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Preface 
 
The aspiration to articulate my “model of everything” is of course presumptuous.  
However, I take it as a given that I already operate according to one; without reflection 
and inquiry I won’t know what it is.  So I’m making a commitment to bring to the surface 
as fully as I’m able the conscious and unconscious beliefs, assumptions and influences 
that shape my behavior—professionally and personally.  
 
This is an aspiration that will never be complete.  I offer this first articulation of the 
model as a crude set of initial hypotheses about how I operate.  The written version of the 
model is an attempt to capture the real model, which is in my mind and constantly 
evolving.  It’s also primarily a letter to myself, and is therefore likely to appear to others 
to have strange patterns regarding what is included and explained and what is only 
alluded to. 
 
I see the ultimate aim of model building not so much as a product, but rather a stance, a 
state of mind that has value in and of itself.  It is a posture of curiosity, an ongoing means 
of generating active hypotheses about the nature of the world, how I make sense of it and 
act in it. It’s a way of living the examined life.  And, incidentally, it’s an antidote to 
passivity and to boredom. 
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1. Basic Assumptions   
 
A.  Methodological Paradox 
 
As I began to try to make explicit my governing assumptions, I found myself going to 
deeper and deeper levels, from “What are the goals of my practice?”…to “What are my 
goals for my life such that I hold those goals for my practice?”…to “What are my beliefs 
about the meaning of life/the nature of the universe, such that I hold those goals for my 
life?”  I have decided to structure the model around my assumptions about human nature.   
However, the search for a fixed point to use as a foundation is elusive: I note a circularity 
from which I see no escape.  My assumptions about human nature are inevitably (in my 
model) an expression of my personal profile, which shapes how I see the world.  My 
assumptions about human nature are also an expression of—and influence—my 
assumptions about the nature of the universe.  What comes first?  Probably the Personal 
Profile.  But I’ve decided to begin with my basic assumptions about the universe because 
it seems logically prior.  And I hold the Personal Profile description until after 
introducing the Model of Human Nature so that I can apply that model to myself.  I 
recognize that that the assumptions in each of these areas are interdependent and that they 
interact in ways of which I am not fully aware and may be unknowable.  It is my hope 
that this model-building enterprise will increase my awareness of those 
interdependencies, even though I have no hope that I can ever stand outside of them. 
 
B.  Metaphysical and Epistemological Assumptions 
 
I. The most basic questions about the nature of the universe, such as whether there is an 

“ultimate reality” (“spirit,” “god”), cannot be answered with any certainty. 
 

II. In the face of this ambiguity I choose to adopt a posture of agnosticism, delicately 
balancing a genuine wish to embrace belief in an ultimate reality with an instinctive 
skepticism of any belief structure. 

 
III. Nonetheless, living requires some basis for action in the world, which in turn implies 

some kinds of beliefs; even the postmodern stance that one can’t believe anything is a 
belief. 

 
IV. The resolution of this dilemma that for me has the highest integrity is to choose a set 

of assumptions that provide guidance for how to live my life and to act as if they were 
true, while remaining vigilantly open to disconfirmation. 

 
V. Following are the assumptions I choose to embrace and act upon as if they were true:  

 
1. There is incredible beauty and mystery in life, as well as extraordinary ugliness 

and suffering 
2. It is a virtue to see all dimensions of life as clearly as possible, interpreting one’s 

experience with minimal distortion and illusion and with as much awareness of 
the sense-making process as possible 
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3. Happiness is a desirable and attainable state and is not inconsistent with seeing 
things clearly  

4. The most fundamental barriers to happiness are psychological rather than 
material; they consist of the tendency to live unconsciously, relying on reflexive 
thoughts and feelings, which leads not only to unhappiness but to 
misinterpretations of experience and to actions based on error and illusion 

5. Many unproductive thoughts and feelings are the result of attachments to 
essentially arbitrary beliefs about the way things should be 

6. A principal source of dysfunctional thoughts and feelings is the notion of a “self” 
that has independent reality and is given undue priority 

7. The path to undistorted perception and happiness lies in recognizing and letting 
go of attachments as fully as possible, in particular attachment to one’s “self” 

8. Pursuit of this path requires commitment to a disciplined practice; I choose 
meditation as my practice 

9. The aim of such practice is development of an increasingly mindful state of being, 
enabling one to perceive with ever-greater clarity and to act with ever-greater 
awareness 

10. Progress along the path of letting go of the “self” naturally leads to a life 
grounded in compassion, resulting in social action and selfless service to others 

11. Pursuit of such practice can also lead to transcendant states of mind in which one 
has a direct experience of a non-dual reality, “emptiness” 

12. Such states of mind, should I attain them, could influence my belief in higher 
realities, but are in any case worthwhile in their own right as an experience of 
connection with the rest of a universe that transcends my “self” 

13. Meanwhile, it makes sense to proceed with genuinely open curiosity about the 
nature of the universe and how best to live in it, having as much fun as is 
consistent with being a person disposed to generate guidelines of this kind  

 
C.  Posture Toward Basic Assumptions. 
 
I embrace these assumptions as a “stance,” subject to ongoing testing and reflection. I act 
as an agnostic, committed to acting “as if” the stance were true, open to discovering that 
it is not, equally open to discovering a basis for deeper belief.  In this stance I share my 
assumptions and beliefs with others with passion, while remaining open to others’ views 
and committed to not imposing mine on them. 
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II.  Model of  Human Nature: How we make sense, take action, 
and develop 
 
In this section I present my model of human nature from several angles: 
• Assumptions about human nature and a visual model of those assumptions 
• A schematic overview of the theoretical foundations of the model 
• An overview of my theory of change 
 
This is followed by a detailed description of the model’s theoretical foundations and then 
a more detailed description of the theory of change. 
 
