention strategy. Signs and symptoms are not 
applicable.

Underlying Causes The underlying issue here is that teams need to do ongoing  
reflection, learning, and modification of their action plans.

THEORY

On the 
Enneagram
DEEP LEARNINg

1

The AAR is an extremely versatile process and I have many stories about 
a range of applications. Years ago I was working with a large school district 
where the board and leadership team decided to close down the iconic high 
school as the site was performing at very low levels of academic achievement 
and the culture was resistant to change. The closure announcement was 
made in May and the entire site was immediately closed down at the end of 
the semester. The community and unions were furious and the ultimate fate 
of the site was in question. The district office needed to operate with multiple 
contingencies in case the site needed to be reopened in late August. Initially 
the district office personnel were “stepping all over each other” in trying to 
stay on top of all the possibilities. Eventually they instituted a “stand up” AAR 
meeting at the end and beginning of each day. Approximately 100 people 
attended the 15-minute meetings that allowed them to operate in an effective 
and efficient manner. They did need to reopen the school in late August.
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Process Description
The US Army originally developed the After 
Action Review (AAR) process. They real-
ized that abundant and widely dispersed 
information is essential for people to act 
independently and with precision. The army 
also realized that people need to have the op-
portunity to reflect on information and their 

experiences with colleagues in order to adjust their practices to the changing 
environment.

The AAR process is a simple format for taking a group through three sequen-
tial questions that allow people to gain new insights from shared experiences. 
These new insights can then be directly applied to the work at hand. 

AARs can be conducted every day in 15-minute stand-up sessions when the 
work is urgent and rapidly changing. They may require longer conversations 
if larger issues are involved or longer periods of time elapse between the ses-
sions.  

The AAR process is based on single-loop theory rather than double-loop 
theory. In single loop theory the focus is on changing behavior. In double-
loop learning processes the focus is on challenging and possibly changing the 
beliefs and values that underlie the current practices.

the three questions generally are:

1. What actually happened in the situation we just experienced?

2. What did we learn through this experience about what we do and 
how we do it?

3. Given what we learned, how can we apply these insights to what 
we do next?

The first question is definitely a critical area of inquiry. Francisco Varela and 
Humberto Maturana (1992) identified in their research that approximately 
90 percent of what we think we see and experience is made up by the viewer. 
This is not surprising considering the power of our “filter system” made up of 
our beliefs, assumptions and prior experiences. What is particularly signifi-
cant in the process is that we need to collectively review what all the partici-
pants actually experienced in order to come closer to the truth about what 
happened in a situation. From this expanded perspective we can begin to 
draw important insights that will cause us to alter what we do in order to get 
improved results.

 PRACTICE

AFTER-ACTION REVIEW What Process 
 Do I Use?
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AAR is an extremely versatile approach for reflecting on new experiences and 
for quickly building shared understanding around information. If conducted 
on a regular basis within in a team, it goes a long way in minimizing and often 
eliminating negative rumors.

Rational Outcome
This process is used for reflecting on work that has been accom-
plished and making behavioral alterations based on the learning. 

Experiential Outcome
AAR creates the experience of having very quick and effective 
meetings in which changes can be identified and implemented. 

AFTER ACTION REVIEW

Process Tips & Reminders
The process is designed to change people’s behaviors rather 
than deep values and beliefs, and is based on single-loop learning. 

Keep the comments strictly focused on the questions rather 
than allowing the conversation to go into story-telling. This process 
is intended to be short, focused and efficient. 

Go visual with a flip chart when debriefing a specific 
experience. The charting would be a chronology of the events 
making up the experience – the first thing that happened followed 
in sequence by the other events. 

This process is best used immediately following actions 
within a plan. Doing so allows for a plan to be changed quickly 
and with reasoning based on factual data. 

Tips and
Reminders



129CHAPTER 8: Bridging Theory to Practice 129

The purpose of this process is to reflect on what has been learned from imple-
menting a particular strategy or process. The learning can justify a change in 
either action steps or strategies. It can also cause a group to reassess or rede-
sign intentions. Depending on what comes out of the process, an appropriate 
process can be selected from the enneagram template on page 120.

When utilizing the appreciative approach for creating shared goals and objec-
tives there are two next steps: Tensions and principles. Tensions and princi-
ples are highly interconnected and both steps should be addressed. The order 
depends on the functionality of the team. In teams that are high function-
ing–teams where all members are in rapport and can be in second position 
with each other (see page 31)–the process can move to principles first. In 
teams that tend to over-generalize and gloss over tensions, it is suggested that 
a discussion of tensions comes first. Generally the principles are the specific 
agreements between people that resolve the existing tensions. Tensions are 
usually among people or patterns across the culture. These tensions impede 
the ability to achieve the desired goals and objectives (intentions). Once the 
tensions and principles have been thoroughly addressed, the team can move 
on to strategies and work plans.

As can be seen from page 120, there are multiple processes that can be used 
at the point of deep learning on the Process Enneagram.  The Discussion 
Method is a good alternative choice and it can be designed with or without 
an appreciative approach. If deeper level inquiry is necessary – double loop 
learning – then the Process Enneagram would be suggested (see sustainabil-
ity reminders).

 

The After Action Review is designed for single-loop learning – an exploration 
of the behavioral changes that are necessary to an action plan. Sometimes 
a deeper level exploration into the fundamental beliefs and values is neces-
sary which would require a different process. Another reason why the AAR 
might not work is that the facilitator needs to probe deeper into the answers 
of group participants to make sure that specificity comes out of the conversa-
tion. Often people engage in story-telling rather than focusing on the specific 
learning and changes to strategy.

 Next Steps for 
 the Team

 Alternative 
  Approaches

 What if this Process 
 Doesn’t Work?
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Double Loop Learning: Argyris & Schön

Underlying
Assumptions

(Variable)

Goals, values,
techniques

(Action strategy)

Results
(Consequences)

Why?

Defensive
Reasoning

Single Loop
Learning

Double Loop
Learning

Double Loop Learning

Double Loop Learning is a key to 

the iterative and cyclical nature 

of the Process Enneagram. 

Notice in the enneagram (pg. 

57) that an arrow extends 

from Deep Learning back to 

Intentions.

After Action Review is a single-loop learning reflection process. Single loop 
has to do with looking at behaviors and changing the behaviors. Chris Argyris 
and Donald Schön pioneered the learning field and shared with us the value 
of both single and double-loop learning. Double-loop learning (see diagram 
below) is designed to challenge the underlying values, beliefs and assump-
tions behind our behaviors and allows for shifts in such assumptions and 
beliefs in addition to the associated behavioral actions.

Sustainability 
Reminders
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What process might be used to develop shared the Situation 
outcomes or intentions for a team? 

This may be a new team embarking on new work or an existing team Signs and Symptoms 
starting a new work project and needing specific focus.

It could be an existing team or organization where people are critical 
about the lack of shared focus or direction.

People complain that the goals or mission are too high level and they 
lack clarity around the specific focus.

Goals and intentions exist but have been developed by a small group 
of leaders and given to others to adopt.

The real issue is a need to develop ownership and clarity around Underlying Causes 
specific goals, intentions and values.

 
In education today a very common practice is to develop high level goals, vi-
sions and missions that don’t bring clarity or alignment in purpose and action. 
An example might be:

• Our mission is to support learning for citizens of the 21st century,

or

• Our goal is to increase the academic achievement of all our students.

One recent client had the vision to be the best school district in their state. 
While this is an uplifting statement and speaks to the value of continued 
growth and improvement, it didn’t provide specific alignment or direction 
for the leadership team about what to do. Specific goals, objectives and the 
related strategies are what provide a sense of ownership and direction for the 
team. When something is too lofty or vague, anyone can make the argument 
that their project fits – without specific goals and objectives there are not 
criteria upon which decisions can be made. This normally results in teams 
spinning and jumping from one topic to another or continually implementing 
the program of the week, and this team was no exception. 

When I talked with the top leadership team I suggested that they use an 
appreciative approach with the whole leadership team. In this approach the 
members of the team were asked to imagine that they are all members of an 
outside evaluation team. The purpose of the outside team is to go around the 
state and identify the model school districts across the state. Model programs 
would be identified by key indicators of success – specific practices, programs 
and systems that are responsible for those results. 

2
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The leadership team then brainstormed both the most important indicators of 
success (measurable goals and objectives) and, on a second list, identified the 
desired model, practices, programs and operational systems and structures. 

When the client used this imagination process they reported a very animated 
conversation in which people committed to specific measurable goals, time-
lines and program priorities, and a true sense of ownership for the work going 
forward.

THEORY

On the 
Enneagram
INTENTIONS

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

Process Description
Appreciative Inquiry was developed by 
David Cooperrider and his colleagues 
at Case Western Reserve University 
(Cooperrider et al., 2000). They became 
increasingly dissatisfied with the poor 
success rate of the organizational change 
processes prevalent in the 1980’s. They 

began to challenge people to consider which is the better question to ask 
when planning for organizational change:

What aRe the pROblems? – Leads us to a problem-centered 
approach that focuses on solving problems, that are part of the past,

or

What WORks aROunD heRe? – Leads us to a creative approach 
based on past successes and generates conversation that is hopeful 
and future-oriented.

PRACTICE

What Process  APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY 
Do I Use?

DreamDestiny

Design

Discovery
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Every organization has many things that work and that should be appreciated 
and built upon in creating the desired future. In addition, as soon as we ask, 
“What’s working around here?”, our language changes, our images of what’s 
possible change and we generate meaning together as well as new possibili-
ties for the future.

Cooperider et al observed that people became enthusiastic about their work 
and their organization when an appreciative approach was adopted.  Change 
was no longer a fearful threat; it was an opportunity to build on earlier suc-
cesses. For a more detailed discussion about Appreciative Inquiry please see 
pages 50.

Some sample questions to elicit shared outcomes, goals 
and objectives: 

1. If we were a consulting team conducting a visit at a model pro-
gram, what would we see that would be evidences of success at 
this site?

2. If our greatest hopes and desires could be achieved for our clients 
through this organization, what types of things would we accom-
plish?

3. If you could envision a brand new service delivery system, not 
constrained by our current system, what types of systems and 
services would we create, and why?

4. After one year of implementing our best approaches and services, 
what would we see in place, and what types of measurements of 
success would we be tracking?

Rational Outcome
Appreciative Inquiry can be used at almost every point of the 
Process Enneagram (see page 121). When used in this applica-
tion it can create clear, positive goals and objectives for a team or 
organization.

Experiential Outcome
This process almost always creates a sense of positive focus for a 
team. When used to develop goals and objectives with all parties 
involved in the conversation, it will create commitment and owner-
ship. It is especially important to use an appreciative approach 
when a team has a pattern of focusing on the negative and feels 
itself to be a victim.

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY
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Process Tips & Reminders
When using this with a team stuck in a negative frame, it 
is important to continually reframe the comments of the 
group by asking reframing questions to surface the hidden positive 
experiences within a team. It tends to be a difficult but essential 
process for such groups.

Appreciative listening and story telling in the process will 
inform ideas and possibilities for action to move a team and orga-
nization forward. Personal stories create a much more compelling 
experience and build relationship in the team by exposing com-
monalities in life experience.

An appreciative approach will only work if the facilitator 
keeps the conversation focused on appreciative questions 
and responses. One of the most common mistakes by a facilita-
tor in any conversation, but especially when using an appreciative 
approach, is to allow the conversation to veer off into the negative 
or off the questioning sequence. Facilitation often needs to be 
an active process, not just one of posing a question and charting 
responses.

Tips and
Reminders

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY

When utilizing the appreciative approach for creating shared goals and objec-
tives there are two next steps – tensions and principles. Tensions and prin-
ciples are highly interconnected. Both steps should be addressed – the order 
depends on the functionality of the team. In teams that are high functioning 
– teams where all members are in rapport and can be in second position with 
each other (see p. 32) – the process can move to principles first. In teams 
that tend to over-generalize and gloss over tensions, it is suggested that a 
discussion of tensions comes first. Generally the principles are the specific 
agreements between people that resolve the existing tensions. Tensions are 
usually among people or patterns across the culture. These tensions impede 
the ability to achieve the desired goals and objectives (intentions). Once the 
tensions and principles have been thoroughly addressed, the team can move 
on to strategies and work plans.

As can be seen from page 120 there are multiple processes that can be used 
to develop shared intentions. The key is to use the experiential outcome to 
narrow the choice to the one best approach.

DiscussiOn methOD creates a sense of shared focus and helps find the com-
mon ground for a group or team where significant differences of opinion are 
likely to occur.

imaginizatiOn creates new connections and meanings for a group and cre-
ates a sense of fun and motivation.

Next Steps for 
The Team

Alternative 
Approaches
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Things to Remember:
Appreciative Inquiry is a philosophy as well as a process that is based on the 
premise that we create our world and we therefore need to consciously set 
about creating the sort of world – and organizations – that we want. Appre-
ciative Inquiry is also grounded in the theory that humans generate meaning 
through shared experiences and conversation. 

More and more science is coming around to support the premise that our 
thoughts are the organizing principle in coalescing energy into form (matter). 
This is by no means a new philosophy or premise. Many of the major spiritual 
approaches have long held that what we focus on becomes our reality.

Albert Einstein stated that, “No problem can be solved by the same con-
sciousness that created it”. Simply collaborating with the “usual suspects” will 
not guarantee new perspectives or new solutions.

ORganizatiOn lifecycle: This model was developed by Tim Dalmau and 
Bob Dick. In this model the health and sustainability of the current system 
is determined by the level of doubt people have in the system – leadership, 
systems and culture. At the top level people have suspended their doubt. As 
doubt increases people start focusing on operational issues, followed by doubt 
in the vision and purpose and then moving on to levels of violation around 

values and beliefs (ethical and 
absolute doubt).

Ethical doubt often requires non-
rational types of processes. Just 
talking through such issues will 
not generate the desired solu-
tion or resolution. Non-rational 
processes are symbolic, emotional 
and speak to the subconscious 
level of awareness.

 What if this Process 
 Doesn’t Work?

 Sustainability 
 Reminders

One of the common reasons that an appreciative approach may not work is 
that the questions that were asked were too general. In this case it is impor-
tant to pose a questions that asks for specific evidence – what would you see 
or hear as evidence of success?

A second common reason that the process may not work is that the partici-
pants in the process have lost confidence that their input matters. This is far 
more serious. Groups or teams in this mindset are in the area of ethical or 
absolute doubt about the organization. This calls for more drastic steps. Steps 
may involve one-on-one interviews by an objective third party, an open dis-
cussion about the underlying tension getting in the way of participation, use 
of the Crumple and Toss strategy or the use of non-rational processes. The 
Imaginization can be designed to be a non-rational process. Likewise, hold-
ing a mock funeral in which all the past abuses and negative practices can be 
spoken about and buried might be helpful.

Operational Doubt

Suspended Doubt

Ideological Doubt

Ethical Doubt
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the Situation  How do you move from compliance to confidence 
  to commitment in a team or organization? 

Signs and Symptoms People say that they are committed to the goals and work of 
the organization but they lack confidence in the ability of the 
organization to deliver.

 People look to leadership to “walk the talk” before they commit to 
the work of the organization.

 People blame the culture of the organization for not getting involved 
and they are not excited about the work of their organization.

Underlying Causes People lack specific evidence in the behavior of key leaders that 
they are living the vision, mission and values of the organization.

 People don’t see leadership taking actions that deal with the 
negative patterns in the culture of the organization.

 Patriarchal organization. Leadership confusion over issues requiring 
ownership.

In 1997 I had the privilege to work with Tim Dalmau with one of his profes-
sional services clients in South Africa. The country had recently gone through 
a tremendous transition from apartheid to a new paradigm in governance 
with the African National Congress headed by Nelson Mandela. As part of the 
government transition, all firms working under government contract were 
given five years to transform their various leadership structures to reflect the 
demographics of the country – 95 percent people of color.

One hundred and thirty-five partners came together at a multi-day planning 
conference in Durban, South Africa to explore the will of the firm to make 
this transition. We used the Confidence Line as our first facilitation interven-
tion of the planning session. The 135 partners were asked to array themselves 
along a number line from 1-10. People were asked to rate their own confi-
dence that the group of partners would do what was necessary to abolish 
apartheid practices in the firm. If you had the lowest confidence you would 
stand in the one position. If you had the highest confidence you would stand 
at the ten position. We were careful to distinguish confidence from personal 
commitment. People’s commitment was not be measured or questioned. 

Interestingly the CEO of the firm, who had always been a firm supporter of 
the transformation in the country, rated himself as a one. This was a shock 

3
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Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

 THEORY

 On the 
 Enneagram
   TENSIONS 
      PRINCIPLES

 PRACTICE

CONFIDENCE LINE What Process 
 Do I Use?

Process Description
The Confidence Line is a process that is used with a 
group from 20-500 people to surface the underlying 
concerns (elephants) in a very short period of time 
while maintaining safety. Frequently groups waste 
considerable time getting the real issues on the table. 
People don’t put such issues on the table in groups 
because they don’t feel safe to do so.

the process involves the following 5 steps:

Step 1: PoSing the queStion.

“On a scale of 1-10, how confident are you that this group of people 
will be successful in achieving the goals of our work?” 1 is the low-
est level of confidence and 10 the highest.

Step 2: tAking A PoSition.

People are asked to physically move to an imaginary number line 
that stretches around the room. Generally you want a minimum 
of three and maximum of six people per position. In a large group 
you can break them up into a number of smaller groups at the same 
confidence line position.

to the entire partnership team. The process was designed to identify what it 
would take to raise people’s confidence level. This did happen through the 
conversation and became the basis for a roadmap for this firm’s successful 
transformation in the country.
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Step 3: SMAll grouP huDDle.

In small groups of like rankings (all the 2s together, all the 3s 
together) they discuss two questions – “What is your rationale for 
choosing this rank?” and “What has to happen within the team, 
organization or system to increase your  confidence level?”

Step 4: eliCiting AnSwerS to the queStionS.

Starting with the lowest ranking group, the facilitator listens to 
the answers to the two questions, specifically charting the answers 
to the second question – “What needs to happen to increase your 
confidence?”

Step 5: DeBrieF.

The facilitator processes the overall responses by asking the follow-
ing three questions:

1. What surprises occurred from the process? 
2. What insights seem most important across the group? 
3. What new group agreements will we need to be successful?

Rational Outcome
This is a prevention strategy and is generally utilized at the point of 
Tension on the Process Enneagram. The focus is to build under-
standing about what it will take to develop the confidence of the 
group to be successful in their work. 

Experiential Outcome
The process creates a sense of relief for a group to finally get the 
real issues on the table. It also creates a feeling of connection when 
individuals discover they are not the only ones with certain con-
cerns or issues.  

CONFIDENCE LINE
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Process Tips & Reminders
It is extremely important to set the proper context for us-
ing this process. People are told that this process will in no way 
test their commitment to their organization or team.

The chart becomes a “contract” for the team or organiza-
tion when the facilitator charts the answers to the question, “What 
will it take to increase your confidence?” The answers to this ques-
tion will actually improve confidence and break the cycle of apathy. 

The process can be used at later points in time to measure 
progress relative to changing the culture within an organization.

The Confidence Line creates a social contract between the participants and 
Leadership. These agreements (what will it take to increase your confi-
dence?) need to be translated into group agreements, and where appropriate, 
into strategies. The agreements should be translated into specific agreements 
– agreements that are behaviorally-specific and measurable, and the strate-
gies then become a strategic roadmap for further planning with the team.

You can reach these same outcomes through a variety of approaches. You 
might construct a Discussion Method conversation that focuses on the steps 
the organization would need to take to increase confidence among all em-
ployees. You could also reach this same outcome and a full plan by using the 
Mental Models Process. In this case the process would surface the underlying 
leadership and cultural patterns that hinder confidence and commitment. Be 
sure to enter this process with a clear and measurable negative result (see 
Mental Models process page 72).

It is helpful to understand that apathy often comes from people not feeling 
responsible or not feeling capable of making a difference (see Sustainability 
Reminders). Understanding this would help a facilitative leader to talk about 
these dynamics directly,– especially the issue of capability – and assist the 
team in developing a plan to address these underlying dynamics.

Lack of confidence in an organization can be caused by many system issues. 
At its core people have lost confidence in leadership to operate in ways that 
are consistent with the goals and values articulated by the organization. They 
often experience that leadership is not willing to make the difficult decisions 
that change the way the organization does business. Examples are that bud-
gets drive programs; the culture manages management; there is little or no 
obvious accountability in the system. Think “below the green line”.

 Next Steps for 
 the Team

 Alternative Approaches 

  What if this Process 
 Doesn’t Work?

 Sustainability 
 Reminders

Tips and
Reminders
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In organizations with low confidence you often see the major sustainability 
blunders, such as:

•  Patriarchal thinking that leads to a false sense of security.

• A silo approach to the design and operation of the organization.

In addition, there is often confusion in leadership about which decisions 
should be made by leadership and which decisions need to be made by a 
broader constituency of stakeholders (see the Stacey Model page 5).

The Stacey Model clearly tells us not to waste people’s time on issues that 
already have high agreement and certainty, or issues where these are signifi-
cantly lacking. Involving people in the wrong issues often contributes to lack 
of confidence in leadership. 

CHAOS

Far from
Agreement

Close to
Agreement

Close to
Certainty

Far from
Certainty

ORDINARY
MANAGEMENT

Extraordinary

Management

Ralph Stacey Model

In situations of closed 

or contained change the 

consequences of any change 

are predictable – there is a clear 

link between cause and effect.

Control can be exerted through 

planning or direct management 

action.
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What do you do when nobody will talk in a group?  the Situation 

Silence in the group. Signs & Symptoms
All eyes are averted from speaker/leader/facilitator.

Repeated attempts to engage group in conversation fail.

No safety or trust in the group. Underlying Causes
Individuals may feel that past contributions have been ignored,  
under-valued or betrayed.

Group members may feel that they are being manipulated by the 
leader and that decisions have already been made.