A.  Assumptions about human nature.  At the root of the model for all areas of my 
practice is a set of assumptions about human beings—how we make sense, take action, 
and develop.  Briefly, these assumptions are: 
 
• Humans actively construct their experience of the world; our sense-making process is 

a key determinant of the reality we experience and of our overall state of being, and is 
the primary driver of our actions  

 
• We evolve through different stages of development that shape our capacity to make 

sense of the world and take action in it; a person’s particular stage of development 
significantly shapes the character and capacity of his/her sense-making process 

 
• At any stage of development people differ in their key preferences for how to make 

sense and act; each of us shares preferences with other people on key dimensions, yet 
we each make sense in unique ways, influenced by our particular life experience 

 
• In addition to one’s psychological profile (a combination of stage of development, 

psychological type, life story), four other factors contribute to the nature and capacity 
of the sense-making process:  
- Human “hard wiring” (the brain and physiological system) 
- Societal influences (culture, ethnicity, class, and gender) 
- Contextual influences (organizational culture, role) 
- Awareness (of the moment and the underlying process of sense-making) 

 
• The sense-making process is vulnerable to a variety of dysfunctions that have adverse 

effects on the quality of the reality we construct and the actions we take.  These 
vulnerabilities include our tendency to: 
- Function automatically and reflexively, relying on overly simple mindsets 
- Unknowingly produce flawed beliefs and conclusions 
- Devalue others’ perspectives when they differ from our own 
- Create self-sealing patterns of perception and action  
- See the source of problems outside ourselves, overlooking our own contribution  
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• Learning and development result from a combination of forces in the environment 
that offer challenge to grow while providing support  

 
The sense-making process can be represented by the model in Figure I. 

In this model the sense-making process is one in which a number of elements interact in 
complex and mutually influencing ways.  This model has similarity with the “Ladder of 
Inference.”  However, it differs in several important ways: 
• It makes explicit the role of emotion as well as cognition 
• It features underlying “mindsets” that drive the meaning-making process 
• It calls attention to self-reinforcing loops affecting data selection, interpretation and 

action   
 
The resulting set of interactions is more of a “black box” than a linear “ladder.”  Thus it 
encourages people to become curious about their own patterns of making sense, which 
are in some ways unique.  We each have to map our own sense-making process.   

Conclusions

Conscious 
Thoughts 

Feelings, 
Intuitions

Attention to,  
Selection of Data

The Sense Making Map

Environ-
ment

Experienced 
“Reality”

Human “hard wiring”
-brain
-physiology

Societal influences
-national culture
-ethnicity
-class, race, gender

Psychological profile
-stage of development 
-type
-life experience

Contextual Influences
-organizational culture
-systems dynamics
-organizational role

Awareness
-mindfulness
-awareness of sense-
making map

Raw 
Perceptions

Underlying
Mindsets

Actions
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B. Theoretical foundations of the model: Overview 
 
The model draws heavily on a number of theories and belief systems.  The figure below 
provides a schematic overview.  The primary contributing theories and the relationships 
among them are described in some detail in Section D.   

 

Action Inquiry (Argyris & Schon; Argyris, 
Smith, Putnam; Torbert et al)

•There is a gap between how we think we act 
(“espoused” theory) and how we actually 
behave ( “theory in use”)

•Most of us have a “theory in use”  driven by  
“governing variables”  (such as winning, 
avoiding embarrassment)  that lead to 
competitive behavior 

•Being unaware of how we contribute to 
misunderstanding and conflicts, we blame 
others and don’t learn from our experience

•More effective theories-in-use—leading to 
mutual influence—can be learned  (with great 
effort)

Constructive-Developmental Theory 
(Kegan, Torbert et. al.)

•We actively construct our understanding of 
the world

•We naturally evolve through increasingly 
complex stages of consciousness that 
significantly shape how we make sense

•Development takes place through a 
process of unfolding awareness of that 
which we are immersed in and can’t see

•Development is painful, easily arrested, 
and requires a balance of challenge and 
support

Cognitive Therapy (Beck, Ellis)

• How we think determines how we feel

• Negative moods, leading to ineffective 
actions, result from distorted  thinking

• Undistorted  thinking leads to desirable 
moods and effective action

Type Theory (Jung/Briggs-Myers)

• Individuals are born with legitimate 
differences in preference for how to see 
the world and act in it

• Lack of  appreciation for  such 
differences leads us to negatively judge 
those who display  them

• Awareness of the limits of our own 
preferences reduces frustration and 
encourages learning from others

• How we develop depends on our 
particular set of preferences (“type”)

Theories of Mindfulness (Buddhism)

• Flawed thinking creates unhappiness;   
All  thinking distorts experience

• Mindfulness frees us from the grip of  
automatic thinking in general and flawed 
(self-based) thinking in particular

Brain science (LeDoux, Damasio)

• Automated and reactive sense making 
and acting is grounded in  the 
evolutionary history of the brain

• States of mindfulness correspond with 
brain wave patterns

Theories Emphasizing how Psychological 
Profile Shapes Sense Making

Theories Emphasizing how Thoughts 
Drive Feelings and Behavior 

Integrating Perspectives

Core Theoretical Foundations of the Model

Cognition Research (Varela, Rosch)

• Perceptions are “enacted”  through a  
blending of subject and object

• Quality of awareness shapes  
performance

Systems Thinking (Oshry, Senge)

• Systemic dynamics (“archetypes,” self-
reinforcing loops) and roles (Top/ 
Middle/Bottom) shape perceptions and 
create reflexive responses

Theories of Social Influence (multiple)

•“Culture” (national and organizational) 
shapes mindsets and behavior, as do 
ethnicity, race, class, and gender

COMMON ELEMENTS

• Individual ways of making sense shape our “reality” 
and behavior

•Our sense making tends to be tacit and automatic,  
resulting in reflexive moods and actions

•Awareness of how we make sense frees us from 
reflexively acting on limiting assumptions and the 
resulting ineffectiveness and frustration

•Alternative ways of thinking lead to enhanced 
consciousness and effectiveness



 11 

C. Theory of change: overview 
 
Goal:   I aspire to help people learn and develop, whereby change is the sum of learning 
and development.  Specifically, I aspire to help people change in two related areas: 
-consciousness (to develop to the highest stage of consciousness of which they are 
capable) 
-behavior (to become as effective in taking action as that stage of consciousness allows) 
 
Means: 
Two kinds of awareness contribute both to learning and to development: 
-mindfulness (full awareness of the moment, or reflection in action) 
-insight (understanding that results from reflection on action and identification of more 
effective actions) 
 
Mindfulness can be fostered directly through a variety of practices, in particular 
meditation.  It also results indirectly from insight. 
 
Insight is facilitated by three kinds of learning, in direct proportion to their increasing 
level of depth: 
-Instrumental learning (single loop) 
-Fundamental learning (double loop)  
-Transformational learning (triple loop) 
 
Development to more complex orders of consciousness:  
-is natural but painful 
-will naturally evolve under appropriate conditions (see below) 
-is facilitated by learning, especially increased awareness of the sense-making process in 
general and one’s own idiosyncratic sense-making process in particular 
 
Temporary access to higher stages of development can be stimulated by intensively 
supportive environments (workshops, dialogue sessions, coaching sessions) 
 
A stance of inquiry and commitment to reflection is a key contributor to both learning 
and development  
 
Both learning, resulting in behavioral change, and development, resulting in change of 
consciousness, are facilitated by a combination of  
• Vision (e.g., frameworks of development; images of more effective behavior) 
• Challenge (e.g., demonstrated gaps between intention and action; evidence of the 

subjectivity of one’s sense-making process) 
• Support (e.g., acknowledgment of where a person is and the difficulty of change; 

recognition that others are vulnerable to the same limits and contradiction; 
reinforcement of change in multiple areas) 

 
Transformational learning requires support that is integral—reinforced in all areas of 
development and in all areas of one’s life. 
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Behavior change involves the following steps: 
• Recognize the patterns of thinking and feeling that underlie behavior that is 

ineffective or that impedes acting on commitments  
• Identify more effective patterns 
• Increase awareness of the automatic nature of one’s reliance on the ineffective pattern 
• Practice interrupting the old pattern and translating new patterns of thought/feeling 

into action (e.g., finding words to express a particular intention in a particular 
situation) 

• Get feedback on the effectiveness of one’s efforts to change 
 
Some behavior change for some people involves extending awareness to a deeper level, 
becoming cognizant of the influence of “core mindsets” (clusters of thought and feeling 
that have crystallized into a limiting “story” to account for one’s experience) 
 
 
D. Theoretical foundations of the model of human nature: Detailed description 
 
The sections that follow briefly sketch the relevant assumptions of each theory and offers 
the beginnings of a systematic commentary on the interconnections among the principal 
theories, following the organization of the overview model on page 10 
 
D.1.  THEORIES EMPHASIZING HOW PSYCHOLOGICAL PROFILE SHAPES 
SENSE MAKING 
 
Constructive-Developmental Theory 
From this perspective, human beings are engaged in an ongoing interaction with the 
environment, actively constructing and reconstructing how we make sense of it. 
Development along this path involves continuously extending one’s range of self-
awareness, to be able to view as “object” something that was previously “subject.”  This 
process is increasingly transparent as the self evolves, such that at higher stages of 
development, the person is increasingly aware of and detached from the sense-making 
system.  Each stage of development builds on and includes all that has gone before.  Thus 
higher stages are more “objective,” include more of the “truth,” than lower ones. 
 