One of the most dramatic examples of this dynamic and the use of the Crum-
ple and Toss process is the time when Tim and I went to work with three 
different unions along with the management team of the employer group. 
Tim had conducted many meetings with the various union organizations at 
the highest levels and all agreed that this was an essential meeting in order to 
reach new agreements across the three unions. 

I had made the long trip to Australia and got off the plane after 14 hours 
flying and was in the conference room an hour later ready to go to work. 
Within ten minutes of starting the meeting, the federal officials of each of the 
three unions spoke up and announced that they didn’t think the meeting was 
necessary and that they wanted to huddle together and work out a solution 
on their own. I remember thinking, “Oh my God, I have just travelled the 
equivalent of 22 hours to find that I need to turn around and go back.” We of 
course granted them their wish for the huddle. 

Tim and I had a cup of coffee and the remaining 32 union members stood 
around a bit perplexed. Sure enough, the officials came back and announced 
that we didn’t need the meeting. Tim then asked if we could postpone the 
decision to cancel the meeting until after we talked with the whole group for 
the rest of the morning. They grudgingly agreed to this proposal. 

Tim and I looked at each other and knew that we needed to do the Crumple 
and Toss process. We passed out the half sheets of paper and asked each of 
the 35 members to answer the following two questions:

1. What do you want to have happen here at the meeting?

2. What needs to take place in order to achieve these    
outcomes?

Thirty-two of the sheets of paper basically said that they felt the meeting was 
important and that it should proceed without the presence of the federal of-
ficials. 

4



142 Section 4: Treatment Protocols142

After reading aloud from all these slips, we put them in the center of the 
circle of participants, pointed to them, and asked the three union officials 
what they thought should happen. They once again asked for a huddle.  When 
they came back from the huddle they agreed to leave as long as they received 
daily updates on the progress of the group and that they had the opportunity 
to come back and speak to the group at any time they deemed necessary. 
This was acceptable to all parties and the meeting continued for the next 
several days. 

The meeting resulted in some very significant agreements across the union 
that ended in improved relationships with the employer, along with improve-
ments in productivity and reductions in cost. 

THEORY

On the 
Enneagram
TENSIONS

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation
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Process Description
Crumple and Toss is intended to get key issues 
on the table as quickly as possible when safety 
is a big concern in a small group. Generally this 
is useful for groups between six to forty people. 
The process is very simple. When the facilita-
tor detects that a group is stuck because it isn’t 
safe to discuss what needs to be discussed, she 
asks each person in the group to take a half 
sheet of paper and anonymously respond to the 
follow two questions:

1. What are the issues or concerns that are holding you and this 
group back in its work?

2. What needs to happen for us to begin moving this group forward?

After each person has had the opportunity to write down their responses, the 
facilitator takes the group through the following steps:

Step 1: CruMPle AnD toSS.

People are asked to crumple their response sheets and toss them 
around the circle of participants. This is done several times with ev-
eryone eventually picking up one of the crumpled response sheets. 

Step 2: reADing the reSPonSeS.

Each person in turn reads the response form they picked up. No 
comments are allowed during this process.

Step 3: FinDing the theMeS.

The response forms are all collected and put in the middle of the 
group. The facilitator then asks the group to identify the common 
themes, issues and solutions that were identified across the group.

Step 4: AgreeMentS.

An agreement is reached in the group about the changes that will be 
implemented in order to move the group forward.

This process has frequently been a life-saver. Many, many times you 
will come into groups and there is a real reluctance in the group to talk. When 
you pose a question to the group, heads go down and eyes are turned from 
you or the other people in the group. This frequently means there is a safety 
or trust issue impeding the conversation. When the facilitator checks with the 
group to determine whether there is a safety or trust issue, no one is forthcom-
ing. This is the time to use this process. 

 PRACTICE

CRUMPLE AND TOSS What Process 
 Do I Use?
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Rational Outcome
This is an intervention strategy and is generally utilized at the point 
of Tensions on the Process Enneagram when little or no safety 
exists. The focus is to identify specific actions or agreements that a 
small group needs to make to move their work forward. 

Experiential Outcome
Like the Confidence Line, this process creates a sense of relief for 
a small group to finally get the real issues on the table. It also estab-
lishes connections and demonstrates that the group can discuss 
tough issues openly.

CRUMPLE AND TOSS

Process Tips and Reminders
This process is an intervention strategy when the facilitator 
detects through non-verbal cues that a group is stuck and there 
is little safety in the group (all heads are turn down or away and 
there is minimal eye contact) to work together through the tension. 
It should not be used if safety exists in the group. 

The facilitator should avoid making direct eye contact 
with individuals in the group when processing the re-
sponse forms after they have all been read. This prevents people 
from feeling blamed or singled out.

The slips should be collected by the facilitator at the end 
of the session and transcribed and destroyed. This is to prevent 
anyone from looking at handwriting to determine who said what.

Tips and
Reminders

Generally, the Crumple and Toss process identifies some of the tensions in 
the team and system that contributed to the current dilemma. The process 
also creates a little more openness in the group and can be followed by 
developing group agreements or operating principles. It would be important 
to additionally develop a monitoring strategy that periodically looks at how 
team members are living their group agreements. This can begin to build a 
healthier culture in the team and organization.

Next Steps for 
the Team
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 Alternative 
 Approaches

 What if this Process 
 Doesn’t Work?

 Sustainability 
 Reminders

If the group is 15 people or larger in size you can use the Confidence Line 
Process. Because the underlying cause behind this dynamic is trust, one-on-
one interviews by an independent third party is often a viable alternative. The 
interview findings would then be shared and addressed with the whole team.

This is a pretty bulletproof strategy to get a group talking. If it doesn’t work, 
or if the input quickly fades or is very generalized, it means that the dynamic 
is very deep. It would be important to appropriately adjourn the meeting and 
have an independent person conduct one-on-one interviews to determine the 
real nature of the issue and identify what individual group members might 
need to move forward. 

Some people or some groups of people can reach a place of ethical doubt 
about a leader or organization. In this case a major intervention will need to 
occur that may necessitate the movement or removal of team members and 
leaders.

Remember when approaching this situation:
Patriarchal way of operating: Frequently a leader or leadership system that 
is highly directive and operates in command and control mode will create this 
type of dynamic.

Change and Transition Model: A team where past endings have been 
handled poorly by a leader ends up shutting down the team and the team may 
appear to be apathetic to new change initiatives or requests for input and as-
sistance.

Adizes Leadership Model: This dynamic can be caused by leader who con-
tinually comes to their team with pre-determined decisions and only seeks 

ideas about implementation. They are missing 
the essential ingredient of ownership. 

Trust Cycle: Sharing critical information leads 
to more openness in a group. Openness builds 
a small measure of trust that allows a group 
to take on an issue proportional to the level 
of trust. Working on issues together gener-
ates positive results and learning that led to 
the desire to share increased information, 
and so as the cycle continues trust continues 
to build. (See also the Organizational Life 
Cycle on page 135)

Information
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the Situation  How do you narrow down possible strategies when  
  emotions run high in a group? 

Signs and Symptoms People are polarized in their positions about the best strategy for 
their team or organization.

 People are getting angry with each other in group discussions and 
are voicing frustration about their fellow team members.

 People are blaming each other for the lack of progress in making a 
strategic decision.

Underlying Causes People are at the top of their ladder of inference – they are stuck 
on talking about strategies and positions rather than surfacing their 
core values.

 There are multiple core values that must be considered in a 
decision and the group doesn’t have a way of considering or 
weighing multiple values against each of the potential strategies.

 Often the critical decisions will have direct and immediate personal 
impact on the people involved in the decision and there is no way to 
objectify the conversation process.

Within the last couple of years most budgets and resources have been greatly 
impacted. As a consequence, most governmental organizations have had to 
make some very complex and difficult budget decisions. This is frequently 
complicated by the fact that elected governing boards need to make such 
decisions. Emotions run high both among the elected officials and the com-
munities they serve.

The Decision Matrix is a process that is being used in many communities. In 
one small county in California I was asked to facilitate the Board of Supervi-
sors who needed to make 6 million dollars in budget cuts in order to stem 
plummeting credit ratings and possible bankruptcy. 

None of the options were particularly appealing from a political or service 
standpoint. Multiple and competing community values were also at stake. The 
options ranged from employee reductions, privatization of work and reduc-
tions in the traditional work-week and benefits. Some of the criteria con-
sidered such things as local employment impacts, quality of life, minimizing 
impact on future abilities to provide service, minimizing impacts on delivery 
of core services, etc. The process was extremely difficult and much credit 
should be given to these supervisors for going through this in full transpar-
ency with their community. The process did point to some very clear priority 
options that were eventually implemented. 

5



Decision Matrix Process Example

STRATEGIES

vAriABleS

tO
ta

lsMom’s 
Comfort Financial

What 
Could 

Dad Live 
With

Best  
Medical 

Care

Connec-
tions to 
Family

10 7 6 10 5

Board  
and Care

6 - 60 7 - 49 4 - 24 6 - 60 6 - 30 223

Separate 

Apartment

7 - 70 3 -21 5 - 30 7 - 70 6 - 30 221

Nursing Home 3 - 30 6 - 42 2 - 12 5 - 50 5 - 25 159

Live with Steve 7 - 70 8 - 56 8 - 48 9 - 90 8 - 40 304

Dad gets 
Apartment

9 - 90 3 - 21 6 - 36 7 - 70 6 - 30 247
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Process Description
This is a highly rational and sequential process for 
narrowing down multiple strategies to one prior-
ity strategy. This process has been a life-saver in 
situations where emotions run high and the group 
doesn’t have a good track record of making complex 
decisions together. Considerable pre-work is neces-
sary regarding identification and quantification of 

the various strategies being explored. The more specificity there is about the 
strategies and criteria, the more success in the final outcomes of the process.

The process involves the following steps:

Step 1. Identify all potential strategies.

Step 2. Identify the most important criteria in evaluating   
priority strategies.

Step 3. Assign a numerical weighting value to criteria from 1-10, 
with 10 being high and 1 being low.

Step 4. For each strategy, weigh the strategy on a separate scale of 
1-10, with 10 being high and 1 being low.

Step 5. Multiply the weighting value of the criteria (step 3) by the 
weighting value assigned to the strategy being considered 
(step 4) and place that value in the matrix at the intersection 
of the strategy and the criteria.

Step 6. At the conclusion of assessing a strategy against each of the 
criteria, total the score and place that value in the totals box.

 THEORY

 On the 
 Enneagram
   STRATEGY / APPROACH

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

 PRACTICE

DECISION MATRIX PROCESS What Process 
 Do I Use?
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The strategies can be identified through other processes or can be suggested 
by a leadership or design team. When strategies are developed by a subgroup 
for consideration by a larger body, the larger body must evaluate, modify, ap-
pend or delete the recommendations so that full ownership is achieved. 

Likewise, the criteria can be developed and adopted in a similar fashion. Cri-
teria are often related to the existing goals and principles of the organization 
but may be modified by the unique context of the issue being considered. 
Again, full ownership is mandatory. If full ownership of both the strategies 
and principles is not achieved, the process is likely to fall apart.

Specificity of both the strategies and criteria is important. As indicated above, 
significant pre-work is necessary to make sure that everyone understands 
what is meant by each strategy or criterion. Examples are often necessary 
specific to the unique situation being considered by the planning group.

Rational Outcome
This process is used at the strategy point on the Process Ennea-
gram. It is very effective for identifying priority strategies from 
multiple competing strategies. 

Experiential Outcome
It is used when emotions run high and people are attached to mul-
tiple specific strategies. The process creates an objective analysis 
that frequently allows a group to reach a decision while minimizing 
conflict in the group.

DECISION MATRIX PROCESS
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STRATEGIES
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6 - 60 7 - 49 4 - 24 6 - 60 6 - 30 223
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7 - 70 3 -21 5 - 30 7 - 70 6 - 30 221

Nursing Home 3 - 30 6 - 42 2 - 12 5 - 50 5 - 25 159

Live with Steve 7 - 70 8 - 56 8 - 48 9 - 90 8 - 40 304

Dad gets 
Apartment

9 - 90 3 - 21 6 - 36 7 - 70 6 - 30 247

In the example above, my family was confronted with an all-too-familiar chal-
lenge these days. What is the best care option for an ill parent? In our case 
my Dad could no longer care for my Mom, and she needed 24-hour care. As a 
family we identified the five strategy options and five criteria. We then assigned 
weighting values to the criteria and went through the remaining steps of the 
process. As can be seen from the totals column, my Mom came to live with 
Joyce and me.
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Process Tips & Reminders
It is important to get a clear separation of numerical 
weighting for the criteria for the process to work effectively – not 
everything is weighted a 9 or 10.

It is not important to achieve an accurate mathematical 
average of each score when going through the process – this will 
likely prolong the process. It is important to come up with a fair 
average based on testing the group against a possible ranking. This 
is done by asking the group, “How many people think the score is 
below a 5? How many think it is between 5 and 7? Between 7 and 
9?” This allows the facilitator to suggest an average score. The goal 
is to get the group into a small range of scores before arriving at a 
proposed average score. If the group insists on taking the math-
ematical average of the scores, it won’t destroy the process.

Tips and
Reminders
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Usually this process points out a clear set of directions for a team in a difficult 
decision-making situation. Often the decision ends up being some combina-
tion of strategies that became clear through the process. After the high level 
strategy is developed, the team would then enter into a classic action plan-
ning process where next steps, timelines, and responsible parties would be 
identified. This would then be followed with a regular reflection process to 
check on progress and make mid-course corrections as the actions are 
implemented.

The Decision Matrix Process can be very time consuming and should only be 
used when either a group is stuck or the emotions run very high. The sec-
ond best choice would be to use the Paired Weighing Process (see p. 194) 
in which all the strategy options are identified and they are weighed against 
every other strategy option using two criteria – which is the most important 
strategy and which strategy needs to come first in terms of implementation. 

In my experience this process may not work for one or more of the following 
three reasons:

• The participants didn’t have full buy-in of either the criteria or 
strategies.

• Not enough time was permitted to have full conversations about 
peoples’ rationale for their weightings on each strategy.

• There was not enough spread on the weighting factors for 
the criteria.

I frequently recommend a test of the process before committing to the full 
process with all participants. This is a prevention that will surface possible 
fatal flaws.

This can be done by weighing one strategy against all the criteria with the 
whole team, or by field testing the whole process with a much smaller team. 
Both options allow for alterations of the process. 

If you considered the above issues, and designed for these potential flaws, 
and the process still doesn’t work, you might recommend that the formal 
leadership team make the critical decisions. It is quite possible that the 
broader organizational team coming together to make these decisions is just 
not aligned enough to come to agreement within the necessary time frame.

Next Steps for 
the Team

Alternative 
Approaches

What if this Process 
Doesn’t Work?
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Generally, teams of people come to an impasse around difficult decisions 
because they don’t have the “below the green line” infrastructure to make 
such decisions. When looking at the Ralph Stacey Model we know that for 
some teams a particular decision would be considered to be in ‘chaos. ‘ For 
another team, even in the same organization, the decision would be in the 
extraordinary management domain, and for a third team the same issue 
would be considered in the area of ordinary management. The differences 
in these three teams has to do with the level of team functioning – quality of 
the relationships, level of transparency and commitment to common values, 
beliefs and operating principles (“below the green line”). As teams become 
more high-functioning, the ability to tackle more difficult issues increases and 
they naturally seek the Third Alternative Approach of Stephen Covey.

 Sustainability 
 Reminders

Structure

IdentityRelationship

Information

Pattern Process

The Six Circle Model

Sharing critical information 

can lead to more openness 

in an organization. This builds 

a bit more trust and sense 

of commitment to do a piece 

of work together. The work 

generates positive results which 

leads to more information being 

shared.

See it working on page 145

www.margaretwheatley.com 
www.dalmau.com 
www.rnknowlesassociates.com
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the Situation  What do you do when leadership feels it is held   
  hostage by the culture of the organization? 

Signs and Symptoms Significant numbers of leaders state that they can’t make changes 
because of the resistance of key people in the organization. 

 Leaders report that there are a few significant people who are 
called the "keepers of the culture.”

Underlying Causes An underlying value is being violated in the organization.

 There is a persistent pattern of perceived disregard by leadership 
of the needs, interests and values of a small influential group of 
people in the organization. 

 A group of influential people are not involved in the key decisions 
of the organization – decisions that directly impact their work and 
positions.

One of the most interesting and impactful times I used this process was with 
a 45-member school district leadership team located in central California. I 
was contracted to work with the team at their two-day planning session in 
Monterey. They quickly indicated to me that the main reason that they were 
experiencing such low results for special education students was that there 
were significant and respected “keepers of the culture” who, by their influ-
ence, were holding the whole district back from making significant improve-
ments for students.

This was the perfect application for the Handling Difficult Group Behavior 
exercise. As the group went through the process they realized that it was the 
patriarchal approach of leadership that contributed to the staff feeling alien-
ated and manipulated and leading them to resist the changes proposed by the 
district. 

This breakthrough allowed the leadership team to have a very productive 
two-day planning conversation about how to shift the paradigm of leadership 
(“below the green line”) as they accomplished the critical “above the green 
line” work of education.    

6
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Process Description
It has been my experience that a large 
percentage of difficult dynamics are actu-
ally a reaction to the leader, leadership 
culture, agenda, facilitator or the facilita-
tion process, rather than a person being 
difficult for the sake of being difficult. 
There have been a few exceptions to this 

and these people were true saboteurs.

The most common difficult people dynamics that participants have identified 
include:

• A person who dominates the conversation.

• Passive aggressive behavior.

• An angry or aggressive person in a group.

• People agree to a plan in a meeting and then go out and do some-
thing different. 

• A person who continually tries to hijack the meeting.

This process can be used when a group is in the blame mode regarding the 
behavior of other people who they believe are holding the organization or 
team hostage from making progress. 

It is particularly useful to break the current mindset regarding the reasons be-
hind difficult group behaviors. This process tends to shift the understanding 
from blaming and labeling people to looking at the facilitation, leadership or 
system as the possible cause behind the difficult group behavior. The primary 
mechanism that allows for this shift in mindset comes from demonstrating 
that at some time everyone has exhibited these difficult behaviors – that is 
to say that they were not being difficult or purposely trying to sabotage the 
group or process.
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the process consists of seven steps:

Step 1: The team identifies the difficult group dynamic or behavior 
that they believe is holding the organization hostage. This 
may mean brainstorming all the possible dynamics and se-
lecting the top priority.

Step 2: On a large whiteboard or wall covered with flipchart paper, 
draw a circle in the middle and write the difficult dynamic in 
the center of the circle.

Step 3: Now ask group members to identify the behaviors they wit-
ness that show evidence of this difficult dynamic. These are 
written inside the circle (moving from judgement to specific 
behaviors).

Step 4: Ask each person (or small groups of people when you have 
more than 12 people) to identify a time when they, them-
selves, demonstrated some or all of the actual behaviors. 
Then ask them to identify what their reasons were for exhib-
iting these behaviors. 

Step 5: After all these reasons have been posted, ask the individu-
als or small groups to think about what reasons underlie the 
difficult group dynamic. What is it about the team, process, 
facilitation or the organization that contributes to these dif-
ficult group dynamics?

Step 6: Once all the input has been charted, ask the small groups to 
again engage in a 10-minute discussion. This time they are 
to discuss what new insights they have about the meaning of 
difficult dynamics in groups. 

Step 7: As a final step, ask the group what new insights they have 
about the meeting process, and what steps the group might 
suggest to improve the quality of the meeting process. 
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Rational Outcome
The intent is to identify the underlying values and assumptions that 
cause negative behaviors in teams and organizations. 

Experiential Outcome
The intent is to break the blame paradigm in a team or organiza-
tion, and to develop understanding and compassion for those 
previously identified as difficult people. The process will mobilize 
a group to take constructive action in order to change group and 
organizational patterns. 

HANDLING DIFFICULT 
GROUP DYNAMICS

Process Tips & Reminders
The process takes about 45 minutes and should be completed 
in one meeting. This should only be used when large numbers of 
people in a team or organization are stuck in a blame paradigm.

It is very important to go visual when using this process. 
It keeps the group focused on a “third point” and on the logical 
sequence of the questions and responses. If the third point is not 
held, a group can begin to personalize the content and fall back 
into the blame mode.

Tips and
Reminders
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After completing this process there is a natural bridge to working on design 
principles followed by some conversations about engagement strategies. 
The design principles conversation might best be handled either through the 
Appreciative Inquiry Process or Totems, Taboos and Repetitive Interactions. 
Depending on the desired experiential outcomes, the engagement strategy 
conversation could be handled through a variety of approaches listed under 
Strategy on the Process Enneagram (see page 120).

You might consider either one-on-one interviews or focus groups designed to 
surface the underlying motivations for the difficult behavior patterns.  A sec-
ond alternative would be to utilize the Workshop Method. In this instance you 
would need the people who demonstrate the behaviors to be part of the ses-
sion. The facilitator would indicate that the outcome of the session would be 
to identify the underlying causes behind some of the difficult group dynamics 
experienced by the group.

The process challenges peoples’ underlying assumptions behind why other 
people act the way they do. In many cases the experience of seeing that all 
of us have acted in these ways from positive motivations (we were not be-
ing saboteurs) is enough to cause a shift in perspective and behavior. This 
process does not guarantee that the behavior will shift. In these instances 
it would be essential for the leadership team to experience direct negative 
consequences between their continued behavior patterns and an escalating 
pattern of negative results. To accomplish this, additional leverage could be 
gained by using either the Negative Vision or the Mental Models Processes.

Next Steps for 
the Team

Alternative 
Approaches

What if this Process 
Doesn’t Work?