A variety of western constructive-developmental theories model how this process gives 
rise to a series of sense-making systems constructed by the self with which the self 
becomes identified. Robert Kegan’s 5-stage model offers a good description of 
development from the lowest to the highest forms of “self development” (Kegan, 1994), 
as does Torbert et al’s 9 stage model (Torbert et al, 2000), although there are other viable 
means of describing such differences (Perry, 1968; Beck & Cowan, 1996).  Eastern 
theories of development posit the existence of higher stages of evolution that involve the 
gradual deconstruction of the self.  These stages of development can be modeled as 
consisting of several additional stages of transcendance beyond the self (Wilber, 2000). 
Those theories can be integrated into the following rough sequence of stages, which are 
refined in different ways by different theorists: 
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 Level of Development % of Adult Population 
at Each Level 

 
Eastern wisdom 
Traditions 

 
Transcendant 

 
Less than 1% 

 
Western developmental 
stages 

 
Post-conventional 
 

1-2 % 
8 % 

 
Conventional 
 

 
80 % 

 
Pre-conventional 
 

 
10% 

 
Figure 2:  Stages of Human Development 

 
See Appendix A for a more detailed depiction of these stages as portrayed by different 
theories. 
 
Type theory.  Individual differences based on psychological type are another influence on 
consciousness and behavior.  The theories of Carl Jung, as elaborated by Isabelle Briggs-
Myers and expressed through the Myers-Briggs Type Inventory—offers a useful scheme 
for describing such differences.  This theory suggests that people have differing 
preferences that represent consistent and enduring patterns of how they use their minds.  
These preferences manifest themselves along a continuum in four key areas: 
• Extraversion vs. Introversion (how one directs one’s attention and where one gets 

energy) 
• Sensing vs. Intuitive (how one takes in information) 
• Thinking vs. Feeling (how one makes decisions) 
• Judging vs. Perceiving (style references regarding structure) 

 
The implications of this theory is that there are a wide range of legitimately different 
styles of making sense and taking action. 

 
“Type dynamics” describes the interaction among preferences.   The two preferences for 
taking in information—N and S—and the two for making decisions—T and F—
constitute four “functions.”  Depending on one’s four-letter profile, one of these will be 
“dominant,” one “auxiliary,” and the other two either “tertiary” or “inferior.”  Each may 
be used in the outer or inner world, with somewhat different consequences.  
Understanding type dynamics is necessary to appreciate the subtler implications of type 
difference. 
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“Type development,” based on type dynamics, suggests probable paths for development 
of each type.  According to Jung, we direct energy when young to the development of our 
dominant function, then to the auxiliary.  In the second half of life, one begins to pay 
more attention to one’s lesser preferred functions, experiencing them as a new source of 
energy and satisfaction. 
 
Interface Between Type Theory and Constructive-Developmental Psychology.  Type 
theory is complementary with Constructive-Developmental Psychology in some ways yet 
also has the potential for contradiction.  It is complementary in two respects: 1) it 
suggests that people develop over time and the ways in which they develop do not appear 
to conflict with the stages of sense-making; 2) it suggests that the way individuals make 
sense at any given stage of development will be colored by the type profile.  However, a 
possibility worth exploring is that developmental theory is biased in favor of certain 
preferences.  Introspective Intuitive types would seem to have an edge in advancing up 
the developmental hierarchy.  To the extent that this is true, this could reflect bias in the 
underlying schema (some have observed that Kegan’s theory has an “INTJ” flavor, 
reflecting his probable personal profile), or it could reflect the reality that certain 
cognitive styles simply are better suited to personal development.  I intend to hold open 
these hypotheses and continue to explore them. 
 
D.2.  THEORIES EMPHASIZING HOW THOUGHTS DRIVE BEHAVIOR 
 
Action Inquiry.  Action Inquiry (sometimes known as Theory of Action or Action 
Science) is a powerful paradigm for understanding the link between sense-making and 
action. (Argyris and Schön, 1975; Argyris, Putnam and Smith, 1985; Torbert, 1991, 
2000).   Action Inquiry suggests that 
 
• We each hold individual theories of action—a set of propositions about how to 

behave 
• There is a gap between the theories we espouse and those we use 
• This gap is a result of the human need to base behavior on automatic and tacit 

theories, owing to the complexity of the environment  
• Most of us rely on a particular set of “Theories in Use”—Model I, which involves a 

set of “governing variables” (mindsets) that have the effect of encouraging unilateral 
control of interactions in order to accomplish our purposes: 
- Define goals and try to maximize them 
- Maximize winning and minimize losing 
- Minimize generating or expressing negative feelings 
- Be rational 

• These governing variables lead us to behave in ways that are competitive and limit 
our learning, while being unaware of how our actions are experienced by others. As a 
result we contribute to misunderstanding and conflicts in ways to which we are blind 
and therefore unfairly blame others and do not learn from our experience.   

• A more effective set of governing variables, leading to Model II behavior, can be 
learned.  These would consist of 

- Valid Information 
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- Free choice 
- Internal commit and constant monitoring of its implementation 

 
Pointing to the inherently flawed nature of our sense making, Action Inquiry places high 
value on the mindsets and skills conducive to good communication—whereby we can test 
our views and amend them appropriately.  Model II skills require a balance of advocacy 
and inquiry.  While this approach places high value on inquiry, it has a bias for leading 
with advocacy in order to avoid the potential for manipulation inherent in not disclosing 
one’s views. 
 
Cognitive therapy.  Cognitive therapy offers a theory of how one’s beliefs affect moods 
and behavior.  It has been elaborated by several authors, most notably Ellis (2000), and 
Beck (1993, 1996).  From this perspective, thoughts are the cause of feelings and moods 
and of actions.  Negative moods are seen as the result of flawed thinking, are therefore 
unnecessary, and can be eliminated through corrected thinking.  There are various kinds 
of flaws in thinking, which include unrealistic expectations (e.g., perfectionism), 
black/white thinking, overgeneralization, selective perception and so on.  Many forms of 
destructive thinking involve distortions in self-concept.  By subjecting one’s thinking to 
rigorous analysis and reflection, one can reduce unproductive negative emotions and 
unproductive behavior. 
 
Interface Between Cognitive Therapy and Action Inquiry.  Cognitive therapy is 
complementary to Action Inquiry in that both posit a direct causal link between thoughts 
and behavior.  Both encourage a person to recognize their own contribution to 
unsatisfactory situations.  And both encourage a close look at the grounding of thoughts 
in reality.  Both would encourage reflection on whether a particular belief is warranted.  
Model I “governing variables” would be seen by a cognitive therapist as beliefs that need 
to be subjected to reality testing.  Presumably, beliefs like “be rational” and “minimize 
generating or expressing negative feelings” would not survive close scrutiny (both are 
generalizations about behavior that may or may not apply to a particular situation).  
However, similar criteria might raise doubts about the universal applicability of Model II 
governing variables (should one always, under any condition, produce valid information?  
Insist on free and informed choice?)  Action Inquiry would appear to have a more 
normative orientation. It would also place emphasis on a public testing (as opposed to 
private, introspective testing) of one’s conclusions.   
 
Cognitive therapy goes beyond Action Inquiry in the development of technologies for 
examining thoughts and for countering unproductive ones.  It encourages a rigorous 
deconstruction of the content of thoughts and provides a variety of techniques for doing 
so.  In addition, it makes more explicit the importance of moods and feelings, which are 
also seen to be the result of beliefs.  As such, it offers a correction to the overly cognitive 
bias of Action Inquiry. 
 
Cognitive therapy posits a simple model of “A triggers B which triggers C,” where A is 
an “activating event,” B is “beliefs, cognitions, or attitudes,” and C stands for the 
“consequences” (either a feeling or an action—sometimes the model is disaggregated to 
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specify C/e—emotional reaction—and C/b—behavior reaction).  People are typically 
unaware of their own role in this process, and tend to attribute the consequences of an 
event to the event itself.  The aim of cognitive therapy is to make them aware of their 
own participation and responsibility in this process, and to provide them with skill in 
countering the generation of adoption of destructive thoughts. 
 
[Possible elaboration:  discuss the three steps between emotion and behavior: assessment 
of emotion, self instruction, and hidden cognition, which could be linked to one’s 
“Theory in Use”] 
 
“B” is a complex category.  McMullin (2000) lists 38 kinds of “B,” ranging from 
“cognitive maps” to “self talk” and encompassing “attributions,” “explanations,” “themes 
and stories,” “assumptions,” and “personalized myths”).  It would presumably include 
Kantor’s “critical images,” the stores that people infer from significant—and in particular 
traumatic—childhood experiences, as well as the “internal dialogue” of Action Inquiry.   
Not all of the content of “B” is equally significant.  “Core beliefs” tend to underlie other 
thoughts and play a critical role.  [Again, this could be elaborated to articulate where 
“Theory in Use” fits in].  Young (1993) has identified a set of “lifetraps” that appear to be 
common archetypes that maintain their unconscious grip through the deployment of  
cognitive distortions. 
 
D.3.  INTEGRATING PERSPECTIVES 
 
Theories of  “mindfulness.” Several schools of thought call attention to “mindfulness” as 
a critical aspect of consciousness, with implications for both a person’s sense of well 
being and capacity for effective action.  In a mindful state we give our full attention to 
what we are doing, thereby increasing the likelihood that we do not rely on automatic 
responses.  When mindful we have full access to our capacity for seeing things “as they 
are,” undistorted by the simplifications and exaggerations of our filters, and are able to 
bring our most creative powers to bear on solving problems.   
  