Your actions trigger
consequences for me

You Act

These feelings lead me to
ascribe hidden motives to you

I formulate a response

These consequences trigger
feelings in me

These feelings lead me to
ascribe hidden motives to me

My actions trigger
consequences for you

I formulate a response

These consequences trigger
feelings in you

I Act

Self-Fulfilling Prophesy
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 Sustainability 
 Reminders
In utilizing this process it is often helpful to talk about “self fulfilling prophe-
cies.” The diagram demonstrates this psychological dynamic. A “difficult 
person in a group” (You Act) displays what is believed to be difficult behavior. 
These behaviors trigger consequences for the facilitator – and team – as well 
as strong feelings (anger, frustration). These feelings lead the facilitator to 
ascribe hidden motives to the difficult person – “they are trying to take over 
control of the meeting.” This causes the facilitator to act (I Act) in ways to 
minimize the difficult person. This minimization has consequences in the 
group for the “difficult person” and they ascribe hidden motives to the facili-
tator and have strong emotional reactions and responses. Usually this leads 
the “difficult person” to exaggerate their behaviors, which then causes the 
facilitator to respond in kind. This goes round and round and the behavior 
and group dynamics worsen over time. Unless this cycle is broken by explor-
ing the reasons for the behaviors in an open way, the cycle worsens over time. 

This can become a real paradox for leaders. Many times a leader looks out at 
their teams and sees apathetic employees who need to be pushed to action. 
The leader then takes charge and holds people accountable. What they then 
experience is employee compliance rather than ownership. The system starts 
to experience positive results. The leader then sees that the only way to get 
results is to continue to push the system. The system becomes even more 
apathetic and it gets more and more difficult to get results. Eventually you 
have a polarized system of “us and them” with little opportunity for creative 
and innovative solutions. 
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the Situation  How do you identify the key connectors in an   
  organization or community?  

Signs and Symptoms This is a purely preventive strategy and signs and symptoms do not 
apply. 

Underlying Causes The underlying understanding behind this strategy is that some 
people connect and influence the entire system – identifying them 
is a powerful way of creating ownership, alignment and self-
organization. 

It helpful to remember the work of Malcolm Gladwell in his book, The Tip-
ping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference when talking 
about who needs to be involved in a large planning initiative. 

In The Tipping Point, Gladwell identifies three critical principles that cause 
systems to tip from one point of equilibrium to a different point of balance. 
He stresses the fact that systems actually tip quite dramatically and rapidly, 
and that change agents identified as connectors, mavens, and salespeople 
act like viruses, spreading the change very rapidly. These three tipping point 
principles are:

• Law of the Few

• Stickiness Factor

• Power of Context

The Law of the Few is the focus of discussion in this section. This principle 
is based on the fact that it takes very few people to adopt a new idea for the 
ideas to spread like a virus in a community. These few critical people have 
influence, credibility and are highly connected across the target community. 
These people are often categorized as Connectors, Mavens and Salespeople.

cOnnectORs: Those people who seem to (and do) have the most social con-
tact with the largest number of people in the population.

mavens: These are people who gather vast amounts of information and are 
happy to freely share it with others.

salespeOple: These are the influencers, the opinion leaders – those people 
in the target population who seem to hold significant influence over the views 
of others. If you get them on board, you can expect to get whole groups of the 
population on board.

 There is one dynamic to keep in mind when working with this target group 
of key people. In order for this group to serve as true connectors – spreading 
the new ideas like viruses – the key connectors will want to develop their own 
outcomes and strategies. This is often a very difficult concept for the original 
planning group to grasp. To understand this more fully, it is helpful to analyze 

7
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the following graph originally developed around social changes in society and 
now widely used as a basis of market research (Rogers, 1962, 2003). As the 
graph demonstrates, people can be categorized by the ease with which they 
adopt new ideas. This is context specific. In some parts of our life we more 
readily adopt new ideas than in others. 

Adoption of a New Idea

Early Adopters

9-15%
Innovators

3-5%

Late Adopters

9-15%
Laggards

3-5%

Adopters
66%

Innovators are a small percentage of the population. They are essentially 
incubators for new ideas, and they rarely have much direct influence on 
whether an idea is adopted. Without them however, it would be difficult to 
bring new ideas to a population. Their ideas are often out of the grasp of most 
peoples’ ability to see how they can be applied. Early adopters are the people 
we want to focus on (connectors, mavens and salespersons). Their genius is 
that they can take the idea from the innovators and shift the idea so that it 
is understandable and comfortable to the adopters. They bridge ideas from 
innovators to the adopters. This is why they are so essential to our work. 
Through their influence, the ideas tip by being adopted by 66% of the popula-
tion. The late adopters and laggards are just very late in adopting new ideas. 
The ideas and promised results must be well embedded in the culture before 
they are willing to take them on. 
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Process Description
A frequent question in the training program 
is, “How do you identify these early adopters 
in your organization?” As you would guess by 
now we have developed such a process based 
on the work of Malcolm Gladwell. The process 
is an extrapolation from his work by myself 
and Tim Dalmau. The Law of the Few is the 
focus of this process. 

PrePArAtion StePS Prior to running the ProCeSS:

gathering your team

It is important to do this exercise with those who are closely connected to the 
work and who will positively contribute to the discussion. These are people 
who have a good sense of the big picture and are familiar with the target 
population.

explaining the Concept

Before beginning the task, it is important to ensure that all team members 
understand the Tipping Point theory and the value of early adopters in creat-
ing change. 

It is rare that a Tipping Point strategy will be the sole activity of a program 
of social change. It is usually combined with other strategies to achieve some 
long-term objective for the company or organization involved. Be clear with 
your team about the overall strategy and how the Tipping Point process is 
part of the initial steps in the overall strategy. 

PRACTICE

What Process  KEY CONNECTORS - EARLY ADOPTERS    
Do I Use? 

THEORY

On the 
Enneagram
RELATIONSHIPS
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the Following Are the StePS in the tiPPing Point ProCeSS:

Step 1: ClAriFying the PoPulAtion

The first step is to get a shared understanding with your team of what con-
stitutes the population you wish to influence. For example, is it all employees 
in your organization, or is it just those in a particular department or group? 
Is it all your customers or suppliers, or just those in a particular region? Is it 
all the parents in your community or just those with children in a particular 
category of need? The answers to these questions will determine a lot of what 
follows and so it is worth spending time clarifying these matters up front.

Step 2: initiAl liSt oF eArly ADoPterS

Next, the team determines who is likely to have the most useful information 
about the three groups (connectors, mavens and salespersons). This is actu-
ally a relatively short task. Your team identifies 20 or so people in the target 
population who can help you identify the early adopters by answering the 
following three questions. Some people from this initial team will turn out to 
be the connectors, mavens and salespeople:

• Who are the two or three people who know the most number of 
people in the population? They are engaged in a wide range of 
activities and groups across several contexts. (Connectors)

• If you wanted to know something technical or trivial or useful, who 
are the two or three people you would go to in this 
population? (Mavens)

• Who are the two or three people in the population who are influen-
tial in shaping the opinions and views of large groups of people in 
this population? (Salespeople)

The 20 people contacted should be familiar with the target population and 
members of it. They should cover a number of different sectors or sub-groups 
of the total population. 

If there are ten people in your team, then they can each ask two different 
people these three questions. They make notes of the answers to these ques-
tions and bring the answers back to the next team meeting. 

Step 3: MAking A griD oF eArly ADoPterS

Your team reconvenes and makes lists of each person’s research. This is best 
done by posting the answers on the wall on sheets of flipchart paper. It is im-
portant that this be done visually and without any discussion. The group then 
looks at the lists it has posted and determines those people who occur most 
frequently in response to all three questions, i.e., in all three categories.

This listing should result in many overlaps and should reflect less than about 
5 percent of your total target population. If either of these conditions are not 
met you need to refine the parameters and redo Step 2.
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Step 4: iDentiFying the Core

This step probably occurs in the same meeting as Step 3.

The group now identifies the major sectors of the population impacting or 
comprising your overall system and outcomes. For example, if it is a local 
community, they might be health professionals, law enforcement, welfare 
services, local city administration, the elderly, and youth groups. 

Each of these sectors is named as the heading of a column across a sheet of 
flipchart paper. The rows are represented by the names of the people who 
have been most frequently identified through the interviews with the team 
of 20. 

The following chart demonstrates the sectors for a project that was focused 
on developing interventions for youth involvement in violent behaviors.

You then have a matrix with columns as sectors of the population and rows 
as names of the identified people. 

The group then confirms sector affiliations for each individual on the list. 
Affiliation includes direct connection, access to, or influence with. A check 
mark is then placed in the row and column

If there are sectors without X’s, it suggests that the final list is missing 

POTENTIAL 
CONNECTORS

Influence with 
Youth Gangs Education Community 

Involvement
Connections 

to Youth

Connections 
to Faith 

Community

John Doe X X

Peter Rice X X X X X

Carol Miller X X X X X

Tom Jones X

Jo Peters X X X X X

Bob Fields X X X X X

Sue Toms X X X X X

people who can influence that sector. In these cases, go back to the larger list 
and find a person most likely to be able to connect to, access, or otherwise 
influence that sector. The object of the exercise is to have all sectors with at 
least one identified person associated with them. Ideally, the final list of early 
adopters will be listed in multiple sectors. 

If a large number of people are identified with many sectors, it is sometimes 
necessary to further specify the level of connectedness by taking all the top 
candidates and do one last sort. In this case, a weighted matrix can be used. 
In this step a weight is given to each sector (1-10) as to its ultimate impor-
tance to the target population and desired outcomes for the work.  Then 
each person is rated against these sectors. Each person is given an individual 
weighting (1-10) against each of the sectors. A person who is highly connect-
ed and influential in a given sector would receive a rating of 10. This weight-
ing is then multiplied against the sector weighting to get a weighted score for 
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the sector. These weighted scores are then totaled for all participants and 
these totals are compared and discussed across the whole prospective list.

The final list of identified people is your target influence group – the connec-
tors, mavens and salespeople you and your team are going to use to influence 
the whole population. 

POTENTIAL 
CONNECTORS

Influence with 
Youth Gangs 

(10)

Education 
(6) 

Community 
Involvement 

(7)

Connections 
to Youth 

(10)

Connections 
to Faith 

Community 
(5)

TOTALS

Peter Rice 8 x 10 = 80 6 x 6 = 36 8 x 7 = 56 10 x 10 = 100 7 x 5 = 35 307

Carol Miller 5 x 10 = 50 6 x 6 = 36 5 x 7 = 35 4 x 10 = 40 10 x 5 = 50 211

Jo Peters 3 x 10 = 30 10 x 6 = 60 7 x 7 = 49 4 x 10 = 40 5 x 5 = 25 204

Bob Fields 4 x 10 = 40 8 x 6 = 48 8 x 7 = 56 4 x 10 = 40 5 x 5 = 25 209

Sue Toms 10 x 10 = 100 8 x 6 = 48 8 x 7 = 56 10 x 10 = 100 7 x 5 = 35 339

Step 5. eXtenDing the invitAtion to the eArly ADoPterS

Once your team is satisfied it has a workable list of connectors, mavens and 
salespeople, it is time for you to remind them of the context and focus of the 
outcomes of the work. 

Rational Outcome
This exercise is intended to assist in the identification of the key 
connectors in a system who can assist you in tipping a new idea to 
spread throughout the system. 

Experiential Outcome
Engaging your planning team in this exercise increases the sense 
of possibility and success and extends the level of ownership of the 
work to a much broader group of stakeholders in the community. 

KEY CONNECTORS 
 EARLY ADOPTERS
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Next Steps for 
the Team

The team then plans out a sequence of meetings, dinners, social functions, 
gatherings or other activities on a one-on-one or group basis with members of 
your target influence group. 
 

The same steps could be taken with your planning team. The Workshop Meth-
od could be used as a flexible organizing process. 
 

The reasons this process may not work are:

• Wrong people on the initial planning team. They do not have a 
good feel for the issue or community and are not able to identify 
the true Early Adopters.

• The most common pitfall is that the Early Adopters are convened 
and the planning team attempts to “sell” them on their idea. True 
Early Adopters need to design their own ideas and approaches.

Alternative 
Approaches

What if this Process 
Doesn’t Work?

Process Tips & Reminders
Scope the scale of the process to the size of the 
community. In reading the above steps the process can seem 
daunting. In reality you need to go to this depth when talking about 
a whole city or county. When focusing on a smaller organization, 
the process becomes much simpler and much quicker.

Don’t get lulled into thinking that the process is bullet 
proof. The accuracy of the process is only as good as the knowl-
edge and connectivity of the people identifying the early adopters. 
Be sure to invite diverse perspectives and people representing 
diverse stakeholder groups at the outset. 

Don’t let personal biases sway the process. It is easy to 
discount someone from being included in the final list because of 
personal biases or negative experiences. If the people are identi-
fied and have a history of being constructive and willing to follow a 
process, trust the process.

Tips and
Reminders
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In the early 1960’s, the psychologist Stanley Milgram conducted a very fasci-
nating study that helped explain the connector theory. In his famous study he 
identified 160 volunteers who were asked to send a packet of information to 
a stockbroker in Sharon, Massachusetts. Their task was to send the packet to 
a person they knew who, by geography or profession, would get the packet 
closest to the stockbroker. Upon receiving these packets each additional 
person was asked to continue to process until the packet was received by the 
stockbroker. On average, it took six transmission for this to occur – hence 
the famous expression six degrees of separation.  What was most telling from 
the research is that over 50 percent of the packets reached the stockbroker 
through the same two people. Not all people are connected by six degrees of 
separation, but that a much smaller number of people connect everyone else. 

 Sustainability 
 Reminders
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I utilize the Ladder of Inference frequently as part of my overall facilitation 
approach. Most people wouldn’t even notice it as a strategy. An example that 
stands out was in the IEP (Individualized Educational Plan) training program. 
I was actually demonstrating how to utilize the Ladder of Inference approach 
as a part of the IEP process. A wonderful parent volunteered for the demon-
stration. She was a very respected member of her district’s special education 
team and she was the parent of a special education student.

We started, and the parent’s stated position was that the district is restricted 
by policy and protocols in meeting the needs of her child. This was a surpris-
ing start since she stated that she loves the district and devotes volunteer 
time to the special education program. As we continued down the ladder she 
stated that she had reached this conclusion because her child wasn’t im-
proving and she based her position on the fact that many other parents had 
informed her about additional services in other school districts. 

As the story unfolded, we learned that her child is severely challenged and is 
already receiving a very large array of services. As the conversation contin-
ued, she entered into the area of belief and we learned that this parent had no 
direct evidence for what improvement would actually look like for her child. 
We also learned that her deepest value was to be a “good parent.” Upon fur-
ther investigation, she believed that if she was a good parent her child would 
be healthy and learning. 

the Situation  How do you assist a group in working through   
  polarized positions? 

Signs and Symptoms Two people or two or more groups of people stuck in their positions.

 Debate going on in a group about my strategy vs. your strategy.

 A person becomes very animated about their position and 
seemingly dominates the group’s time.

 A person continually comes back to the same point and is holding 
back the progress of the group.

 My position versus your position – I am right and you are wrong.

Underlying Causes An underlying value is perceived as being either violated or 
unrepresented in the conversation.

 A history of values violation that is triggered by the current 
conversation.

8
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When this surfaced, the tears were rolling down her face and she realized 
that this was a belief that was going to be difficult, if not impossible to work 
with. She stated that her belief was actually unfair to the district and that 
she needed to have a long talk with her partner to develop a better and more 
realistic set of evidences to use for her child and herself as indicators of being 
a good parent. 
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Conclusions
about the Issue

Actions &
Behaviors

Past Experiences
Triggered by Issue

Data & Actual 
Observations

Beliefs that Filter 
Observations

Underlying Values RUNG 7

RUNG 6

RUNG 5

RUNG 2

Underlying
Assumptions

RUNG 3

RUNG 1

RUNG 4

To reach a new
agreement, start at
Rung 7 and move up

To gain understanding
start at Rung 1 and
move down the ladder

Ladder of Inference

Process Description
The Ladder of Inference is a conceptual 
model designed by Chris Argyris. The 
model describes how information, experi-
ences, assumptions and actions are filtered 
through our values and beliefs. This model 
is often at the core of the self-fulfilling 
prophecy phenomenon. That is, we per-
ceive the world in a way that causes us to 
act in ways that brings about results that 

support our pre-existing beliefs.  The Ladder of Inference is also a set of se-
quential high quality questions that allows people to gain deeper insight into 
the underlying beliefs that drive their behavior.

PRACTICE

What Process  LADDER OF INFERENCE  
Do I Use?
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The following is an example of a set of high-quality questions sequenced 
around the Ladder of Inference model. This is a menu of questions. You would 
not necessarily ask all of these questions.

questions for Moving Down the ladder of inference Sequence:

Rung 1 
Actions & Behaviors

What strong opinion do you hold about this issue at this time? 
What is the issue or strategy you are passionate about?

Rung 2 
Conclusions

What conclusions is your position based on?
How did you reach this position on this issue or strategy?

Rung 3
Assumptions

What are the various assumptions that your strategy is based on?
What is the logic path behind your recommended strategy?

Rung 4
Experiences

What experiences have you had around this issue that have led you to 
form these assumptions and opinions?

Rung 5
Actual Observations

What have you actually observed relative to this situation or position?

Do you have data to support this position and assumption? 

Rung 6
Beliefs & Values

At the very core of this issue, what is fundamentally important to you 
that might drive your opinion or recommendation?
What belief or value sits behind the meaning you make out of what 
you observed and the assumptions you reach? 

Rung 7
Understanding Values

Is this a core belief or value that is important to you in many other 
areas of your life?
Is it possible that this value might be filtering your experiences around 
this issue in some way? If so, how?

As can be inferred from the diagrams, the model can also be used to under-
stand your own position. It can thus be used to reach a new agreement among 
two people or a whole team once each person’s ladder is clearly understood. 
The goal is to find the common ground regarding values and to build a new 
future together by “walking up the ladder” together. You start with shared 
values, new ways of monitoring success (data), identifying new shared prin-
ciples (conclusions and assumptions) and then identifying new strategies for 
the future. 
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Process Tips & Reminders
This should be used when the facilitator determines that 
the group is stuck with differing opinions and strategies, and 
demonstrates that those holding these differing positions have 
credibility with the group.

The goal is to identify the underlying belief. It may not take 
all the questions to surface the driving belief, but make certain that 
the identified belief is truly compelling and specific.

It may take going through the process for each strongly 
held position.  Since this can take considerable time (10 minutes 
per position) the facilitator runs the risk of losing the group and 
their permission. Be certain that this a high stakes issue and that 
the group is willing to reach some kind of breakthrough by going 
through the process.

Tips and
Reminders

Rational Outcome
To identify the underlying value or belief that generates a strongly 
held position.

Experiential Outcome
It is used when emotions run high and people are attached to mul-
tiple specific strategies. The process creates an objective analysis 
that frequently allows a group to reach a decision while minimizing 
conflict in the group.

LADDER OF INFERENCE
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The Ladder of Inference is used to break a log jam in a group caused by 
unspoken or unidentified core values. It essentially identifies the core un-
derlying values that motivate a position. Once these positions are identified, 
the facilitator would state the core values that surfaced through the ladder 
and would begin a conversation about finding a way forward that honors the 
identified values of all parties. This may be in the area of new strategies, new 
operating principles or additional intentions. Depending on where the issue 
falls on the enneagram, the appropriate process can be selected to continue 
the planning work. This is a process that allows a group to develop a 3rd 
Alternative Approach (see Sustainability Reminders).

The facilitative leader must be very careful about when to use this process in 
a group. If the person or small clique with a seemingly stuck position has lost 
credibility with the group, it would be important to go through this process 
outside the meeting structure. The insights would then be brought back to 
the group to find some common ground. 

If the person or small clique has credibility, but seems to be at an impasse 
even after using the ladder, it would be important to introduce two elements 
into the conversation. The first element would be to use an appreciative 
approach and discuss a set of past experiences in which the group achieved 
breakthroughs. It is important to identify what was learned from these past 
positive scenarios that could assist them in moving forward in the current 
situation. The second element would be to consider adopting an 80% deci-
sion making standard for the group. In this decision-making protocol, almost 
everyone agrees and yet a dissenting opinion would not stop the progress of 
the group. The dissenting opinion is given the opportunity to attempt to sway 
the whole group to their position during an initial polling prior to final voting 
and adoption.

When approaching this situation remember:
cORe values: The heart of change work, whether with individuals, teams 
or whole organizations, is surfacing the existing values that cause people 
to operate from certain viewpoints and to help them to shift to alternative 
perspectives. These alternative perspectives are generated from shifts in the 
underlying filters and values. There are obvious and significant challenges 
in this work, not the least of which is the lack of permission to challenge 
people’s value systems. 

The brain generalizes, distorts and deletes experiences in order to conform to 
past values and experiences. These characteristics allow the brain to function 
quickly and automatically. The problem with these functions is that they con-
tinually reinforce our previous perceptions and positions and keep us locked 
into the same habits and ways of doing business. 

 Next Steps for 
 the Team

 What if this Process 
 Doesn’t Work?

 Sustainability 
 Reminders
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3RD alteRnative: The philosophy behind the Ladder of Inference is at the 
core of Stephen Covey’s 3rd Alternative approach – to deeply listen to and 
understand the positions and motivations of all players in a conversation and 
to find a solution that maximizes the needs, desires and values of all the team 
members. According to Covey, this way of operating moves from “my way 
versus your way” to a position that reflects “our way.” A prerequisite for this 
type of shift is that each of the parties be willing to operate from the second 
(focused on the needs of others) and third perceptual positions (focused on 
the needs of the system or community at large).

New Paradigm
Our Solution
3RD ALTERNATIVE

My Solution
FIRST POSITION:

Your Solution
FIRST POSITION:

The 3rd Alternative

Stephen Covey’s 3rd Alternative 

is a paradigm focused on 

synergy, transformation and 

solutions rather than a two 

position “my side versus your 

side” way of operating.

www.the3rdalternative.com
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How do you create more understanding and the Situation 
compassion among team members who may be 
at odds with or blaming each other? 