Buddhist Psychology.  The principles and practices of Buddhism offer the most powerful 
ideas and tools for understanding and enhancing mindfulness. Buddhism suggests a 
witnessing stance toward the mind and the thoughts that it generates. By encouraging a 
person to treat his/her thoughts not as “reality” but rather as something that he/she 
happens to be experiencing that is inherently transient and arbitrary, it invites a posture of 
both skepticism and curiosity about the thinking process. From a Buddhist perspective, 
the untrained mind goes so quickly from raw perception to interpretations and evaluations 
that most of what we “see” can be viewed as a form of hallucination.  Only by increasing 
our awareness of the sense-making process, and extending it to those moments before our 
labeling begins, can we truly see reality for what it is.  To do this requires cultivating 
mindfulness.  And the principal means for developing such mindfulness is meditation.   
 
In addition Buddhism offers a way of thinking about thinking itself, recommending a 
particular set of beliefs—or rather disbeliefs—about the concept of “self” that are 
necessary to move toward higher stages of development.  Those beliefs are:  



 17 

 
• Suffering is caused by attachments to particular desires.  This leads to a grasping 

which is inherently frustrating and is the source of (non-material) human suffering 
 
• Belief in the independence of the self, and therefore in the value of satisfying the 

self’s urges, are forms the fundamental source of grasping 
 
• The path to freedom from desire and therefore suffering is to surrender the notion 

(illusion) of an independent “self” 
 
Other sources.  A increasing variety of Western other schools of thought describe states 
of mind conducive to enhanced awareness and performance. Ellen Langer documents the 
benefits of paying attention to what one is doing and the costs of mindlessness 
(Mindfulness, 1989). And Csikszmentmihalyi advocates the virtues of the “flow” state 
(Flow: the Psychology of Optimal Experience, 1990).  A common element to these 
perspectives is that to the extent that a person is mindful, she will be more likely to make 
sense in ways that minimize reliance on automatic routines and draw on her most 
reflective and creative capacities. The capacity to access such states of mind can also be 
temporarily enhanced through structures and exercises that stimulate creativity and 
structure problem solving.   
 
While access to these states may be easier at higher stages of development, some access 
to them is available at any stage.  To borrow a pun from Ken Wilber, mindfulness is a 
kind of “peak” experience in which one gets a “peek” at a form of consciousness that can 
be more easily accessed and maintained at higher levels of development. 
 
Brain Science (research on the physiological base of cognition and emotion).  Recent 
research on the brain provides a more rigorous basis for understanding the following  
patterns: 
• we rely on mindsets that are tacit, automatic, reflexive.   
• these mindsets tend to have an “either/or” character 
• in routine or life-threatening situations the automatic nature of these mindsets makes 

them useful 
• however, in more complex, non-routine situations they have the potential to limit our 

interpretations of the world and the effectiveness of actions that we take. 
 
The mechanics of the interface between emotion and cognition are complex and have not 
yet resulted in clear consensus.  But the basic outlines of an explanation of the limiting 
ways we act under stress are illustrated by the way the brain processes perceptions of 
danger. Research suggests that the brain evolved in ways such that the neo-cortex, which 
is the source of awareness and mindfulness, evolved later than the amygdala, the primary 
source of emotions related to fear (LeDoux, The Emotional Brain, 1996).  This 
evolutionary path has hard wired our perceptions to a primitive decision-making switch.  
The thalamus can send information to the amygdala either directly (the “low road”) or 
through the sensory cortex (the “high road”).  The low road is quicker and therefore the 
preferred route for stimulii processed as highly dangerous.  Thus the amygdala gets the 
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benefit of a crude representation of the stimulus to which it can respond quickly but 
without benefit of monitoring by the cortex.   This suggests that under stress we may 
perceive interactions with others to be threatening in ways that lead us to respond without 
benefit of our reflective capacities, instead relying on a crude “either/or” menu 
(fight/flight, etc.)  This research also points to reliance on automatic, tacit thinking 
patterns as a way of managing complexity.   The implication is that “the trick of 
managing the mind in a “mindful” manner is to bring the automatic reactions into 
consciousness” (Ornstein, The Evolution of Consciousness, 1991, 225). 
 
Emotional Intelligence.  Based on this research, Goleman has posited the notion of 
“emotional intelligence”  (Emotional Intelligence, 1994; Working with Emotional 
Intelligence, 1998), which suggests that more effective behavior results from the ability 
to manage emotions. Generally, emotional intelligence involves 
• enhancing the ability to infer underlying “sense” from feelings and intuitions, so that 

we can rationally assess whether our emotions are an accurate guide to the situation. 
• slowing down the sense making process itself, i.e., the speed with which we create 

emotional responses from sense making and make sense of feelings 
• awareness of one’s personal profile, so that one can guard oneself against chronic 

distortions that are a function of personal preference, critical image, cultural 
preference, etc. 

 
The fallibility of reason.  Basic cognitive processes rooted in brain functioning that 
normally serve us well also contribute to fallacious conclusions and beliefs.  Gilovich 
(How we Know What Isn’t So, 1991) documents a variety of these, which include: 
• The misperception of random events (seeing order where there is none) 
• Over-interpretation of incomplete data 
• Seeing what we expect to see 
• Seeing what we want to see 
• Believing second hand information 
• Imagining the agreement of others 
 
In these ways and others we come to “know” what isn’t so, and act with self-deluded 
certainty on that knowledge.  Again, awareness of the sense-making process is essential 
to bring a sense of humility to our awesome and sometimes awful capacity to make sense. 
 