People are critical of each other’s behavior in a group or team. Signs and Symptoms
The specific behavior patterns of one or more members of a team 
are reported to get in the way of progress of the team.

The contribution of an individual team member is minimized by 
other members in order to get work done in the team.

People lack understanding about the core values of all group Underlying Causes 
members and are unable to make allowances for individual 
differences.

Members in a group evaluate the behavior of others based on 
what it would mean to them if they exhibited such behavior.

The first time I thought to use the Life Stories Process was for a client based 
in Australia. Top leaders from around the world were coming together to 
engage in a corporate sponsored Leadership Development Program. During 
one of the program components, participants were asked to work in teams of 
eight people to design a meeting they would have with the CEO of the firm on 
the final day of the program. Participants were told that the primary outcome 
was not in the final design, but in learning about how they work with other 
powerful leaders. 

We gave the teams about 2-2 ½ hours for the task of designing the meeting. 
When I checked in with one group, they were basically at each other’s throats. 
The walls were completely plastered with charts and everyone was talking 
and no one was listening. I asked if they needed any help and they practically 
bit my head off. I left them alone for another 20 minutes until I couldn’t stand 
the pain any longer and I intervened. 

I asked them each to spend a few moments and reflect on the most signifi-
cant events in their life that led to their current leadership roles in this global 
concern. They could draw a picture, develop a life journey map or simply tell 
a story. 

After the first few people told their stories I thought I had made a colossal 
mistake. Each of the first three people used a life journey map format. They 
just told of the events over a timeline with no personal stories or explanation 
of the significance of the events. I thought we were sunk, along with my cred-
ibility as a facilitator. I couldn’t really stop the process or judge the validity of 
what was being shared so I endured for another hour. As it turns out, during 

9
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Process Description
This is a wonderful and deep process 
for developing relationship and prin-
ciples in a team. The process involves 
each person telling a part of their life 
story within the context of a team 
goal or challenge. The story might be 
about leadership, it might be about 
the origins of certain beliefs related 

to the work of the group or it might be about team cohesiveness.

The process is fairly high risk for the group and requires a high degree of 
facilitator permission. The process should always be accompanied by a confi-
dentiality agreement that protects the privacy of participants. 

the process generally involves the following steps:

Step 1: Setting the ConteXt

The facilitator references a specific team outcome and indicates to 
the team that the most effective and efficient way of moving toward 
the outcome is for people to share some personal information (self 

the fourth story people started to cry, and during the debrief after the final 
story had been shared, they had all agreed that it was one of the most power-
ful experiences they had ever had in their professional lives. It was a huge 
learning moment for me about my own judgements and about the power of 
self-disclosure in groups. After we finished the debrief the group very calmly 
and collaboratively finished the assigned task in about 15 minutes. 

THEORY

On the 
Enneagram
RELATIONSHIPS 
PRINCIPLES

PRACTICE

What Process  LIFE STORIES PROCESS 
Do I Use?

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation
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disclosure) – stories about themselves that will give insight to the 
other team members that are relevant to the outcomes at hand. 

Step 2: ConFiDentiAlity 

The facilitator asks members of the team to keep confidential 
about what is disclosed in the process. “What is shared by people 
about themselves stays in the room.” Unless confidentiality is 
granted by all parties, the process does not proceed.

Step 3: MoDeling

The facilitator then shares a personal story specific to the focus 
of the request. The story should be more revealing than might be 
shared by others in the group. This sets the bar for the group.

Step 4: Story telling

Each person in turn then tells their story. No one can talk during 
this process except the storyteller.

Step 5: DeBrieF 

After all stories have been shared, the facilitator debriefs the pro-
cess by asking the following questions:

What themes emerged from the stories that inform the team 
about the goals or issues we are exploring?

What agreements or decisions might we want to make based on 
what we have learned?

Rational Outcome
The purpose of this process is to utilize common experiences, val-
ues and beliefs among team members to find new ways of operating 
together. Most importantly, it surfaces behavior patterns as well as 
the underlying values of team members that have been previously 
hidden and misunderstood.  

Experiential Outcome
The process invariably creates a deeper understanding and sense 
of compassion among team members and explains the deeper 
meaning behind behavioral patterns. It also creates a closer sense 
of connection among team members.

LIFE STORIES PROCESS
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Process Tips & Reminders
This process should be used when a team has some very 
difficult work to do over a period of time and their personali-
ties and behavioral quirks seem to be getting in the way of doing 
the deeper work.

The facilitator must have significant credibility and per-
mission with the group in order for the group to be willing to go 
through the process. The facilitator must be completely congruent 
with the process – they cannot show any anxiety or nervousness 
about the process. 

The request to share life stories needs to be very carefully 
couched or embedded in the issue at hand. As an example, if the 
group is a leadership team that is blocked from moving forward by 
the lack of connections between team members or due to apparent 
leadership style issues, the facilitator might design the following 
sequence of steps for the process.

Keep in mind, each person goes through all the steps before the 
next person shares:

• Each team member shares their most difficult leadership 
experience.

• Next, they identify the underlying value involved in the 
experience.

• Finally, they trace this value back to a story that reveals 
the origin of the value (often in childhood).

The process must be completed in one meeting. Time must 
be sufficient to properly allow all people to share. The process can 
take up to 1 ½ hours for 10-12 people to share. 

The facilitator must be comfortable with silence. There are 
often several minutes between stories. 

If it is obvious that someone is too uncomfortable with 
sharing at this point in their life (detecting non-verbal cues), the 
facilitator should extend them a “lifeline.” This can be done by first 
acknowledging that not everyone is able to share because of cur-
rent life circumstances. The person or persons are then asked to 
comment on what it has been like listening to the stories of others 
– what has resonated with them. It is important that all people on 
the team contribute inside the process.

Tips and
Reminders
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 Next Steps for 
 the Team

 What if this Process 
 Doesn’t Work?

 Alternative 
 Approaches

 Sustainability 
 Reminders

The next step after completing Life Story Process is to formalize the agree-
ments coming out of the last part of the process. This can be done using TTRI 
(see page 198) or through a simple appreciative conversation process.

 

The Life Stories Process is bulletproof, but it takes a significant amount of 
time. It is generally used when tensions have built up to a significant degree. 
As a preventive step, the appreciative conversation also accomplishes some 
of the same outcomes. The group can be asked what they most appreciate 
about each other and then asked to talk about what behavioral traits are most 
difficult for each group member. The group would then move into creating 
group agreements based on what has come out of the conversation. Another 
alternative would be to use the Needs Set Exercise. In this case the various 
needs that get placed on the inventory would come out of one-on-one inter-
views from all team members (see Needs Set Exercise page 184). 

The most common reason this process may not work is that the difficult be-
havior pattern has gone on too long and the individual has lost all credibility 
and permission with other group members. Taking the time in such a process 
would turn the whole group against both the individual and the facilitator. 
In this instance it would be important for the facilitator to meet with the 
individual and give them specific behavioral feedback about what they, as 
the facilitator, see that leads them to conclude that there is a loss in cred-
ibility and permission. The facilitator would then talk to the individual about 
whether and how they would like to approach the whole group with this new 
understanding. Often if such an individual engages the group with this level of 
self-disclosure, it will create some compassion among other group members.

It is important to remember that one of the most important goals for a facilita-
tive leader is to support their teams in becoming high functioning. High func-
tioning teams know how to talk with each other, how to listen to each other 
and how to deeply question each other while remaining in full rapport. Such 
teams don’t really even need facilitation. Getting a team to this level of effec-
tiveness is no small feat. Michael Grinder uses a simple graphic as a reminder 
to facilitators about their role. 

The role of the facilitator is to connect to the entire group; connect with each 
individual in the group; and at times, make sure that each individual is con-
nected to the group. In many cases the facilitator will need to coach indi-
viduals and also spend some of their own credibility on an individual who is 
having difficulty connecting to the whole group. The micro skills are essential 
tools to assist the facilitator in recognizing these dynamics and accomplishing 
these outcomes.

Individual

GroupFacilitator
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the Situation  How do you create a breakthrough in a team when  
  they seem to be stuck in their current mode of   
  thinking and acting? 

Signs and Symptoms People report that they have tried many different approaches but 
they keep getting the same results.

 Most groups of stakeholders are blaming others for poor results.

 People report that they don’t think it is possible to achieve 
improved results.

Underlying Causes Individuals, entire teams and whole organizations are unconsciously 
stuck in applying a mindset that perpetuates the same results.

Within the last couple of years I worked with one of the best school districts 
in the country, that had experienced a few important leadership transitions 
in addition to some severe budget restrictions. Several indicators of success 
started to show significant strain. The leadership team asked me to assist 
them with a leadership reflection on the reasons for their leveling, and, in 
some cases, dropping student achievement. We collectively decided to utilize 
the Mental Models process. All members of the team went through the con-
versation process. We started this conversation with the negative result of a 
significant gap in student achievement for African American students in the 
district even though many programs had been put into place. 

It was fairly evident from the outset that people were a bit uncomfortable in 
speaking their own truth. For this reason they were asked to role play various 
stakeholders in their system – students, parents, principals, district leaders, 
members of the union, etc. The conversation became very lively and open. 
As we progressed through the model it became clear that an ongoing theme 
was how people isolated themselves from each other. The structures of the 
system didn’t seem to isolate, but the underlying cultural belief was that 
everyone was the cream of the crop in the profession. Everyone experienced 
this internal tension, and as a result they tended to hide from each other out 
of fear of looking incompetent.  This also extended to how professional devel-
opment opportunities were designed. The district had more diverse types of 
professional development opportunities than any district I had ever experi-
enced, however they were all provided by district employees. At the conclu-
sion of the conversation the group had a new insight about the mindset that 
perpetuates their negative results and what they might need to do to break 
this cycle (see page 181 for more details).

au
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Process Description
This process was originally developed 
by Chris Argyris and Donald Schön 
and later described in Peter Senge’s, 
The Fifth Discipline (1990). When 
time permits, it is the most powerful 
process for challenging and changing 
the underlying mindset that directs 
the ways people operate inside a 
system and perpetuates a specific 

negative pattern of results. The process accomplishes this by fundamentally 
questioning the values that sit behind the current behaviors and strategies 
within a system or organization.

For this process to be successful, it is essential that a broad spectrum of 
stakeholders be included in the conversation. In most educational issues this 
means students, parents, teachers, administrators, district staff and commu-
nity organizations. It is the input from these people that challenges the people 
normally tasked to find solutions, and helps them “see” things differently. In 
the process, participants are asked a series of sequential questions starting 
with an undesirable result. The process can be used to cover all the parts on 
the Process Enneagram and can result in a full plan. For a full description of 
all the steps of the process please see page 72. The application of the Mental 
Models process in this protocol is to create a breakthrough in a team when 
they seem to be stuck in their current mode of thinking and acting. In this 
application only the right side of the Mental Model is utilized. 

The following page is an example of situation where this process was used 
with a school district to help them examine some of their difficult patterns. 
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The first conversation that is documented in the example started off at the 
bottom right-hand side of the diagram by asking the group the following ques-
tion: 

1. What is the most troubling negative result that the system is 
currently experiencing? (Negative Result)

In this instance the team quickly identified that they wanted to work on how 
to eliminate the achievement gap for students across the district. They stated 
that they believed that they had tried everything and that “institutionalized 
racism” may be the primary factor. 

As can be seen from the diagram, the negative result chosen by the staff was 
“eliminating the achievement gap for all students across the district”. From 
there, the facilitator moved the conversation up the right side of the diagram 
by asking the question:

2. What behavior patterns do you see that cause the current gaps 
in student achievement? (Patterns of Behavior)

As before, these responses were charted on the right hand side of the dia-
gram. The group was then asked:

3. What structures, strategies, processes or rules are in place in 
our district that result in the behavior patterns we just identi-
fied? (Structure and Systems)

These responses were charted on the right hand side of the diagram adja-
cent to the Structures box. As a last step on this side of the model (Current 
State), the question was asked:

4.  When the original architects of our organization designed the 
system, what beliefs and values must they have held to come up 
with these structures, strategies and processes that ultimately 
lead to our undesirable results? (Mental Models)

It is important at this step to use the statement about original architects so 
that the current group disassociates from any blame or guilt or ownership 
around the conversation that ensues about values and beliefs. In many cases 
the group identifies values that they want to keep along with values or beliefs 
that no longer apply to the current needs and outcomes of the system. 

At this stage it is important for the facilitator to take a step back with the 
group and discuss the values and their fit to the current state of the system. 
Which values apply, which values no longer apply and why? As can be seen 
from the example above, the underlying restraining patterns had more to do 
with the cultural mindset that we are the best of the best than with institu-
tionalized racism. They didn’t deny that some of the structures and behaviors 
reflect this possibility; however, the underlying mindset was actually differ-
ent. In fact, a mindset of being the “best of the best” has some exceptionally 
positive attributes, but different ways of operating and behaving needed to be 
put into place to break the negative attributes of this mindset. 
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If we have good teaching we don’t need 
to differentiate–one size fits all.

We are the best and brightest and we 
only hire the best.

Given that we are the best we have all 
the best answers right here and we don’t 
need to look outside our district. 

We don’t have feedback loops to deter-
mine what we know and what we don’t 
know; we don’t have accountability for 
behavior, the structures of classes don’t 
meet the learning needs of students; 
the supervision and evaluation system is 
subjective; disagreement and confusion 
regarding gate-keeping issues; we don’t 
have meaningful mechanisms for parent 
involvement; we don’t have clarity or con-
sistency for best practices; the structure 
of the school day is built on the needs of 
the adults. 

Climate of distrust – people blaming 
each other; some children have differ-
ent consequences for the same behavior 
than other kids; teachers don’t hold all 
kids to the same expectations; teachers 
don’t buy in to the strategies that will 
work for kids who are not succeeding; 
students are bored; some kids get called 
disrespectful and get treated disrespect-
fully by teachers; teachers rely on the call 
of academic freedom and avoid being 
told what to do; we don’t seek help from 
colleagues or leadership because we are 
fearful of looking inadequate. 

Eliminate the achievement gap for all 
students across the district.

Mental Models5 4

Structures & Systems6 3

Patterns of Behavior7 2

Events / Results8 1
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Process Tips & Reminders
It is absolutely essential that all key stakeholders are 
represented in the conversation. This is how the current para-
digm is actually broken. Too often the same people that created or 
perpetuate the current system come together to try and change 
the system. Not surprisingly, they generate the same patterns and 
results.

It is important to use the exact visual diagram when 
facilitating the conversation.  This allows the facilitator to 
visually focus the participants on the board (third point) and to 
keep the sequential logic of the process flowing from negative 
result to behaviors causing the negative result; to structures that 
cause the behaviors; and to the underlying beliefs that perpetuate 
the structures. 

The process is long so it should only be used for groups or orga-
nizations that are “stuck” in a repeating pattern of negative results 
and who have no new insights on how to get different results.

It is sometimes useful to stop the processing at the conclu-
sion of the Current State sequence before proceeding to the Future 
State. This gives people time to reflect on the shared thinking and 
experience before continuing on to design the new future.

Tips and
Reminders

Rational Outcome
This process is most powerful in identifying the restraining patterns 
in a system. It can also be used to develop a full plan, using a nega-
tive result as the vehicle for inquiry. 

Experiential Outcome
This process creates new insights into what holds systems back and 
builds a sense of responsibility and motivation for making changes 
in a system. It breaks the gridlock in people’s perspectives that has 
held the system hostage to the same way of doing business.

MENTAL MODELS PROCESS
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 Next Steps for 
 the Team

 What if this Process 
 Doesn’t Work?

 Alternative 
 Approaches

 Sustainability 
 Reminders 

The easiest way of following up on this process is to continue the process by 
going through the left side of the model. The team would identify the new be-
liefs and values that will enhance what works in the current system and break 
the negative mindset identified from the right side of the model. From there 
the team would identify new operating principles that model the new values 
and beliefs, followed by strategies that reflect these beliefs, values and prin-
ciples. These steps can be accomplished inside the Mental Models Process or 
a separate conversation process can be selected for each of these important 
steps (think Appreciative Inquiry, TTRI and Action Planning)

When a group is truly stuck and is getting the same results no matter what 
they do, the Mental Models is the best process. The Workshop Method can 
also be used and the opening question in the Workshop Method would be:

 “What are the processes, structures or beliefs that are impeding 
our ability to create a breakthrough in our thinking about this 
challenge?”

After all the ideas are grouped, the naming process is used to discern the 
causes behind each grouped category.

The most common reasons that this process may not work are:

• The facilitator isn’t pushing for specificity during the conversation 
at each step of the model. 

• You don’t have representation from all stakeholder groups that are 
part of this issue. As Einstein said, “No problem can be solved by 
the same consciousness that created it.”

• The team or organization doesn’t implement the new behaviors and 
strategies that are necessary to break the negative patterns. 

To address this last issue it may be necessary to take the group through the 
Negative Vision Process after the group finds that it isn’t following through on 
their agreements and strategies (see page 190).

“No problem can 
be solved from 
the same level of 
consciousness 
that created it.”

–ALBERT EINSTEIN
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the Situation  How do you develop a set of group agreements   
  based on the shared needs of team members?  

Signs and Symptoms Group members report that their needs are not being respected or 
met by other members of the group.

 Group members are infrequently in rapport with each other during 
meetings.

 Group members are frequently vying for airtime in meetings and are 
talking over each other.

 Group members are not routinely making solid eye contact with 
each other in conversations.

Underlying Causes People’s unique needs are not being met in the group dynamics, or 
are being violated by the group process.

 The types of group agreements that exist do not reflect the needs of 
the participants but the needs of the facilitator or leader.

 The values reflected in the existing group agreements do not match 
the evidence for these same values for various group members. 

I once received a call from the CEO of a firm in New York. This individual 
wanted me to work with his top leadership team to get everyone on the same 
path. He indicated that unless he could get to the bottom of things, “heads 
were going to roll.” The client was very heated in discussing this issue and 
I could easily tell that he was at his wit’s end. In preparation, I interviewed 
his eleven senior leaders by phone prior to going to New York to conduct the 
work. Based on the interviews, I prepared a Needs Set Inventory that was 
composed of all the various violated values of all twelve people. 

After providing a short introduction and review of the meeting outcomes, I 
had all twelve people engage in the Needs Set Exercise. Each person shared 
their score and identified their evidence on the same item on the Inventory. 
After one round on the first ‘need,’ the CEO exploded. He pounded his fist 
on the table and pointed at everyone and said, “My highest need is need for 
respect, and I don’t get it from any of you!” Needless to say the room was 
absolutely dead quiet and all I could say was, “Great.” That usually buys me a 
few seconds of think-time as people wonder what is so great about what just 
happened.

What I decided to do was ask the CEO to come up in front of the group and 
model what respect actually looked like without saying anything. I suggested 
that we would all try to figure out his specific evidence of respect. 

al
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The gentleman came up and sat completely ramrod straight in a chair – feet 
together and pointed straight ahead, eyes straight ahead and hands and 
fingers folded together in his lap. It looked like he was at attention. Based on 
understanding rapport, I knew that I just needed to model exactly what he 
was doing because he was asked to come up and demonstrate what respect 
looked like. In order to get a little more learning out of the process, I sat in 
front of the CEO and did everything but what he was doing. Things that other 
people might have thought were respectful positions. He simply got more and 
more frustrated. 

I then quickly shifted into his identical posture and asked him if he then felt 
respected. He said “almost.” I was a bit flabbergasted until I looked closely 
at his hands. Our hands were not identical. I made that adjustment and he 
jumped up and loudly proclaimed, “That’s it!”.

Well, I was stunned as were the other people in the room. His evidence was 
very specific and very limited. I then asked the other eleven people to demon-
strate what respect looked like to them. The CEO was shocked. His comment 
was that “people do those things all the time.”

This turned out to be a major breakthrough for the whole team. We contin-
ued on and completed the Needs Set Exercise with people taking notes on 
individual preferences. The work then progressed into a set of Operational 
Principles. The rest of the work over the two days was a piece of cake. I didn’t 
even need to be there. Great work if you can get it!
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Process Description
The Needs Set Exercise is a won-
derful tool for identifying the highly-
held needs and values of a team of 
people and can be the pre-work for 
developing a set of working agree-
ments or operational principles for 
a team. Often the set of needs is 
tailored to a specific group or team 
based on interviews by a consultant 
prior to running the process.

A typical Need Set Inventory looks like the one on the next page.

the process involves the following steps:

Step 1: Each person individually ranks (circles) each of the needs 
based on how they define the listed need.

Step 2: Either in the whole group or in small groups, individuals 
share their evidence of how they know a particular need is 
fulfilled.

Step 3: All individuals in the group share their evidence on the same 
need before a second need is discussed. This reporting is 
rotated among members. The numerical ranking is not as 
important as the evidence.

Step 4: If the process is done as a whole group (recommended for 12 
or fewer), then people are encouraged to take notes on each 
person’s evidence.

Step 5: At the conclusion of the process, the group shares their 
insights about what they learned.

Step 6: After the group processes the insights, the facilitator asks 
the group to identify the most highly regarded evidences 
across the team, which are then charted for the whole group 
to see.

Step 7: As a final step, the facilitator works with the group to trans-
late these shared evidences into group operating agreements.

PRACTICE

What Process  NEEDS SET EXERCISE 
Do I Use?
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Need Set Inventory
                     
                                        LOW                               HIGH

Need to Achieve 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Risk 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Change 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Relationships 1 2 3 4 5

Need to Make a Contribution 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Order/Structure 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Support 1 2 3 4 5

Need to Show One’s Feelings 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Challenge 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Transparency 1 2 3 4 5

Need for 1 2 3 4 5

Need for 1 2 3 4 5

Rational Outcome
This process is used to develop a set of operational agreements for 
a team based on the highly-held needs of team members. 

Experiential Outcome
This process is used to create a real insight into what makes each 
person “tick” in a group and to develop a sense of appreciation for 
the similarities and differences in a team. 

NEEDS SET EXERCISE
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The highly-held shared needs identified through the process are then con-
verted to operational agreements or principles for the group. Care should 
be taken to make sure that the agreements are behaviorally-specific and 
reflect what was learned through the evidence shared during the Needs Set 
Exercise. As always with group agreements or principles, it is important to 
regularly reflect on how well the team is living the agreements and to make 
adjustments to the agreements over time.

Depending on the severity of violations in a group, the facilitator can pick 
from a variety of other processes that lead to team agreements or principles 
– Crumple and Toss, Negative Vision, Confidence Line or Ladder of Inference. 
When group agreements are developed as a preventive step, it is often helpful 
to use an appreciative inquiry approach.

Developing group agreements and living the agreements are two very differ-
ent issues. Many times the agreements made in a group or team are a step 
toward disaster because they are too general. To move away from generalities 
into specific agreements, you should consider using the Totems, Taboos, and 
Repetitive Interaction Process. 

Process Tips & Reminders
This process has the most impact when done as an entire 
team, and can take a few hours for a team of up to 12 people. The 
value is in surfacing the real evidence and stories of individual team 
members, and should not be hurried. The process builds relation-
ships while moving a group to develop operational agreements 
(principles).

The process can be used when significant conflict exists in 
a group. To get the most leverage, this requires interviews with 
team members to effectively design the Need Set. 

The emphasis is on the evidence not the score. It is the 
evidence that is discussed that provides insight into the underlying 
values and beliefs, and it is the evidence that needs to be matched 
through agreements so that people feel valued, appreciated and 
understood.

Tips and
Reminders

Next Steps for 
the Team

What if this Process 
Doesn’t Work?

Alternative 
Approaches
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Getting team members to live up to their agreements is a more challenging 
dynamic.

A few things to consider if this dynamic exists: 

• Get people to sign a social contract that contains the agreements. 
Encourage people to develop only those agreements they are will-
ing to honor and live by. 

• Make it everyone’s responsibility to coach one another inside and 
outside meetings on living up to the agreements.

• Periodically and frequently take 10 minutes in a meeting to review 
how well the group is living the agreements. This can be done in 
many ways. One way is to create a survey of the agreements in 
which people rate how well the agreements are being lived on a 
1-10 scale. 

Don’t rely on facilitation to solve all behavioral issues. In many cases lack of 
compliance with agreements is a management issue not a facilitation issue. 
In these instances the behavior of a particular person should not impede the 
progress of the team. This scenario does not require more group agreements 
but the intervention of management.

In their book Built to Last, Collins and Porras identified the most common 
characteristics of corporations that have been successful for more than fifty 
years. One of those characteristics was to preserve the core and stimulate 
progress. These companies identified core values in their infancy and they 
rarely if ever changed over the life of the company. The core values (and as-
sociated operational principles) became the stake in the ground that people 
could depend on, and which would enable them to continually change and 
evolve their core businesses and strategies.

This same principle holds at the level of teams. People can thrive and change 
when they can count on each other as reflected in their ability to honor their 
social contracts. This is best reflected in the following quote:

“Each of us is the source of the other. Our strength is in knowing this.”
–NOAH BENSHEA

When team dynamics are held hostage by the 
behavior patterns of one person every effort 
should be made to work through these differ-
ences to create a strong team of all members. 
Sometimes this cannot happen because of 
the intractable nature of the one. In these 
situations it is important to remember Spock’s 
famous quote:

“The needs of the many outweigh the needs 
of the few or the one.”

 Sustainability 
Reminders
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the Situation  How do you break the status quo mindset in a   
  group or team? 

Signs and Symptoms People are saying that they are doing the best they can under the 
circumstances.

 People are saying, “been there, done that.”

 People are saying, “this too shall pass” or “this is the best we can 
hope for with these kids (people, community, company).”

 People are saying, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

 Blaming external issues for the reasons why they haven’t been able 
to improve.

Underlying Causes People don’t feel responsible for the results they are getting.

 People may not feel capable of getting improved results.

 There has been a past pattern of bringing in all the latest and 
greatest programs with little or no improvement.

I have used the Negative Vision Process frequently when teams are stuck in 
the status quo. This process can often be used inside strategic planning pro-
cesses in which the planning team is simply re-packaging what it has always 
done in new and fancier language.

A story that particularly sticks out to me around the Negative Vision is when 
I used it with a leadership team from a large high school in Southern Califor-
nia. This particular high school was part of a state-wide program for the most 
underachieving schools in California relative to special education students. 

The leadership team had just experienced the departure of their fifth school 
principal in a six-year period. Their shared experience was that they were 
doing the best they could in light of the low socioeconomic status of the 
community and the frequently changing leaders. When I met with them they 
appeared to be in a blame-frame and exclaimed that they were satisfied with 
their student results. They appeared unwilling to actually look at themselves 
and their system, but preferred to blame external reasons for the results. 
They were as a site and as a district in a three-year leadership and planning 
process and they were facing sanctions from the state.

At the beginning of the Negative Vision Process, team members were angry 
with me because I was pushing them to look at the negative consequences 
of their inactivity. However, they quickly started to share how disempowered 
and incapable they felt to make changes that would help children. Some 
shared that their health was being impacted by the constant stress and that 

am
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their families were tired of hearing them complain. Several shared that they 
were actively looking for employment elsewhere.

This was a breakthrough moment for the group and perhaps the first time in 
a long time that they had an honest and open conversation with each other. 
When the leadership team realized that they were all feeling the same, it mo-
bilized them to want to change their culture and ways of operating.

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

 THEORY

 On the 
 Enneagram
   TENSIONS 
   PRINCIPLES 
    
     

 PRACTICE

Negative Vision Process What Process 
 Do I Use?
Process Description
There are times and situ-
ations that necessitate a 
not-so-subtle push to get 
groups going. A Nega-
tive Vision is developed 
during the early stages of 
an intervention in order 
to push a group through 
apathy, conflict, denial or 
immobility. In this process, 

the group is taken through a guided visualization and asked to identify what it 
would be like if nothing were accomplished through their work together.

The facilitator poses the question, “What will happen if we work for one 
year, meeting every week or month, and nothing is accomplished on our 
task?” Standing at a flipchart, the facilitator asks the group, “What will be the 
specific consequences?”. The group’s first impulse is to talk about the system, 
organization or clients.
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the facilitator must push each individual in the group to personalize 
the consequences by asking questions like:

• What consequences will there be for our clients?

• What are the personal consequences for you professionally?

• What are the consequences to you in your home life if this situation 
persists?

After people disclose the negative personal consequences, the facilitator asks 
the group to reflect on what they have said. Most times people comment that 
the negative consequences are already occurring and they wouldn’t have to 
wait another year to experience these consequences. This process generally 
allows people to see that the status quo is not necessarily a desirable place to 
be and that the group needs to take actions unless it wants to experience this 
“picture of negative consequences” in the future.

 

Rational Outcome
Typically this process is utilized at the point of Tension on the Pro-
cess Enneagram. It can be used to create a set of agreements about 
how to move forward out of gridlock. 

Experiential Outcome
The Negative Vision Process is used to break the cycle of apathy 
and encourages a group to experience the negative consequences 
of their current way of operating (status quo is good enough). This 
creates momentum away from the negative vision elicited through 
the process. 

NEGATIVE VISION PROCESS

Process Tips & Reminders
This process should only be used when a whole group is 
apathetic and stuck in status quo.  

The facilitator must have a high degree of permission with 
the group to effectively utilize the process, because the facilitator 
must be in a challenging role with individuals and the groups as a 
whole. 

After all the negative consequences are charted, the facilita-
tor writes Negative Vision at the top of the chart. The chart should 
be posted in the room away from the workspace but easily seen 
by the group. The chart becomes a powerful third point when the 
group falls back into their past behaviors.

Tips and
Reminders
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Next Steps for 
the Team

What if this Process 
Doesn’t Work?

Alternative 
Approaches

Generally some very personal and useful insights come out of this conversa-
tion process. It is often appropriate to do some reflection on what has been 
learned through this process. The After Action Review can be effective – 
what happened through the process? – what did we learn about us as a team, 
and what are we going to do differently to break this negative vision? This 
naturally leads into a conversation about group agreements or operational 
principles (see Totems, Taboos and Repetitive Interactions page 198).

As can be seen from the enneagram template (page 120), there are multiple 
processes that can be used to address tensions. This particular type of ten-
sion – apathy and status quo – might best be addressed through the Confi-
dence Line if the group is larger than 10-12 people. If little safety exists in a 
group, using the Crumple and Toss method would be an alternative approach 
to surface the underlying causes behind the status quo mindset.

It is helpful to understand that apathy often comes from people feeling either 
not responsible or not capable of making a difference (see Sustainability 
Reminders). Understanding this would help a facilitative leader talk about 
these dynamics directly, especially the issue of capability, and assist the team 
in developing a plan to address these underlying dynamics.

things to remember…

Frequently the biggest barrier for a team to feel like they can create signifi-
cant improvements is that they lack the internal experience of possibility. 
Many people have worked for the same organization for most of their career 
and they have never seen successful examples – they don’t actually think it is 
possible. The best strategy to create this sense of possibility is to bring your 
team together with a team that has actually achieved the desired results un-
der the exact same conditions. They can talk as colleagues and find out how 
people just like themselves were able to create success.

Another model to consider comes out of NLP (neurolinguistic programming). 
This model indicates that in order for a person or group of people to feel 
responsible and accountable they must feel that:

• The issue is important.

• The issue is their work to do, and

• They feel capable of doing the work.

If any of these three variables is absent, then a person or team will not feel 
responsible or accountable.

Sustainability 
Reminders
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the Situation  How do you assist a team in narrowing down   
  multiple options to one?  

Signs and Symptoms A team has multiple possible approaches and is confused about 
finding the best strategy.

 A team is finding itself in a conversation loop about what might be 
the best strategy to implement.

 People are blaming each other for the lack of progress in making a 
strategic decision.

Underlying Causes The team doesn’t have a focused way of looking at or evaluating all 
of the strategy options so they end up spinning.

THEORY

On the 
Enneagram
STRATEGY / APPROACH 

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

an
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Process Description
Like the Decision Matrix, this process 
is used to narrow multiple strategies or 
ideas down to the top priorities, and is 
a forced choice process. Each strategy 
is compared against every other strat-
egy using two criteria – which is most 
important and which needs to come 
(be implemented) first?

I use this strategy on a fairly regular ba-
sis when multiple strategies seem to be competing with each other. It is very 
useful, especially when you are trying to narrow down to the few strategies 
that are most foundational. Ideally much of the work that this process is de-
signed to accomplish would be better accomplished by deeper conversations 
around intentions, operating principles and tensions (restraining patterns). 

If a group is unable or unwilling to spend the up front time, then this process 
can help groups narrow down strategy options in a very time efficient man-
ner. The quality of the decision may not be as good as going through the steps 
mentioned above or in going through the Decision Matrix Process in which 
people are comparing their rationale against important decision criteria. 

Paired Weighting is an effective process when a team is trying to narrow 
down from the many programs and strategies to the few strategies that might 
have the most bang for the buck. The caution in this process is that you may 
end up with good strategies in the short-term and miss the importance of 
longer-term payoffs or impacts. It would be important for the team to talk 
about this dynamic before going into the Paired Weighting Process.

the process involves the following steps:  

Step 1: Identify all the potential strategies.

Step 2: Number the strategies (e.g 1-5).

Step 3: Prepare a decision grid as shown.

In the example on the next page, Strategy 1 is compared against Strategy 2. 
Strategy 2 is found to be more important. It is circled (in bold type in the ex-
ample). Then Strategy 1 is compared to Strategy 3; Strategy 1 to Strategy 4, 

 PRACTICE

Paired Weighting What Process 
 Do I Use?
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and Strategy 1 to Strategy 5. After comparing all the strategies against Strate-
gy 1, move down and compare Strategy 2 to Strategies 3, 4 and 5 in turn. This 
process is continued until every strategy has been compared against every 
other strategy. The strategy that comes out with the highest ranking becomes 
the top strategy for the group. 

Decision Grid
1 1 1 1

 1=2
2 3 4 5

2 2 2
2=1

3 4 5

3 3
3=2

4 5

4 4=4
5 5=1

Rational Outcome
This is used at the strategy point on the Process Enneagram. It 
is very effective for identifying priority strategies from multiple 
competing strategies. 

Experiential Outcome
It is used when it is difficult for a team to identify top priorities and 
when emotions or attachments are not particularly high. It also 
takes less time than the Decision Matrix.

PAIRED WEIGHTING
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Process Tips & Reminders
It is important to constantly state the criteria for each 
pair of strategies as they are compared by asking questions like, 
“Which is more important and needs to come first–strategy 1 or 2?”

Tips and
Reminders

Like the next steps for the Decision Matrix, the team would move into action 
planning around the priority strategies. Each strategy would have a series 
of action steps, timelines and responsible parties. This would be followed by 
periodic reflection and course corrections during the implementation process.

The Decision Matrix Process is the most obvious alternative process. It 
definitely provides a more detailed evaluation of strategies; however, it takes 
considerably longer to complete. 

If the process doesn’t work – that is to say that clear priority strategies are 
not developed – it is usually related to insufficient conversation or informa-
tion about the strategy options. This might necessitate going back and iden-
tifying the necessary background information on the strategies or it might 
require the use of the Decision Making Process.

The beauty of this process is that it allows a team to break down a compli-
cated issue into small chunks for consideration. It is the process design that 
assures that every strategy will be equally considered against every other 
strategy. 

Trying to hold all the interrelationships in our mind at the same time would 
be too difficult for most people. For most people, our conscious mind can 
only hold about 7 plus or minus 2 chunks of information simultaneously. The 
process also honors two core facilitation principles that come from the work 
of Michael Grinder:

• Use a third point to objectify a conversation.

• Go visual with critical information that is important to understand.

Next Steps for 
the Team

What if this Process 
 Doesn’t Work?

Alternative 
 Approaches

 Sustainability 
Reminders
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the Situation  How do you build powerful agreements and    
  principles in a team? 

Signs and Symptoms People are making comments like, “we don’t walk our talk.”

 A team has high level values such as respect, transparency or 
honesty but they report that they don’t know what these mean in 
practice.

 People report that they have agreements but they are not being 
followed.

 It is a new group that has developed their intentions and wants 
to be proactive in getting alignment around their practices before 
developing strategies.

Underlying Causes People need to be clear about the values and needs of others in a 
team and to articulate specific agreements that honor the members 
of the team.

 Values are often present in a team or organization but the 
organization has not operationalized these values into behavioral 
agreements. 

In a recent consulting assignment I worked with a team of leaders from one 
division in a county office of education. This team wanted to explore a differ-
ent paradigm of how to provide effective and coordinated services to their 
district clients. After developing a set of paradigm-shifting goals, the team 
utilized the Totems, Taboos and Repetitive Interactions process (TTRI) to 
develop a set of operational principles that would guide their work. One of 
their high-level principles was:

• We meet and organize our work around the needs of our clients 
and we co-design our work with our clients. 

One of the repetitive interactions this team developed to operationalize the 
principle was:

• We form an implementation team for each of our districts made up 
of our internal experts and clients. Our consultants are selected 
based on the specific client outcomes. This team meets at least 
quarterly to monitor, evaluate and refine the consulting support 
work for the client.

This team developed five high level operational principles along with the asso-
ciated Totems, Taboos and Repetitive Interactions. They went on to develop 
an action plan to move their work into a pilot phase. All of this work actually 
took place in a one-day consulting session.

ao
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Totems, Taboos and Repetitive Interactions What Process 
 Do I Use?

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

 THEORY

 On the 
 Enneagram
   RELATIONSHIPS 
   PRINCIPLES 
    
     

Process Description
I believe that developing and living powerful 
values and principles is the most important 
component of work for a team. The Totems, 
Taboos and Repetitive Interaction Process 
(TTRI) is one way to move from platitudes to 
behavioral agreements.

When we facilitate a group to discover shared 
values, the result is often a list of desired 
shared social values – non-specified values 
like respect, life-long learning or trust. People 
often emerge from these facilitated conversa-

tions feeling that everyone has had an opportunity to contribute and agree, 
and at the time meanings may well be understood. However, problems may 
arise in the weeks and months that follow, when people are trying to opera-
tionalize these values and discover that everyone seems to have a different 
definition or different evidence for what it means to live the value.

the problems are: 

• It is hard to remember the list of values and the meanings that 
were shared at the time.

• The values are usually expressed as nouns, which everyone can 
agree with, but which mean different things to different people (for 
example “honesty”).

• The words mean little to those who were not there.

• It is not clear what behaviors would be required of individuals to 

 live these values – for people to “walk the talk.”
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As leaders, rarely do we take the time to establish a clear charter of behav-
ioral expectations with our teams, or they with us. In fact, are we clear what 
these standards are ourselves? Often we only know when the standard has 
been transgressed. When this is understood, we can see that establishing a 
clear set of operating principles and specific behaviors is vital for people to 
hold themselves accountable. 

Having the conversation to establish behaviorally-specific evidence for highly-
held values is an invaluable way of working on the identity of the group. It 
also provides a powerful tool for the team to raise difficult issues of behavior 
as a group and with individual members.

TTRI is a process developed by Dick Knowles and Tim Dalmau for making the 
values more concrete and operational. If it is done with a team, it can provide 
a social contract between leader and team. 

The underlying objective of the process is the conversation that occurs 
among the participants. The outcome is that everyone develops a deep and 
shared understanding of what these values mean in behavioral terms.

Behavior is observable and members can hold each other, including the 
leader, accountable against this charter. The items in the columns entitled 
“Taboos” and “Repetitive Interactions” become the written expression of the 
group’s social contract with itself and its leader. They provide the basis of 
permission and empowerment to demand these things of each other – they 
become the standards of behavior. When these operating principles have been 
developed  together, the charter can provide a reference for members and the 
leader to raise issues about unacceptable behavior in a way that addresses the 
issue and not the person.

Desired Principle

Taboos

Then
this one

Totems

Leave this
column
till last

Repetitive
Interactions

START with
this

column
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the following is a step-by-step description of how to facilitate this process 
with a group or team. 

Step 1: Using the Enneagram Process, Appreciative Inquiry or the Dis-
cussion Method, a team identifies a set of values that expresses 
how it wants to work together with internal or external clients.

One such team identified the following four high-level values or principles:

• Providing a relevant education for all our students.

• Data-driven decision making.

• Embedding professional learning communities (PLC) into all our work.

• Trust.

From this list one value was selected – Providing a relevant education for all 
our students. This is written at the top of the chart.

Providing a relevant education for all our students 

Totems Taboos Repetitive Interactions

Step 2: Starting with the column marked Repetitive Interactions ask:

 “If we are actually living this value, what behaviors will 
we repeatedly demonstrate?  What behaviors will we see 
being repeated in the group that manifests this value?”

Write these in the column – up to ten items.

Providing a relevant education for all our students 

Totems Taboos Repetitive Interaction
We will involve representatives from 
our student population in every strate-
gic curriculum decision.

We will test each major strategic 
curriculum decision with our business 
partners to test for employability.

Our budget decisions will match 
our curriculum/program needs and 
priorities.

We will always ask ourselves, 
“Have we involved our students and 
community to test for relevancy?”

We will survey students every 
semester on the relevancy of their 
education and use this data to modify 
our approaches.
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Step 3: Now move to the column marked Taboos and ask: 
“What behaviors do we want to stamp out?”

Write these in the column – up to ten items.

Providing a relevant education for all our students 

Totems Taboos Repetitive Interaction
Not utilizing 
the student or 
business partner 
feedback.

We allow the 
short-term 
urgencies 
to derail our 
involvement of 
students.

We make the 
easy decisions 
and do the safe 
thing or politically 
expedient thing 
in making our 
decisions.

We will involve representatives from 
our student population in every strate-
gic curriculum decision.

We will test each major strategic 
curriculum decision with our business 
partners to test for employability.

Our budget decisions will match 
our curriculum/program needs and 
priorities.

We will always ask ourselves, 
“Have we involved our students and 
community to test for relevancy?”

We will survey students every 
semester on the relevancy of their 
education and use this data to modify 
our approaches.

Step 4: And finally we move to the column marked Totems and ask: 
“What evidence or signs would we expect to see as a result 
of us living the value? What would be the likely effects?”

Write these in the column – up to ten items.

Providing a relevant education for all our students 

Totems Taboos Repetitive Interaction
Increasing student 
satisfaction scores 
regarding relevancy.

Decrease in disci-
pline issues.

Increase in student 
achievement in all 
population groups.

Increased number 
of students getting 
jobs during and 
after high school.

Decrease in high 
school drop out 
rate.

Not utilizing stu-
dent or business 
partner feedback.

We allow the 
short-term 
urgencies to 
derail our involve-
ment of students.

We make the 
easy decisions 
and do the safe 
thing or politically 
expedient thing in 
making our deci-
sions.

We will involve representatives from 
our student population in every strate-
gic curriculum decision.

We will test each major strategic 
curriculum decision with our business 
partners to test for employability.

Our budget decisions will match 
our curriculum/program needs and 
priorities.

We will always ask ourselves, 
“Have we involved our students and 
community to test for relevancy?”

We will survey students every 
semester on the relevancy of their 
education and use this data to modify 
our approaches.
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The specific principles generated from the Totems, Taboos and Repetitive 
Interactions process are very powerful in aligning teams, and by extension, 
aligning organizational behavior over time. 

In order to experience the power of this process, periodic and scheduled 
conversations need to take place that monitor how well the team is living the 
principles and values. Measuring and tracking the principles helps to objectify 
the perceived application of the principles by the team over time. Some teams 
translate their behavioral agreements into a survey, with each agreement rat-
ed on a 1-10 scale. Each person rates their perception of how well the team is 
practicing – living – these values. The results of the survey are displayed for 
all participants and the team discusses their ratings and what steps to take 
to better model these principles. If these tabulations are made on a periodic 
basis, the team can chart how well it is progressing in this important dimen-
sion of team effectiveness.