Cognition Research.  A new epistemology is resulting from the interface of several 
strands of research on cognition.  Cognitive scientist Francisco Varela and colleagues 
posit an “enacted” view of how we make sense of the world (Maturana & Varela, The 
Tree of Knowledge, 1998; Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, The Embodied Mind, 1993). 
They attempt to stake out radical new middle ground between two competing historical 
philosophical views, both predicated on the notion of “representation,” in which either: 
• The world has pre-given properties, which a cognitive system attempts to recover 

(“realism”), or 
• The cognitive system projects its own world (“idealism”) 
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They argue instead that “there are many ways that the world is—indeed many different 
worlds of experience—depending on the structure of the being involved and the kinds of 
distinctions it is able to make” (1993, p. 9).  This leads to the view that “cognition is not 
the representation of a pre-given world by a pr-given mind but is rather the enactment of 
a world and a mind of the basis of a history of the variety of actions that a being in the 
world performs.”  The alternative epistemology is one based on the notion of “embodied 
action.”  “Embodied” refers to the idea that “cognition depends upon the kinds of 
experience that come from having a body with various sensorimotor capacities and…that 
these individual sensorimotor capacities are themselves embodied in a more 
encompassing biological, psychological and cultural context.  “Action” refers to the view 
that “sensory and motor processes, perception and action, are fundamentally inseparable 
in lived cognition…they have evolved together (1993, pp. 172-173).  [My understanding 
of this epistemology and its implications is at the beginner’s level, but I have the intuition 
that it is consistent with my experience, with other things I know, and has the potential to 
be a powerful lens.] 
 
Systems Thinking.  Another powerful influence on an individual’s sense making comes 
from systemic forces to which we are often blind.  Action Inquiry implicitly offer a 
systems perspective by suggesting that through our unconscious efforts to control 
interactions with others, we create counter-reactions in them to which we respond as if 
they were purely external rather an at least partially of our own creation.   
 
Organizational “systems” exert more complex and powerful influences on individual and 
group perceptions and behavior.  Senge provides a more general theory of system 
dynamics which identifies common system “archetypes” and patterns of self-reinforcing 
perception and behavior (The Fifth Discipline, 1991).  These patterns describe common 
actions in support of improved performance that create problems in the long term. They 
occur because (Stroh, 2000): 
 
• We are not aware that the same action can produce opposite results over time 
• There are many ways to make things better in the short run that seduce us into 

thinking that we are making sustainable progress 
• Negative consequences of our actions are often manifest first in another part of the 

organization, and we are aware neither of their impact nor of our own role in 
producing them 

• Even patterns of successful growth will eventually reach a limit and have to be re-
generated. 
 

Blind to these systemic patterns, people are blind to their own contribution to problems 
and are inclined to point the finger elsewhere. 
 
Barry Oshry applies a systemic lens to organizational roles.  In Oshry’s view, the special 
organizational conditions of the worlds at the top, middle, and bottom of an organization 
(or part of an organization) create predictable experiences of “reality” that evoke reflex 
and counterproductive responses (Seeing Systems 1996, Leading Systems, 2000).  As 
occupants of top, middle, bottom (and customer) roles, we don’t see that our perceptions 
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and our resulting actions are a function of our place in the system.  Awareness of these 
forces is a critical element of a mindful sense-making process. 
 
Theories of Social Influence.   Social influences on the mindsets that individuals hold are 
another important influence on human sense-making.  National culture is one source of 
framing such influences.  Hofstede offers a useful model (Cultures and 
Organizations,1991) in which cultures vary along several key dimensions: relation to 
authority, the relationship of the individual to the collective, masculinity vs. femininity, 
and avoidance of uncertainty.  Other social influences include ethnicity (McGoldrick et 
al, 1996), class (?). 
 
Gender is a particularly interesting and complex influence in this regard, as it can be 
presumed to have both genetic and social components that are hard to disentangle.  
Regardless of the source, however, a variety of research suggests that men and women 
make sense in different ways.  The MBTI documents predictable differences in the way 
each gender makes decisions, in terms of preference for relying on logic vs. values. 
Goleman summarizes research regarding differing capacities for emotional intelligence 
(1995, 1998).  Some developmental psychologists have produced theories suggesting that 
men and women develop in different ways (Gilligan, In a Different Voice, 1982).   And 
Deborah Tannen argues that gender-based preferences account for predictable patterns of 
misunderstanding in male/female communication (You Just Don’t Understand, 1990) 
 
Cultural influences also operate at the organizational level.  Several templates offer 
useful ways of understanding those influences (Harrison, 1995, pp. 147-282; Schneider, 
1994).  Schneider draws explicit links between culture and strategy, suggesting that the 
way culture shapes individual thinking leads to aggregate choices about strategy, 
reflecting cultural preferences. 
 