Team Member ➡
Don Carol jose todd Anna

Principle
We will involve representatives 
from our student populations 
in every strategic curriculum 
decision.

9 5 7 8 4

We will test each major strategic 
curriculum decision with our 
business partners to test for 
employability.

10 7 8 7 6

Our budget decisions will match 
our curriculum/programmatic 
needs and priorities.

8 5 7 5 5

We will always ask ourselves, 
“Have we involved our students 
and community to test for 
relevancy?”

4 5 5 5 4

We will survey students every 
semester on the relevancy of 
their education and use this data 
to modify our approaches.

8 8 9 9 8
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Generally, the next step for the team would be to explore the current tensions 
(restraining patterns) that keep the team from achieving its stated intentions. 
If this step has already been thoroughly addressed, the team would move on 
to strategy. The strategy conversation would explore those strategies and ap-
proaches that break the restraining patterns, model the principles and move 
the team to achieve its stated intentions. Based on the experiential outcomes 
you can select an appropriate process approach (see page 120).

As indicated in the Process Reminders, it is imperative that the team con-
ducts periodic evaluation on their behavioral agreements. These conversa-
tions keep people focused and accountable to the social contract and may 
assist in modifying the contract as appropriate. 

Rational Outcome
To develop a set of specific behavioral agreements for a team which 
support a set of purported principles or values. 

Experiential Outcome
By building a set of concrete behavioral agreements, the process 
creates a sense of ownership and responsibility for changing the 
culture of a team or organization. By having a signed “contract” it 
generates a sense of personal accountability.

TOTEMS, TABOOS AND 
REPETITIVE INTERACTIONS

Process Tips & Reminders
The Repetitive Interactions step is most critical, in that it is 
essential to develop very specific behaviors that anyone would un-
derstand to mean the same thing. No ambiguity can exist in these 
behavioral agreements. 

It is important to narrow down the Repetitive Interactions 
to three to five critical behaviors for each value or principle, other-
wise it is too much for people to remember and act upon. 

The Totems should be measurable and should be monitored 
over time. What you expect should be inspected or monitored. 

Periodic assessment conversations should be scheduled 
into the work of the team to evaluate how well the team is living 
the values (Repetitive Interactions). These conversations allow for 
learning and adjustments.

Tips and
Reminders

Next Steps for 
the Team
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What if this Process 
 Doesn’t Work?

Alternative 
 Approaches

 Sustainability 
Reminders

Many processes can be used to identify and specify team agreements and 
principles. Crumple and Toss, Life Stories and the Negative Vision processes 
are used to identify tensions but frequently transition a team into the discus-
sion of agreements. Appreciative Inquiry can often be used to identify high-
level agreements that will require further specification through additional 
conversation. The Workshop Method is also an excellent way to identify both 
high-level principles and specific behavioral agreements.

The most common reasons that this process may not work are:

• The Repetitive Interactions are not behaviorally-specific (what  
 will we do, how often and when). 

• There is little follow-up or team accountability to the   
 agreement.

• The agreements/principles were developed without direct   
 connection to the actual tensions (restraining patterns). 

In the majority of instances, the restraining patterns in a team or organization 
are related to behavioral patterns that go unidentified or unchallenged. When 
a seeming failure of the TTRI occurs due to this last reason, it is appropriate 
to have a deep conversation about the restraining patterns and then modify 
or append the TTRI. The Mental Models process is often the process of choice 
in this scenario.

One of the most common refrains heard in all organization is that people are 
not "walking the talk". People are constantly looking at the behavior of others 
and making instantaneous assessments of whether the words of others match 
their behaviors. Underneath this pattern, people are making judgments of 
others based on their own internal values. This judgment is made on what 
is called “criterial” evidence. “Criterial” evidence are the specific behaviors 
– verbal and non-verbal cues – that each of us unconsciously detects and 
instantaneously filters through our own data bank of experiences and val-
ues. Without discussing and reaching a team agreement on these behavioral 
evidences (repetitive interactions) we often misjudge the behavior of others, 
and inaccurately determine that people are not “walking the talk.”

In addition, changing our paradigms, viewpoints and perspectives about our 
current situation is fundamental to change work. Sociologists tell us that to 
get people to change their paradigms or beliefs, we must first get people to 
behave differently and that this generates different results. It is the different 
results that cause people to internally and individually challenge their filtering 
systems.
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Section 5

Facilitation Skills for Chaotic Times

This section of the book represents a series of training exercises that are used in the 
Facilitation Skills for Chaotic Times training program. You will notice that some exer-
cises are duplicated with minor changes to reflect the different possible directions for 
each training program. Please feel free to utilize these exercises in your own work.
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Exercise - leADerShiP

Creating Your Theory of Practice

what is a theory of Practice?

A useful theory upon which priorities in research, program development, 
evaluation, training or consulting interventions may be predicted.

why is it important?

A theory of practice allows a person or a group of people to be consistent 
in their approach based on past successful practices. It also allows a person 
or team to be much more efficient in their approach toward achieving their 
desired outcomes.

what are the components of such a theory?

A theory of practice is made up of a series of presuppositions about what 
works in a given situation. These presuppositions are based on beliefs, values, 
experiences, assumptions and past practices.

eliciting your theory of Practice

In this development program you will be going through a series of exercises, 
experiences and conceptual models that will help you extract and build your 
Theory of Practice. Use this template like a journal to capture your insights as 
we progress through the program. Feel free to continually revisit and revise 
your thinking as you go.

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation
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Core BelieFS ABout PeoPle

1. When difficult dynamics occur in groups of people working together, what do you believe is generally 
at the bottom of the difficulty?

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What do you believe are the primary ingredients of a successful working team?
 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

Core BelieFS ABout SySteMS AnD orgAnizAtionS

1. What do you believe are the primary factors that either build sustainability or diminish the potential 
for sustainability in organizations?

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What do you believe are the key factors that assist people in embracing change in their 
organizations?

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________
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Core BelieFS ABout SuCCeSSFul PrACtiCeS 

1. What do you believe is the primary role of leadership in moving organizations forward toward 
achieving their desired outcomes? 

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What are the key leadership attributes and actions that are most important in achieving outcomes 
and building sustainable organizations?

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What do you believe are some essential practices that must be modeled in order for a new 
approach to be successfully implemented and sustained over time?

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

4. What are the most important practices that need to be modeled in order to bring about the 
successful design and implementation of a change initiative?

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________________

DiStilling your inSightS into A Set oF PrinCiPleS

After capturing your various insights through the experiences in the program, it is helpful to distill all the insights 
into 6-12 statements of belief or principle. These will then guide your actions, assist you in diagnosing and design-
ing interventions and facilitating powerful conversations.
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Exercise - MiCro SkillS

Listening in First & Second Positions

Pair up with another person. Think about an experience you had 
over a recent holiday break – think about what you did, things you 
enjoyed and things that maybe didn’t go so well. 

1. Select a and b roles.

•	a tells their story and b listens in first position. b continually 
interrupts a and tells their story and provides their reactions and 
opinions.  3 minutes.

•	a and b debrief by describing what it was like when one person 
was listening in first position.  2 minutes.

•	After	the	debrief,	b tells their story and a listens in second 
position. a is curious and asks questions of b.  3 minutes.

•	a and b debrief by describing what it was like when one person 
was listening in second position.  2 minutes.
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1. Pair up with a partner.

2. Pick an a and b.

3. a talks about a current conflict in their life.

4. b listens and uses the Meta Model when they realize they don’t 
understand, or utilizes High Quality Questions when they want to 
get at underlying meaning.*

5. If time permits, rotate roles. 

* Remember, you are not trying to solve someone’s “conflict.”

Exercise - MiCro SkillS

Meta Model and High Quality Questions
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Exercise - MiCro SkillS

Needs Set

needs set inventory        LOW                              HIGH

Need to Achieve 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Risk 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Change 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Relationships 1 2 3 4 5

Need to Make a Contribution 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Order/Structure 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Support 1 2 3 4 5

Need to Show One’s Feelings 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Challenge 1 2 3 4 5

Need for Transparency 1 2 3 4 5

Need for 1 2 3 4 5

Need for 1 2 3 4 5

1. Pair up with another person. 

2. Pick an a and b 

3. a starts by sharing their score for Need to Achieve and their 
evidence of how they know they have achieved something. b 
listens. When a is finished, b shares their score and evidence 
for Need to Achieve.

4. b starts on the next Need while a listens.  When b is finished a 
shares their score and evidence for the same Need.

5. Continue down the list of Needs, alternating who starts, until 
each person has the opportunity to share their scores and 
evidence on all items, or until time is called.
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Exercise - MiCro SkillS

High Quality Questions and The Ladder of Inference

Conclusions
about the Issue

Actions &
Behaviors

Past Experiences
Triggered by Issue

Data & Actual 
Observations

Beliefs that Filter 
Observations

Underlying Values RUNG 7

RUNG 6

RUNG 5

RUNG 2

Underlying
Assumptions

RUNG 3

RUNG 1

RUNG 4

To reach a new
agreement, start at
Rung 7 and move up

To gain understanding
start at Rung 1 and
move down the ladder

Ladder of Inference

1. Pair up with a partner. Pick an a and a b.

2. a starts off making a statement about a strongly held position.

3. b’s role is then to guide a through a series of sequential 
questions to ultimately identify the strong values and beliefs 
that are connected to the original statement. The following is a 
suggested list of questions:

Moving Down the lADDer oF inFerenCe SequenCe

•	 What	is	the	issue	or	strategy	you	are	passionate	about?

•	 What	opinion	do	you	want	to	strongly	advocate	for?

•	 What	conclusions	did	you	form	that	resulted	in	you	advocating	
for this opinion or strategy?

•	 What	various	assumptions	are	your	strategies	based	on?	

•	 What	experiences	have	you	had	around	this	issue	that	have	
led you to form these assumptions and opinions?

•	 What	have	you	actually	observed	in	past	situations	that	has	
led you to form the assumptions that underlie your opinion?

The outcome for this exercise is 

to learn how to identify highly-

held values and beliefs.

•	 At	the	very	core	of	this	issue,	
what is fundamentally important 
to you that might drive your 
opinion or recommendation? 

•	 What	belief	or	value	sits	
behind these assumptions and 
experiences? 

•	 Is	this	a	core	belief	or	value	that	
you hold across many areas of 
your life?

4. When you have been successful 
moving a through their ladder of 
inference, switch roles. 
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Form groups made up of 
six people. In this session 
the small groups will learn 
and practice the After 
Action Review Process 
developed by the US 
Army. In this process the 
team will first introduce 
themselves. The group 
then selects a facilitator 

who guides the group through the following three questions: 

1. What did we actually cover in the training yesterday? 

2. What did we learn as we went through this day together? 

3. How might we begin to apply these insights in our facilitation 
practice back into our work setting?

Exercise - ConverSAtion AnD PlAnning ProCeSSeS

Morning Review Group 
After Action Review Process



216 Section 5: Facilitation Skills for Chaotic Times

1. You will gather in your Morning Review Group for a facilitated 
conversation using the Discussion Method. 

2. Select a facilitator for this process.

3. The facilitator identifies the type and method of feedback they 
would like to receive.

4. The facilitator reviews the context and outcomes for the 
conversation and takes the group through the questions below: 

objective 
Question

What one insight is emerging for you about 
systems and sustainability thus far in our work 
together? (20 seconds per person)

reflective 
Question

How are you feeling about your ability to take 
these tools from our work and apply them back in 
your setting?  

interpretive 
Question

What has been the most useful tool or process for 
your situation, and why? 

interpretive 
Question

What questions still remain about what we have 
covered thus far?

Decisional 
Question

What are the few key questions we need to 
address before moving forward? (please chart)

Exercise - ConverSAtion AnD PlAnning ProCeSSeS

 Discussion Method for Reflection and Learning

Rational Outcome
1. To begin exploring ways in which individuals can apply 

sustainability principles in their work. 

2. To identify key questions that need to be addressed in 
order to raise our understanding about sustainability. 

Experiential Outcome
1. To increase the overall comfort level with new information.

2. To reflect and integrate the information about sustainability.
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1. Select a group of six people for a facilitated conversation using 
the Discussion Method. 

2. Select a facilitator for this process.

3. The facilitator identifies the type and method of feedback they 
would like to receive. 

4. The facilitator reviews the context and outcomes for the 
conversation and takes the group through the questions below: 

objective 
Question

What one insight is emerging for you about systems 
and sustainability thus far in our work together? 
(20 seconds per person)

reflective 
Question

When you think about your organization and team, 
what is your confidence level that we can do the 
things that will transform your results?  

interpretive 
Question

From where we are today, what additional goals do 
we need to add or what goals do we need to modify 
or delete in order to be successful, and why? 

Decisional 
Question

What are the common ground goals we wish to 
proceed with in our planning? (please chart)

Exercise - ConverSAtion AnD PlAnning ProCeSSeS

 Discussion Method for Identifying Systems 
Transformation Goals

Rational Outcome
1. To identify specific goals that will guide our work as a team.

Experiential Outcome
1. To deepen the understanding of the system information 

presented. 
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1. Select a group of six people for a facilitated conversation using 
the Discussion Method. 

2. Select a facilitator for this process.

3. The facilitator identifies the type and method of feedback for 
their work.

4. The facilitator reviews the context and outcomes for the 
conversation and takes the group through the following 
questions below: 

objective 
Question

When you reflect on the Six Circle and the Stacey 
Models, what immediately stands out to you 
relative to your organization?

reflective 
Question

When you think about these models in relationship 
to how your organization currently operates, what 
reactions or feelings come up for you, and why?

interpretive 
Question

From where your organization is today, what do 
you believe are the critical issues that need to 
be addressed in order to move this organization 
forward in achieving all of its outcomes? 

Decisional 
Question

What do we collectively believe are the core issues 
to address and resolve in order to be successful? 
(please chart)

Exercise - ConverSAtion AnD PlAnning ProCeSSeS

 Discussion Method for Sustainability

Rational Outcome
1. To identify specific core issues that will be used in future 

facilitation exercises in this workshop.

Experiential Outcome
1. To deepen the understanding of the system information 

presented. 
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Exercise - ConverSAtion AnD PlAnning ProCeSSeS

Morning Review Group - Appreciative Inquiry

Gather into your Morning 
Review Group. In this 
session the group will 
practice the Appreciative 
Inquiry Process. The group 
selects a different facilitator 
who guides the group 
through the sequence of 
questions listed below.

1. What excited you most from what we did yesterday?

2. How does this connect with your values and philosophy about 
what can happen in your organization or system?

3. What possibilities exist from what you have learned through 
this program in terms of the work that awaits you back in your 
organization?

4. From the exciting ideas that have been shared thus far, what 
questions or suggestions does this raise for our work together in 
this training process?

DreamDestiny

Design

Discovery

Desired Outcome
1. Build shared understanding, connections and excitement. 

2. Identify how to apply new learning into actual application.

3. Identify key insights and questions to share with the whole  
group.
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This exercise uses the Discussion Method as a 
conversation primer and pre-step to the Imag-
inization Process. The purpose of this process in 
our work is for each planning team to integrate 
their various strategies into a strategic whole. 

1. Continue working in your planning teams. 

2. Each group engages in the following modified discussion method:

objective 
Question

When you think about the strategic directions from 
the Workshop Method, what one thing stands out 
the most?

reflective 
Question

When you look at your work in this project team 
to date, what reactions do you have about the 
potential of your work truly making an impact, and 
why?

interpretive 
Question

If you had to describe in one statement how all the 
strategies relate, integrate and support each other, 
what would you say? 

interpretive 
Question

As you listen to everyone’s understanding about 
the integration of all our strategies, what image 
emerges that holds shared understanding of how 
these strategies flow, integrate and support one 
another?

Decisional 
Question

What image can we begin working from?

Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Imaginization – Creating a Picture for the Future (Gareth Morgan)

3. Based on the commonalities coming from the conversation, 
each group is charged with developing an image that captures 
the nature of these areas of focus and their relationships. If 
the group so desires, it can create a journey map that also 
describes the journey to the desired destination.

4. At the conclusion of the exercise, each group will share their 
pictures of the future.
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Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Imaginization – Underlying Constraints (Gareth Morgan) 

This exercise uses the Discussion Method as a 
conversation primer and pre-step to the Imag-
inization Process. The purpose of this process 
in our work is for each planning team to identify 
the key restraining patterns within an organiza-
tion or team that need to be addressed in order 
to develop a successful implementation plan. 

1. Continue working in your planning teams. 

2. Each group engages in the following modified discussion method:

objective 
Question

When you think about the outcomes and values 
identified by your team, what one thought surfac-
es for you about making this work? 

reflective 
Question

When you think about this team or your system, on 
a scale of 1-10 (10 is high), how confident are you 
that this effort will be successful, and why?

interpretive 
Question

What is the most pressing restraining pattern or 
paradigm that currently exists in the organization 
that might significantly impede your success in 
this effort?

interpretive 
Question

As you listen to everyone’s understanding about 
the possible restraining patterns, what image 
comes to mind that depicts the key restraining 
patterns and their impact on the team, organiza-
tion or system?

Decisional 
Question

What image can we begin working from?

3. Based on the commonalities coming from the conversation, 
each group is charged with developing a visual image that 
captures the nature of the restraining patterns on the team, 
organization or system.  

4. At the conclusion of the exercise, each group will share their 
pictures of the future.

This exercise uses an appreciative approach embedded in the Discussion 
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Method as a conversation primer and 
pre-step to the Imaginization Process. The 
purpose of this process is to identify the key 
learning and insights from the Facilitation 
Skills for Chaotic Times development 
program and to develop a visual icon that 
would describe the entire program in one 

picture – one picture is worth a thousand words. 
 

1. Gather into new groups from across the training community. 

2. Each group engages in the following modified discussion 
method:

Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Imaginization – Reflection & Integration (Gareth Morgan) 

DreamDestiny

Design

Discovery

•	 When	you	reflect	upon	
the entire program, what 
learning or insight seems 
to be most significant, 
and why?

•	 What	positive	changes	
are now possible for you 

or your team and organization?

•	 If	you	provided	someone	with	an	elevator	speech	about	the	
purpose of this training, what might you say?

•	 As	you	listen	to	the	great	thoughts	of	everyone	in	this	
conversation, what visual image begins to emerge that 
captures the essence of this program?

3. Based on the commonalities coming from the conversation, 
each group is charged with developing an image that 
captures the nature of the Facilitation Skills for Chaotic Times 
development program. The image would ideally identify the key 
themes, lessons and philosophies while capturing the whole 
program in one image. 

4. At the conclusion of the exercise, each group will share their 
image. 
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The purpose of this exercise is to develop a series of strategic approaches and 
actions using the Workshop Method. The team should already have outcomes, 
principles and clarity around key tensions. 

SuggeSteD StePS:

•	 Each	team	will	select	a	facilitator	for	the	process.	That	
facilitator will identify their desired feedback.

•	 The	facilitator	arranges	the	room	so	that	everyone	can	see	the	
workshop board. He/she also posts a set of headers that will 
be used as locators.

•	 The	facilitator	reminds	their	team	of	the	context	that	has	been	
set by the lead trainer/facilitator.

Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Workshop Method – Building Strategies for Improvement 

@ ? # % & !

1. BrAinStorMing ACtion StePS: The next task is for each 
person to individually brainstorm the possible actions that 
would produce the desired outcomes for this project team. Each 
person then writes down their ideas on a separate sheet of 
paper. This is followed by writing up the top three ideas on half 
sheets of paper using large marking pens. Writing must be large 
enough to read by whole group when posted on the planning 
board. One action/objective per page. Remember to encourage 
your team to write down a statement, not a one or two word 
label.

2. grouP PoSting: The half sheets of paper are collected by the 
facilitator and posted one at a time on the sticky paper. It is 
important to read off each idea as it is posted, and to post the 
ideas in a random order. 
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3. ClAriFying: After all the ideas are posted, the facilitator asks 
if any ideas need clarification. This is a tricky time. People 
will want to expand from clarifying to discussing the idea. It is 
important to keep the comments to clarifying meaning. 

4. grouPing: In this step the facilitator works with the group to 
place ideas that are saying almost the same thing into columns. 
Two slips of paper taken together at first, and then extending the 
groupings, but keeping the categories specific. 

@ ? # % & !

5. ADDitionAl iDeAS: After the first set of priority ideas are 
posted, clarified and grouped, the facilitator asks the group if 
they have any additional ideas on their original pages that are 
still important and are not yet on the board. These ideas are 
written one to a page using large marking pens. The ideas are 
then posted inside existing categories or new categories. 

6. nAMing: After all the ideas are posted and grouped, the 
facilitator guides the group through a naming process. This 
process is broken into two steps. The first step is to get a one 
or two word label that captures the meaning of the category. The 
second step involves translating the label into a statement of 
action or strategy reflected by all the slips posted beneath the 
label. This second naming step can be done in the whole group 
or can be delegated to smaller subgroups of the whole group 
based on interest in the category.

Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Workshop Method – Building Strategies for Improvement –continued 
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Frequently it is useful to do a quick “polling” of the categories after 
the first step of naming. The easiest way to do this is to give people a 
specific number of votes. To determine the number of votes, take the 
number of categories and divide by three (12 categories divided by three 
is equal to four votes). People can cast their votes on the categories 
any way they wish – all four votes on one category or one vote each in 
different categories. Categories that receive no votes are left without the 
second step of naming.

7. reFleCtion: As a final step, each team is asked to step back 
and make meaning across all of the categories. This is a way 
of checking in on the overall synthesis of the work and to see 
where there is energy to move the work forward. In some cases, 
the Imaginization Process can be used for the Reflection step.
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PART 1: Gathering the Client Data (Fishbowl)
The first part of this process will take place in a fishbowl with the client. The 
consultant will “walk” the client through a current state enneagram sequence 
of questions. 

What follows is a set of high quality questions that form the basis for gather-
ing the necessary information in order to develop an initial diagnosis and 
facilitation plan. The intent of these questions is to:

• develop a shared understanding between the client and consultant;

• gather data about the current situation and the stakeholders;

• specify the desired results of the facilitation process.

The questions have been sequenced to follow the Process Enneagram. The 
questions are presented as a possible menu or range of questions. Not all 
questions are applicable to designing all facilitation interventions.

Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Use of the Process Enneagram as a 
Diagnostic and Facilitation Planning Tool

Current
Identity

Intentions
   Strategy/
  Approach

TensionsDeep Learning

PrinciplesThe Work

RelationshipsInformation

The outcome of this exercise is 

to assist a client in diagnosing 

their current situation and to 

design a facilitative intervention 

based on the diagnosis. 
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CURRENT STATE

iDentity: What is the current state of the team or organization you will be 
working with in terms of facilitation?

•	 What	products	currently	exist	that	guide	the	work	of	this	
team? Does a mission, vision, set of core principles or 
strategic plan exist?

•	 What	are	the	assets	of	this	group	of	people?	What	are	
some of the positive characteristics that distinguish this 
group? What have been some of their most important 
accomplishments in the last 12 months?

•	 What	have	been	the	main	events	and	people	who	have	shaped	
the history of this group and organization?

•	 What	is	important	about	this	work	to	this	group	of	people	and	
to the organization? Is there “juice” and leverage in this work? 

•	 What	are	the	emerging	trends	in	our	profession,	in	our	
communities and the broader regional context that we need to 
pay attention to as we move forward? 

•	 What	is	the	current	commitment	for	this	initiative	in	the	
organization, and how is this commitment being expressed? 

•	 How	is	the	current	project	or	program	positioned	both	
internally and externally? 

•	 Who	are	the	stakeholders	for	this	work?	

•	 What	is	really	at	stake	in	this	work?

relAtionShiPS: What is the current nature of how people relate and work 
together? What is the manner in which people and programs currently 
connect in the organization?

•	 Are	there	any	unique	relationship	cliques,	polarizations	or	
strengths that impact the effectiveness of this team?

•	 How	would	you	describe	the	group	that	will	be	coming	together	
for this process (are they an intact work group, how do they 
normally interact, etc.)? What adjectives best describe the 
kind and quality of relationships in this group of people? 

•	 What	links	and	connections	are	currently	in	place?	

•	 How	have	the	functional	relationships	between	departments	
and the system served the work of the organization? 
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inForMAtion: What is the level of information sharing that occurs within 
the organization?

•	 What	does	the	group	currently	know	about	the	meeting	and	
the outcomes for this process? Have they been involved up to 
this point and, if they have, how have they been involved?

•	 Is	there	specific	critical	information	that	has	not	been	shared	
or cannot be shared with this group? What is the rationale?

•	 How	is	the	work	messaged	or	discussed	in	the	organization?

•	 How	have	the	existing	structures	impacted	the	effective	use	of	
information? What has hindered such flow?

•	 Who	has	the	information	that	is	needed,	and	can	it	be	shared?

PrinCiPleS: What principles currently guide how people work together on 
this team or in this organization? 

•	 What	parameters,	non-negotiables	or	values	currently	exist	
that determine how people conduct their work in order to 
achieve the stated organizational outcomes? 

•	 Do	people	live	these	stated	principles	or	are	there	other	
principles in practice? If so, what are they?

tenSionS: In looking at the information that was gathered from the 
current state, (identity, information and relationships), what are the most 
critical patterns and dynamics that influence the ability to achieve the 
desired outcomes?

•	 What	are	the	habitual	behavioral	and	operational	patterns	
within this group or organization that get in the way of 
success?

•	 Are	there	some	specific	“elephants”	that	are	always	present	
within this group but don’t get discussed?

•	 Are	there	some	specific	patterns	that	you	want	to	explicitly	
break through the design of the facilitated process? 

•	 What	are	the	existing	organizational	dynamics,	barriers	or	
constraints that impact the success of this team/group?

Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Use of the Process Enneagram as a 
Diagnostic and Facilitation Planning Tool –continued
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•	 Given	what	has	been	learned	through	this	conversation	thus	
far, who else might need to be involved in this facilitated 
intervention?

StrAtegieS AnD APProACheS: Are there existing strategies in place that 
are connected to this current work?

•	 What	strategies	are	currently	in	place	to	address	the	desired	
outcomes of this work under consideration? Are they working? 
If not, why not?

•	 What	approaches	have	been	tried	in	the	past	to	achieve	these	
same outcomes? What happened?

•	 How	is	this	work	positioned	in	the	organization?	Who	is	the	
champion for this work?

•	 Who	actually	owns	this	work	and	how	is	that	demonstrated?

•	 What	seem	to	be	the	major	initiatives	or	components	of	work	
that need to be considered to achieve the outcomes and 
break the restraining patterns?

FUTURE STATE: DESIRED STATE
Now that the consultant has collected information about the current state 
of the organization or team, the consultant then asks questions about the 
desired future state.

intentionS: What are the rational and experiential (social and emotional) 
outcomes your clients wish to achieve through this facilitated process?

•	 What	are	the	specific	outcomes	for	this	meeting?	What	
specific products do you want to produce and what types of 
experiences do you want to create for the participants?

•	 How	urgent	is	this	work	in	the	organization,	and	why?

•	 When	you	walk	out	of	the	meeting	and	reflect	on	the	meeting’s	
success, what specifically happened and what specifically was 
accomplished during the meeting that would be evidence of 
success?

•	 If	you	accomplish	these	outcomes,	what	if	any	consequences	
will this have on other people or parts of the organization? 
Who else might be impacted by the work being undertaken in 
these meeting?

•	 What	are	the	core	values	you	wish	to	honor?
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•	 What	are	the	overall	performance	targets	that	will	be	evidence	
of success for the work?

•	 What	vision	underpins	this	current	initiative?

PrinCiPleS: What are the design principles that need to be considered in 
developing a facilitation plan for this work?

•	 What	parameters	exist	that	will	guide	the	decisions	of	this	
group?

•	 Given	your	experiential	outcomes,	are	there	any	principles	that	
will be important in guiding the work of this group?

•	 How	do	these	principles	match	with	the	current	operating	
principles of this team and/or organization?

•	 What	operational	principles	are	needed	to	guide	the	thinking	
or the design of the work as it moves forward?

•	 How	will	the	principles	be	reinforced	in	the	organization?

PART 2: Small Group Diagnosis and Design Teams
At this stage of the exercise we will break into small groups. There will be 
four to five people in each design subgroup. Your team will now be working to 
diagnoses the current situation and design an appropriate facilitated inter-
vention. The following steps are directly connected to Steve’s Internal Design 
Strategy (see page 118). 

1. Understand the current realities in the overall system – 
discerning the governing paradigm.

2. Develop clarity around the rational and experiential outcomes.

3. Reflect on my personal beliefs and principles as a facilitator. 

4. Look at past experiences with organizations that had similar 
dynamics and outcomes. 

5. Look at your personal preferences around possible strategies, 
processes and tools.

6. Step into the shoes of various individuals within the client group 
in order to imagine possible dynamics and reactions.

7. Identify specific prevention and preparation strategies. 

Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Use of the Process Enneagram as a 
Diagnostic and Facilitation Planning Tool –continued
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Step 1: DeeP leArning

This first step will be to distill what you learned from the Fishbowl session 
regarding intentions, principles, tensions and overall system implications. In 
going through this reflection process as a team you will be addressing the fol-
lowing components of Steve’s Internal Design Strategy:

1. Understand the current realities in the overall system – 
discerning the governing paradigm.

2. Develop clarity around the rational and experiential outcomes. 

queStion: Given all that has been revealed and discussed during the 
Fishbowl conversation, what have been the most critical insights and 
points for us to focus on as we move forward in the design and facilitation 
of this process?

queStion: What are the key elements of the current governing paradigm 
that need to be addressed by our design? 

Step 2: theory oF PrACtiCe 

In this step your team will be evaluating the client situation through the filter 
of your emerging Theory of Practice (please review Design Principles and 
Key Facilitation Tips on pages 109 & 115). In this step you will be addressing 
the following components of Steve’s Internal Design Strategy: 

3. Reflect on my personal beliefs and principles as a facilitator. 

4. Look at past experiences with organizations that had similar 
dynamics and outcomes. 

queStion: What stands out to us about our client’s current situation and 
desired outcomes through the lens of our emerging Theories of Practice?

queStion: Have any of us ever been in a similar situation and set of 
dynamics, and what actually worked in that scenario? 
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Step 3: ACtuAl FACilitAtion DeSign

In this step your team will go from diagnosis to actual facilitation design. 
You will be addressing the following component of Steve’s Internal Design 
Strategy:

5. Look at your personal preferences around possible strategies, 
processes and tools.

queStion: What is a broad set of strategies and approaches to address 
the client outcomes and break the current restraining patterns?

queStion: Now that we have a broad set of strategies, what should the 
actual sequence of steps be in this facilitated sequence of strategies? 
(Hint – think Process Enneagram as a starting point.) 

Step 4: Prevention StePS AnD Fine-tuning the PlAn 

This is an essential step to ensure success for the facilitated approach. It 
involves identifying both the pre-steps that must be taken to prepare the 
team and individual participants, along with fine-tuning the actual agenda. In 
this step you will be addressing the following components of Steve’s Internal 
Design Strategy:

6. Step into the shoes of various individuals within the client group 
in order to imagine possible dynamics and reactions.

7. Identify specific prevention and preparation strategies. 

queStion: If you imagine yourself going through all the steps on your 
proposed agenda, what might be the places where a participant might be 
unprepared or unable to engage?

queStion: Given the facilitation design, what pre-work needs to be 
accomplished to assure a successful facilitation process?

•	 Is	there	any	particular	information	that	needs	to	be	
disseminated to participants prior to the meeting?

•	 Is	there	any	work	that	needs	to	be	completed	prior	to	this	
meeting that is an input to this meeting?

•	 Is	there	any	work	that	needs	to	be	completed	prior	to	this	
meeting as a foundation for this meeting?

Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Use of the Process Enneagram as a 
Diagnostic and Facilitation Planning Tool –continued
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•	 Do	particular	people	need	to	be	prepared	prior	to	their	
participation in the meeting?

•	 Given	the	dynamics	and	existing	patterns,	are	there	any	
preventive steps that need to take place before the meeting?

•	 What	messages	need	to	go	out	to	the	participants	and	the	
organization that positions the work of this group?

•	 Given	all	that	we	have	discussed,	what	is	the	timeline	for	all	
the above pre-work steps? 

Step 5: the work

What are the anticipated next steps to support the work that flows from this 
facilitated intervention?

•	 How	will	this	work	move	forward	from	this	facilitated	process?	
How will it be sustained over time? What is the group’s level of 
interest or ownership for coming together for this process?

•	 How	will	this	new	design	be	installed	in	the	organization?

•	 What	change	management	strategies	and	actions	will	be	
needed to assure effective implementation?

•	 How	should	this	initiative	be	communicated	out	to	the	rest	
of the organization in a way that develops understanding and 
ownership?

•	 What	specific	things	need	to	be	done	next	and	by	whom?
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PART 1: Gathering the Client Data – Fishbowl  
This process is used to diagnose a large system or organizational intervention. 
The questions are extracted from the Organizational Diagnosis Matrix found 
on pages 102. 

Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Use of the Process Enneagram as a 
Diagnostic and Facilitation Planning Tool – Large Scale Issue

The goal of this exercise is to 

assist a client in diagnosing their 

current situation and to design a 

facilitative intervention based on 

the diagnosis. 

The first part of this process will take place in a Fishbowl with the client. The 
consultant will “walk” the client through a current state enneagram sequence 
of questions. 

The following is a set of high quality questions that form the basis for gather-
ing the necessary information in order to develop an initial facilitation plan. 
The intent of these questions is to:

• develop a shared understanding between the client and consultant;

• gather data about the current situation and the stakeholders;

• specify the desired results of the facilitation process.

The questions have been sequenced to follow the Process Enneagram. The 
questions are presented as a possible menu or range of questions. Not all 
questions are applicable to designing all facilitation interventions.

Distillation
of the

Governing
Paradigm

Sustainability
Analysis

Leadership
Analysis

Culture
Analysis

Stakeholder
Analysis

Operational
Analysis

Result
Analysis
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CURRENT STATE ENNEAGRAM

iDentity: What is the current state of the team or organization you will be 
working with in terms of facilitation?

•	 What	data	currently	exists	relative	to	your	organizational	
outcomes? (Results Analysis)

•	 How	is	this	new	effort	positioned	within	the	organization?	
How is the system currently set up to deliver the outcomes? 
(Operational Analysis)

•	 What	have	been	the	main	events	and	people	that	have	shaped	
this organization? What levels of support or resistance 
currently exist relative to the desired outcomes or to the new 
work? (Culture Analysis)

•	 Who	is	passionate	and	who	really	cares	about	this	work	in	the	
organization? What part do the various stakeholders currently 
play in designing, delivering and monitoring the outcomes? 
(Stakeholder Analysis)

•	 What	is	the	current	leadership	commitment	for	this	work?	
Is the leader willing and engaged in this change effort? 
(Leadership Analysis)

•	 What	trends	are	occurring	in	the	community,	in	the	field,	and	
globally that might impact the work of this organization? How 
congruent are the current goals of the organization to the 
directions of the community, employees, state and global 
community? (Sustainability Analysis)

relAtionShiPS: What is the current nature of how people relate and work 
together? What is the manner in which people and programs currently 
connect in the organization?

•	 Do	any	survey	results	exist	that	describe	the	current	morale	or	
culture in the organization? (Data Analysis)

•	 What	types	of	connections	currently	exist	between	the	various	
parts of the organization and with outside stakeholders? How 
would your describe the ways in which key priority programs 
are connected across the organization? (Operational 
Analysis)

•	 Are	there	any	current	relationship	dynamics	that	largely	form	
the culture of the organization? (Culture Analysis)

The questions have been 

sequenced to follow the Process 

Enneagram. The questions are 

presented as a possible menu 

or range of questions. Not 

all questions are applicable 

to designing all facilitation 

interventions.
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•	 What	is	the	nature	and	quality	of	relationships	between	
the organization and the community, unions, parents? How 
does the organization currently define its stakeholders? 
(Stakeholder Analysis)

•	 How	do	people	connect,	collaborate	and	relate	to	leadership	
at the various levels of the organization? (Leadership 
Analysis)

•	 What	types	of	mechanisms	are	in	place	that	support	people	
in continuing to learn and adapt to the changing work? 
(Sustainability Analysis)

inForMAtion: What is the level of information sharing that occurs within 
the organization?

•	 How	is	the	data	that	tracks	organizational	effectiveness	
currently utilized throughout the system? (Data Analysis)

•	 What	types	of	accountability	processes	are	in	place	and	how	
are they utilized? (Operational Analysis)

•	 What	is	the	culture	around	information	sharing?	Is	some	
information held back from wide-scale dissemination, and 
why? (Culture Analysis)

•	 Which	stakeholder	groups	have	access	to	information?	
(Stakeholder Analysis)

•	 What	is	the	pattern	behind	how	leadership	uses	and	shares	
information? (Leadership Analysis)

•	 What	mechanisms	are	in	place	that	allows	people	to	
continuously learn from each other across the organization? 
Are these embedded into the operations of the system? 
(Sustainability Analysis)

PrinCiPleS: What principles currently guide how people work together in 
this organization?

•	 How	are	the	current	values	and	principles	monitored,	tracked	
and adjusted? (Results Analysis)

•	 How	are	the	current	values	and	principles	specifically	
embedded into the processes of the organization? 
(Operational Analysis)

Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Use of the Process Enneagram as a 
Diagnostic and Facilitation Planning Tool – Large Scale Issue –continued
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•	 Are	the	actual	principles	that	govern	the	organization	based	on	
what really happens in the organization? (Culture Analysis)

•	 Who	set	the	values	and	principles,	and	how	were	they	
established? (Stakeholder Analysis)

•	 What	values	and	principles	seem	to	be	most	important	to	
leadership based on their actions? What is your assessment 
of leadership walking this talk? (Leadership Analysis)

•	 What	specific	principles	and	processes	are	in	place	that	
support ongoing adaptation and evolution in the organization? 
(Sustainability Analysis)

tenSionS: (Restraining Patterns) In looking at the information that was 
gathered from the Current State (identity, information and relationships), 
what are the most critical patterns and dynamics within the organization 
that might influence your ability to achieve the desired outcomes?

•	 What	consistent	negative	patterns	are	highlighted	by	the	
current data? (Results Analysis)

•	 What	are	the	assumptions	behind	the	current	operational	
systems and structures? (Operational Analysis)

•	 What	types	of	unintended	outcomes	are	arising	from	the	
current culture in the organization? (Culture Analysis)

•	 What	kinds	of	repeating	issues	arise	based	on	the	level	and	
breadth of stakeholder involvement? (Stakeholder Analysis)

•	 When	considering	the	Doppelt	Sustainability	Blunders,	how	
would you assess this organization relative to this change 
effort? (Leadership Analysis)

•	 What	are	the	negative	leadership	practices	that	are	impeding	
this effort? (Sustainability Analysis)

StrAtegieS AnD APProACheS: Are there existing strategies in place that 
are connected to this current work?

•	 What	are	the	primary	strategies	that	demonstrate	significant	
result relative to the outcomes? (Results Analysis)
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Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Use of the Process Enneagram as a 
Diagnostic and Facilitation Planning Tool – Large Scale Issue –continued

•	 What	are	the	primary	processes	that	have	been	put	in	place	
that are intended to support the outcomes? (Operational 
Analysis)

•	 What	current	processes	or	strategies	support	the	culture	that	
you wish to create? (Culture Analysis)

•	 What	are	the	primary	mechanisms	for	stakeholder	involvement	
and input? (Stakeholder Analysis)

•	 What	current	leadership	strategies	or	processes	model	the	
desired leadership approach for the system? (Leadership 
Analysis)

•	 What	specific	current	strategies	and	processes	support	
adaptability, learning and connectivity? (Sustainability 
Analysis)

FUTURE STATE: DESIRED STATE
Now that the consultant has collected information about the current state 
of the organization or team, the consultant then asks questions about the 
desired future state.

intentionS: What are the rational and experiential (social and emotional) 
outcomes your client wishes to achieve through this facilitated process?

What are the specific outcomes for this major effort? What specific 
products do you want to produce and what types of experiences do you 
want to create?

•	 How	urgent	is	this	work	in	the	organization,	and	why?

•	 If	you	were	to	reflect	back	on	the	success	of	this	work	one	
year after the design was implemented, what specifically was 
accomplished that would be evidence of success?

•	 If	you	accomplish	these	outcomes,	what	if	any	consequences	
will this have on other people or parts of the organization? 
Who else might be impacted by the work being undertaken in 
these meeting?

•	 What	are	the	core	values	you	wish	to	honor?
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•	 What	are	the	overall	performance	targets	that	will	be	evidence	
of success for the work?

•	 What	is	the	vision	that	actually	underpins	this	current	
initiative?

PrinCiPleS: What are the design principles that need to be considered in 
developing a facilitation plan for this work?

•	 What	parameters	exist	that	will	guide	the	decisions	of	this	
group?

•	 Given	your	experiential	outcomes,	are	there	any	principles	that	
will be important in guiding the work of this group?

•	 How	do	these	principles	match	with	the	current	operating	
principles of this team and/or organization?

•	 What	operational	principles	are	needed	to	guide	the	thinking	
or the design of the work as it moves forward?

•	 How	will	the	principles	be	reinforced	in	the	organization?

the work: What are the anticipated next steps to support the work that 
flows from this facilitated intervention?

•	 How	will	work	move	forward	from	this	facilitated	process?	How	
will it be sustained over time? What is the group’s level of 
interest or ownership for coming together for this process?

•	 How	will	this	new	design	be	installed	in	the	organization?

•	 What	change	management	strategies	and	actions	will	be	
needed to assure effective implementation?

•	 How	should	this	initiative	be	communicated	to	the	rest	of	
the organization in a way that develops understanding and 
ownership?

•	 What	specific	things	need	to	be	done	next	and	by	whom?

PART 2: SMAll grouP DiAgnoSiS AnD DeSign teAMS

At this stage of the exercise we will break into small groups. There will be 4-5 
people in each design subgroup. Your team will now be working to diag-
nose the current situation and design an appropriate sequence of facilitated 
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Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Use of the Process Enneagram as a 
Diagnostic and Facilitation Planning Tool – Large Scale Issue –continued

processes and steps. In this process for Large Scale Issues the nature of the 
design will be much higher-level than when designing for smaller initiatives. 
The following steps are directly connected to Steve’s Internal Design Strategy 
(see pages 118). 

1. Understand the current realities in the overall system – 
discerning the governing paradigm.

2. Develop clarity around the rational and experiential outcomes. 

3. Reflect on my personal beliefs and principles as a facilitator. 

4. Look at past experiences with organizations that had similar 
dynamics and outcomes. 

5. Look at your personal preferences around possible strategies, 
processes and tools.

6. Step into the shoes of various individuals within the client group 
in order to imagine possible dynamics and reactions.

7. Identify specific prevention and preparation strategies. 

Step 1: DeeP leArning

This first step will be to distil what you learned from the fishbowl session 
regarding intentions, principles, tensions and overall system implications. In 
going through this reflection process as a team you will be addressing the fol-
lowing components of Steve’s Internal Design Strategy:

1. Understand the current realities in the overall system – 
discerning the governing paradigm

2. Develop clarity around the rational and experiential outcomes 

queStion: Given all that has been revealed and discussed during the 
fishbowl conversation, what have been the most critical insights and 
points for us to focus on as we move forward in the design and facilitation 
of this process?

queStion: What are the key elements of the current governing paradigm 
that need to be addressed by our design?
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Step 2: theory oF PrACtiCe 

In this step your team will be evaluating the client situation through the filter 
of your emerging Theory of Practice (please review Design Principles and 
Key Facilitation Tips on pages 109 & 115). In this step you will be addressing 
the following components of Steve’s Internal Design Strategy: 

3. Reflect on my personal beliefs and principles as a facilitator. 

4. Look at past experiences with organizations that had similar 
dynamics and outcomes.t 

queStion: What stands out to us about our client’s current situation and 
desired outcomes through the lens of our emerging Theories of Practice?

queStion: Have any of us ever been in a similar situation and set of 
dynamics, and what actually worked in that scenario?

Step 3: ACtuAl FACilitAtion DeSign

In this step your team will go from diagnosis to actual facilitation design. 
You will be addressing the following component of Steve’s Internal Design 
Strategy:

5. Look at your personal preferences around possible strategies, 
processes and tools.

queStion: What is a broad set of strategies and approaches to address 
the client outcomes and break the current restraining patterns?

queStion: Now that we have a broad set of strategies, what should the 
actual sequence of steps be? (Hint – think Process Enneagram as a 
starting point.) 

Step 4: Prevention StePS AnD Fine-tuning the PlAn 

This is an essential step to ensure success for the facilitated approach. It in-
volves identifying both the pre-steps that must be taken to prepare the team 
and individual participants, along with fine-tuning the long-term design. In 
this step you will be addressing the following components of Steve’s Internal 
Design Strategy:

6. Step into the shoes of various individuals within the client group 
in order to imagine possible dynamics and reactions.

7. Identify specific prevention and preparation strategies 
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Exercise - PlAnning AnD reFleCtion

Use of the Process Enneagram as a 
Diagnostic and Facilitation Planning Tool – Large Scale Issue –continued

queStion: If you imagine yourself actually going through all the steps 
in the design, what might be places where a participant might be 
unprepared or unable to engage with one of the steps?

queStion: Given the facilitation design, what pre-work needs to be 
accomplished to assure a successful facilitation process?

•	 Is	there	any	particular	information	that	needs	to	be	
disseminated to participants prior to the first meeting?

•	 Is	there	any	work	that	needs	to	be	completed	prior	to	each	
step of the design?

•	 Do	particular	people	need	to	be	prepared	prior	to	their	
participation in the design?

•	 Given	the	dynamics	and	existing	patterns,	are	there	any	
prevention steps that need to occur before you begin this 
overall process?

•	 What	messages	need	to	go	out	to	the	participants	and	the	
organization that positions this change initiative?

•	 Given	all	that	we	have	discussed,	what	is	the	timeline	for	all	
the above pre-work steps?

Step 5: the work

What are the anticipated next steps to support the work that flows from this 
facilitated intervention?

•	 How	will	this	work	move	forward	from	this	facilitated	process?	
How will it be sustained over time? What is the group’s level of 
interest or ownership for coming together for this process?

•	 How	will	this	new	design	be	installed	in	the	organization?

•	 What	change	management	strategies	and	actions	will	be	
needed to assure effective implementation?

•	 How	should	this	initiative	be	communicated	out	to	the	rest	
of the organization in a way that develops understanding and 
ownership?

•	 What	specific	things	need	to	be	done	next	and	by	whom?
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“Be soft in your practice. Think of the method as a fine silvery stream, not a raging waterfall. 
Follow the stream, have faith in its course. It will go its own way, meandering here, trickling 

there. It will find the grooves, the cracks, the crevices. Just follow it. Never let it out of your sight. 
It will take you.”

SHENG-YEN QUOTED BY THOMAS MOORE IN “THE SOUL’S RELIGION” 

This section is short but important. It contains the Quick Guide to Process Selection, a reference list and other 
recommended books, along with some suggestions about how you might want to continue your journey.

The Quick Guide to Process Selection on the following pages has been designed to allow you to select an appro-
priate process for the right set of circumstances. It helps you sort the processes by their rational and experiential 
outcomes and provides you with some important implementation tips.

A more extensive guide for process selection can be found in Chapter 8: Treatment Protocols (see page 124), or in 
the Facilitation Flash Cards (www.stevezuieback.com). 

“The greatest spiritual practice is to transform love into service”
SAI BABA
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facilitation tool
outcome: 
Rational (R) & experiential (e) useage

afteR actiOn 
RevieW

R: This is used for reflection on work that has 
been accomplished and making behavioral 
alterations based on learning. 

E: It creates the experience of having a very 
quick and effective meeting in which changes 
can be identified and implemented.

An excellent and simple process to debrief 
experiences, identify learning and develop next 
steps. Can be used at the end of the session or 
the beginning of meetings to summarize events.

This is based on changing behaviors 
rather than deep values and beliefs. 
It is based on single loop learning. 
To make this work you need to keep 
the comments strictly focused to the 
questions rather than story-telling. It 
is best to use this process immedi-
ately following actions within a plan. 
In this way, a plan can be quickly 
changed based on factual data. The 
process is designed to take 15-20 
minutes.

appReciative 
inQuiRy

R: The process can be used at almost every 
point of the Enneagram. However, when the fo-
cus is building on the positive as a single step, 
it is most effective at the level of intentions, 
principles, relationships and deep learning. 

E: It almost always creates a sense of positive 
focus for a team. It is especially important to 
use when a team has a pattern of focusing on 
the negative and feels itself to be a victim.

It is both a process tool and an over-
all philosophy focused on the posi-
tive. Best applied on broad issues 
where detail is not the main focus 
or outcome. When using this with a 
team stuck in a negative frame it is 
important to continually reframe the 
comments of the group by asking 
reframing questions that surface the 
hidden positive experiences within 
a team. It tends to be a difficult but 
essential process for such groups.

Quick Guide to Process Selection 
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facilitation tool
outcome: 
Rational (R) & experiential (e) useage

cOnfiDence 
line pROcess

R: This is a prevention strategy and is generally 
utilized at the point of Tension on the Process 
Enneagram. The focus is to build understanding 
about what it will take to build the confidence of 
the group to be successful in their work. 

E: The process creates a sense of relief for a 
group to finally get the real issues on the table. 
It also creates a feeling of connection in that 
individuals feel they are not the only one who 
had these concerns or issues.

It is extremely important to set the 
proper context for using this process. 
People are told that in no way will 
this process test their commitment 
to the organization or team. When 
the facilitator charts the answers to 
the question, “What will it take to 
increase your confidence?”, the chart 
becomes a “contract” for the team 
or organization. These are the things 
that will actually improve confidence 
and break the cycle of apathy. The 
process can be used at a later point 
in time to measure progress relative 
to changing the culture within an 
organization.

cRumple 
& ToSS

R: This is a prevention strategy and is generally 
utilized at the point of tension on the Ennea-
gram when little or no safety exists. The focus 
is to identify specific actions or agreements that 
a small group needs to make to move their work 
forward. 

E: This process creates a sense of relief for a 
small group to finally get the real issues on the 
table. It also creates a sense of bonding and 
connection and a feeling that the group can 
work through the issues. 

The process is an intervention 
strategy when the facilitator detects 
through non-verbal cues that a group 
is stuck and there is little safety in 
the group to work together through 
the tension. It should not be used 
when safety exists in the group. The 
facilitator should avoid eye contact 
when processing the written re-
sponses to avoid individuals feeling 
blamed or singled out. The slips 
should be destroyed at the end of 
the process to prevent anyone from 
looking at handwriting to determine 
who said what. 
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facilitation tool
outcome: 
Rational (R) & experiential (e) useage

DecisiOn 
matRix

R: This is used at the strategy point of the Pro-
cess Enneagram. It is very effective for identify-
ing priority strategies from multiple competing 
strategies. 

E: It is used when emotions run high and peo-
ple are attached to multiple specific strategies. 
The process creates an objective analysis that 
frequently allows a group to reach a decision 
while minimizing conflict in the group.

It is important to get a clear separa-
tion of numerical weighting for the 
criteria for the process to work ef-
fectively – not everything is weighted 
as a 9 or 10. It is not important to 
achieve an accurate mathematical 
average for each score when going 
through the process – this will likely 
prolong the process. It is important 
to come up with a fair average based 
on testing the group against a pos-
sible ranking. This is done by asking 
the group, “How many people think 
the score is below a 5? How many 
think it is between a 5-7, between 
7-9...etc.” This allows the facilitator 
to suggest an average score.

DiscussiOn 
methOD

R: This is very effective for developing a 
shared understanding of an issue or direction 
prior to more detailed planning conversations. 

E: It creates a sense of shared focus and 
helps to find the common ground for a group or 
team. 

Useful for beginning to explore a 
direction or focus. It is not effective 
to dig more deeply into issues. It 
can be used in very large groups as 
an input into other processes. The 
process can be used with minimal 
direction or training so it is good 
to use with large groups where 
you don’t have access to a pool of 
trained facilitators. Brings a group 
from “I” to “We” to “Task” when you 
only have about 30 minutes for the 
entire meeting. 
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facilitation tool
outcome: 
Rational (R) & experiential (e) useage

fishbOWl 
proCeSS

R: This process structure has a number of 
possible rational outcomes depending on how 
it is used. It can be used to connect and inte-
grate the ideas from multiple small groups; it 
can be used to identify the big issues across a 
large group that can then be further developed 
through small groups; it can be used to explore 
any issue for a large group by using a small 
group to focus the conversation, or it can be 
used to have an entire planning conversation 
using a small group in the presence of a large 
group.

E: It provides transparency and allows all mem-
bers of a large group to feel part of the conver-
sation. It can also allow a large group to feel 
hopeful and complex issues can be explored in 
an efficient and effective way.

This is an excellent process when 
working in a group size of 30 or 
more. It allows a whole group to get 
aligned around an issue and to iden-
tify sub-topics that can be delegated 
to small conversation groups. It is 
often best used when going from 
current state through intentions, prin-
ciples and tensions. Strategies can 
then be done in small groups.

gROup 
check-in

A quick way in which the facilitator determines 
the status of people in a group either before a 
meeting starts or any time during a meeting to 
determine what is going on and what changes 
might need to occur.

A Check-In allows the facilitator to 
gain insight into the individual issues 
people bring to a group. They mini-
mize “hallucinations” about people’s 
behavior because people assign 
meaning to their own behavior. Run-
ning a Check-In during meetings is a 
way that the facilitator can check out 
some of their own inferences about 
group dynamics from third position.

hanDling 
Difficult 
gROup 
Dynamics 
proCeSS

R: To identify the underlying patterns that 
cause negative behaviors in teams and organi-
zations. 

E: To break the blame paradigm in a team or 
organization and to develop understanding and 
compassion for what was previously identified 
as difficult people. To mobilize a group to take 
constructive actions to change group and orga-
nizational patterns.

This should only be used when large 
numbers of people in a team or 
organization are stuck in a blame 
paradigm. The process takes about 
45 minutes and should be complet-
ed in one meeting. 
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facilitation tool
outcome: 
Rational (R) & experiential (e) useage

imaginizatiOn 
proCeSS

R: This process can be used to develop a vi-
sion, identify restraining patterns or as a reflec-
tion process in integrating a set of individual 
strategies into a cohesive plan.

E: This process creates new connections and 
meanings for a group and creates a sense of 
fun and motivation.

The process is always fun, but it is 
critical that a reflection process is 
included that will draw the deeper 
meaning from the images. If this is 
not done, you tend to get a set of 
trees, rainbows, schoolhouses, or 
roads with vehicles and miss the 
rational outcome. It is important to 
de-mystify people’s art skills. Every-
one draws, not just the artists. You 
can de-mystify art ability by drawing 
an example of an image, especially 
if you are not very artistic. Once the 
group has arrived at some images 
that truly resonate, it is important to 
keep those images embedded in the 
work over time.

life stORies 
proCeSS

R: The purpose of this process is to utilize 
common experiences, values and beliefs 
among team members in order to find new 
ways to operate together. Most importantly, it 
surfaces both behavior patterns and underlying 
value systems of team members that might 
have been previously hidden and misunder-
stood.

E: The process invariably creates a deeper 
understanding and sense of compassion 
among team members and explains the deeper 
meaning behind behavioral patterns. It creates 
a closer sense of connection among team 
members.

This process should be used when 
a team has some very difficult work 
to do over a period of time and their 
personality or behavioral quirks 
seem to be getting in the way of do-
ing deeper work. The facilitator must 
have a high level of credibility and 
permission to take a group through 
this process and they must be totally 
confident in leading the group. The 
process must be completed in one 
session without breaks. It is also 
very important to start the process 
by establishing a confidentiality 
agreement with the group.
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facilitation tool
outcome: 
Rational (R) & experiential (e) useage

mental 
mODels 

R: This process is most powerful in identifying 
the restraining patterns in a system. It can also 
be used to develop a full strategic plan, using a 
negative result as the vehicle for the inquiry.

E: This process creates new insights into what 
holds systems back and builds a sense of re-
sponsibility and motivation for making changes 
in systems. It breaks the gridlock in people’s 
perspectives that has held the system hostage 
to the same way of doing business.

It is absolutely essential that all the 
key stakeholders are represented in 
the conversation. This is how the cur-
rent paradigm is actually broken. It 
is important to use the exact visual 
model when facilitating the conver-
sation. This allows the facilitator to 
visually focus the participants on 
the board (3rd point) and to keep 
the sequential logic of the process 
flowing from negative results, to be-
haviors causing the negative result, 
to structures that cause the behav-
iors, and to the underlying beliefs 
that perpetuate the structures. The 
process is long so it should only be 
used for groups or organizations that 
are stuck in a repeating pattern of 
negative results and who have no 
new insights on how to get different 
results. It is sometimes useful to 
stop the processing at the conclu-
sion of the Current State sequence 
before proceeding to the Future 
State.

meta mODel & 
high Quality 
QuestiOns

Useful with individuals and groups to develop 
critical understanding and to open up new 
insights for people. Meta Model is a specific 
form of a high quality question. Questions are 
the basis of all facilitative processes.

Should be standard practice for all 
facilitation interventions. The true 
measure of effective questions is 
how the questions move a person or 
a team to the desired outcomes.

neeDs set 
exeRcise

R: To develop a set of operational agreements 
for a team based on the actual highly held 
needs of team members

E: To create real insight into what makes each 
person tick in a group and to develop a sense 
of appreciation for similarities and differences 
in a team. Builds rapport, understanding and 
trust

The process has the most impact 
when done as an entire team. The 
value is in surfacing the real evi-
dence and stories in people making 
up a team and the process should 
not be hurried. The process can be 
used when significant conflict exists 
in a group. This requires pre-inter-
views to effectively design the Needs 
Set to get the most leverage. The 
information can also be used as a 
preliminary step in developing opera-
tional principles and agreements.
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facilitation tool
outcome: 
Rational (R) & experiential (e) useage

negative 
visiOn

R: The process is generally utilized at the 
point of Tension on the Process Enneagram.

E: The process is selected to break the cycle 
of apathy and to get a group to experience the 
negative consequences of their current way of 
operating (e.g., status quo is good enough). 
It generally creates a movement forward and 
away from the negative vision that is elicited 
through the process.

The process should only be used 
when a whole group is apathetic and 
stuck in the status quo. To effectively 
utilize this process the facilitator 
must have a high degree of permis-
sion with the group because the 
facilitator must be in a challenging 
role with individuals and the group 
as a whole. After all the negative 
consequences are charted, the fa-
cilitator writes Negative Vision at the 
top of the chart. The chart should 
be posted in the room away from the 
workspace but easily seen by the 
group. The chart becomes a powerful 
3rd point when the group falls back 
into past behaviors.

paiReD 
Weighting 

R: This is used at the Strategy point of the 
Process Enneagram. It is very effective for 
identifying strategies from multiple competing 
strategies.

E: It is used when it is difficult for a team to 
identify top priorities and when emotions or 
attachments are not particularly high. It also 
takes less time than the Decision Matrix.

It is important to constantly state the 
criteria for each pair of strategies as 
they are compared – “Which is more 
important and needs to come first – 
Strategy 1 or Strategy 2.”

The proCeSS 
enneagRam

R: When used as a conversation process it 
achieves a full plan based on a deep under-
standing of the future, the restraining patterns 
and a plan that models the desired operational 
principles.

E: It creates a much deeper understanding of 
the interconnectedness of all the facets of a 
system and conversation. It also provides an 
experience of the whole and an appreciation 
for the need of all voices and perspectives in a 
conversation in order to arrive at a truly power-
ful set of sustainable strategies. 

There are multiple starting points in 
the Enneagram conversation depend-
ing on a thorough diagnosis of the 
current state. Generally the most 
common starting points are the 
Current Identity, Intentions or Deep 
Learning. It is essential to follow the 
sequence of the process while allow-
ing for ideas to surface and be cap-
tured that might be out of sequence. 
It can be a messy process to the 
participants; however, the facilitator 
should always bring the sequence 
back into focus for the team. The 
Process Enneagram is best used 
with either a high-functioning team or 
with a very seasoned facilitator. 
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facilitation tool
outcome: 
Rational (R) & experiential (e) useage

tOtems, 
tabOOs, anD 
Repetitive 
inteRactiOns

R: To develop a set of specific behavioral 
agreements for a team which support a set of 
purported principles or values.

E: By building a set of concrete behavioral 
agreements the process creates a sense of 
ownership and responsibility for changing the 
culture of a team or organization. By having 
a signed “contract” it generates a sense of 
personal accountability

The Repetitive Interactions step is 
the most critical in that it is essen-
tial to develop very specific behaviors 
that anyone would understand to 
mean the same thing. No ambigu-
ity can exist in these behavioral 
agreements. It is important to narrow 
down the Repetitive Interactions to 
three to five critical behaviors for 
each value or principle otherwise it 
is too much for people to remember 
and act upon. The Totems should be 
measured over time, and periodic 
assessment conversations should 
be scheduled into the work of the 
team to evaluate how well the team 
is living the values.

WorkShop 
methOD

R: This process can be used to develop a vi-
sion or mission, identify underlying constraints 
or tensions, identify key strategies, and develop 
a detailed action plan. It is most useful for 
strategy development and action planning. It is 
also good for quickly generating and organizing 
large numbers of ideas. 

E: This process invariably creates the experi-
ence that a group is much more aligned around 
common desires, perceptions or strategies 
than was previously perceived by the group.

There are two steps that can be 
deal-breakers. The first is in Organiz-
ing. It is imperative that each group 
of ideas represents a single focused 
idea rather than broad categories. 
The second deal breaker is in Nam-
ing. The Naming process needs to 
come up with a key strategic state-
ment as to what will be done and 
how it will be done. Again, this is 
not naming a category but a specific 
strategy, vision element or restrain-
ing pattern. The Workshop Method is 
often used as a way of posting ideas 
generated from many small groups 
that might arise through the Discus-
sion Method or Appreciative Inquiry 
processes. 

It is a type of nominal group process 
designed to minimize dialog in order 
to create a sense of commonality.
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facilitation tool
outcome: 
Rational (R) & experiential (e) comment about use

4 step actiOn 
planning 
proCeSS

R: This process is utilized to develop a 
detailed action plan for a focused strategy. It 
addresses the areas of Strategy and Work on 
the Process Enneagram.

E: This process creates a real sense of accom-
plishment in a very short period of time. It also 
creates a sense of responsibility and account-
ability to a specific action plan.

This is not a good process if the 
issue and scope are large or highly 
complicated. The process tends 
to oversimplify complexities. When 
using this process it is very helpful 
to post the existing organizational or 
team principles and key tensions on 
the left side of a workshop planning 
board. The Victory Circle is posted 
on the right side of the planning 
board. This creates a powerful visual 
image of the flow of thinking. Consid-
ering our principles and key restrain-
ing patterns, what action steps can 
we take that will model our prin-
ciples, resolve our tensions and help 
us achieve of evidence of success 
as described in our Victory Circle?
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Continuing the Journey

The end of this book is not an end but a beginning of the next cycle for all of our journeys. When I origi-
nally decided to write this book I thought it was an ending – a semi-retirement if you will - a completion 
point. As it happens, the development of the book has been the most exciting beginning that I could 
never have envisioned before the writing. I am more energized and impassioned about people, organiza-
tions and my place in the world than ever before. I hope for you that this book has been an exciting and 
stimulating new beginning as well. 

“Just because the road ahead is long, is no reason to slow down. 
Just because there is much work to be done, is no reason to get discouraged. 

It is a reason to get started, to grow, to find new ways, to reach within yourself and 
discover strength, commitment, determination, discipline. 

The road ahead is long and difficult, and filled with opportunity at every turn. 
Start what needs starting. 

Finish what needs finishing.  
Get on the road. Stay on the road. 

Get on with the work. 
Right now you’re at the beginning of the journey. 

What a great place to be! 
Just imagine all the things you’ll learn, all the people you’ll meet 

all the experiences you’ll have. 
Be thankful that the road is long and challenging, because that is where you’ll find 

the best that life has to offer.” 

RALPH MARSTON
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l?cr=00&
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Continuing the Journey
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Next Steps 

There are many ways in which you can continue your journey and explore deeper into the topics 
described in this book:

• put a skill OR pRactice in place eveRy Week. Put it on your calendar each week, 
implement it and keep a journal about what works.

• jOin a leaRning cOmmunity Of cOlleagues applying the leaDeRship pRactices. 
Start your own learning community with colleagues from your organization. 
If you would like guidance to this approach see: 
www.stevezuieback.com/resources/learning_communities

• subscRibe tO my e-neWsletteR to stay in contact with new processes and stories of 
success www.stevezuieback.com/newsletter

• jOin my blOg at www.stevezuieback.com/blog/

• scan all the aDDitiOnal ResOuRces available from the following websites:

 www.stevezuieback.com/resources 
 www.michaelgrinder.com 
 www.dalmau.com

Additional Books:

Facilitation Processes for Chaotic Times: Process Flash Cards 

look For theSe other BookS By Steve zuieBACk CoMing out Soon

• Leadership Practices for Challenging Times: Diagnosis and Design 
Practices that Work

• Leadership Practices for Challenging Times: Building Below the 
Green Line Strategies that Work

• World Class Leadership: A Guide for Leaders

• Organizational Transformation and the Process Enneagram: Stories 
of Success
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