Interface Between Mindfulness and Brain Science.  There are strong links between these 
perspectives, and no obvious tensions.  Tara Bennett-Goleman draws on brain research in 
her explication of Buddhist mindfulness (2001).   Anna Wise describes the characteristics 
of the “alert mind,” shows the links to corresponding brain waves, and describes 
meditation-like techniques for cultivating it (High Performance Mind, 1997).  Varela, 
Evans, and Rosch (The Embodied Mind, 1993) draw parallels between a Buddhist-based 
epistemology and the models of a disaggregated self that are emerging in cognitive 
Science based on brain research. 
 
Interface Between Mindfulness and Cognition Research.   The work of cognitive 
psychologist Eleanor Rosch provides an explicit link between Buddhism and research on 
cognition, as described in her collaboration with Varela (1993).   The breakdown between 
subject and object contained in the epistemology of “enactment” is consistent with the 
notion in Mayahana Buddhism that “you don’t have independently existing selves or 
objects, they’re interdependent, codependent” (Primary Knowing, 1999), p. 8) Through 
practice one can learn to perceive in ways that tap into a deeper awareness and perceive 
in wholistic ways that go beyond the separate perceiver. 
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According to Rosch, Buddhist (and Taoist) perspectives also emphasize a link between 
perception and action that parallels the “enacted” view of epistemology.   There is an 
underlying awareness, a primary knowing, which is the basis for enlightened and 
effective action. 
 
Rosch’s work has challenged conventional views of categories as logical sets with 
defining features and clear-cut boundaries.  Instead, she has shown that categories are not 
determined by logical sets and often have unclear boundaries.   This reinforces the 
argument for mindful attention to experience, unfiltered to the extent possible by 
mediating categories. 
 
Interface Between Cognition Research and Systems Thinking.  Senge and Orlikowski are 
exploring the integration of systems dynamics and enactment/structuration views of 
causality in social systems (Arthur, et.al., Illuminating the Blind Spot, 2001, p.4.)  In this 
synthesized view, “all human actions arise in the midst of a continuous interaction of 
interpreting, acting, and influencing conditions, which then give rise to new 
interpretations and actions.  But these interpretations are also shaped by mental models, 
habits of thought and action, which themselves are embedded in feedback loops influence 
by current actions and conditions.” 
 
Interface Between Cognition Research and Theories of Social Influence.  One particular 
link is worth highlighting.  Rosch’s work has refuted the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which 
holds that language determines thought to the extent that people cannot understand a 
concept for which their language has no word.  Instead she concludes that people in 
different cultures tend to categorize objects in similar ways.  Objects have a 
psychological import that transcends cultural differences and shapes people’s mental 
representations of them (Primary Knowing,  p.21) 
 
D.5. SELECTED OTHER INTERFACES AMONG THE CORE CONTRIBUTING 
THEORIES 

 
Interface Between Action Inquiry and Constructive Development Theory.  Although 
Action Inquiry focuses on action, and constructive-developmental theory focuses on 
meaning making, they offer a complementary perspective on the relationship between 
these two activities (Souvaine-Meehan, 1999). Both theories view the individual as a 
personal theory-maker whose own theory shapes the way he/she frames his/her 
experience in the world.  The theories share the conviction that individuals have greater 
capacity than the theories they hold at any one time and focus on the processes whereby 
individuals come to develop more adequate theories for interpreting and acting in the 
world. 

 
The skills that Action Inquiry has identified as necessary for maximum individual and 
organizational learning (Argyris & Schon’s Model II) appear to correspond to higher 
stages of development from a constructive-developmental point of view (Kegan’s 5, 
Torbert’s Strategist, Magician, Ironist).  Souvaine-Meehan extends the basic Action 
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Inquiry theory to suggest that there are in fact two levels of Model I—one corresponding 
to Kegan’s stage 3 and one to stage 4 (1999). 
 
Her interpretation of constructive-developmental theory also suggests that awareness 
gaps arise not because of an inconsistency between intentions and actions but rather 
because of the limits of a person’s sense-making system, which in fact remains consistent 
as regards the formulation of intentions and the attempt to enact them.  From this 
perspective, people below Kegan level 5 lack the ability to formulate Model II goals.  
What may sound like Model II goals are in fact Model I goals as understood by someone 
at stage 3 or 4.  This may involve propositions like “be open”, but it is a Model I 
interpretation of “openness,” closely wedded to the need to attain one’s objectives.  Thus, 
what looks like unilateral control from an Action Inquiry perspective is therefore an 
effort to remain true to espoused goals as viewed from the perspective of a person at that 
stage.  Although the contrasting explanations for behavior are not mutually exclusive, 
there is a model clash regarding remedies for intervention.  To point to the gap between 
goals and actions, as would be the inclination of an Action Inquiry practitioner, is 
potentially destructive from a Constructive-Development point of view if the person is at 
stage 3.  In that case they need to be affirmed in what may be a move toward stage 4, not 
disconfirmed for falling short of stage 5.  This divergence reflects the differing goals of 
practitioners of the two methods: to help people be more effective (Action Inquiry) vs. 
help them develop along their life path (constructive developmental theory). 
 
Kegan’s more recent work (Kegan & Lahey, 2000) suggests a point of partial 
convergence.  They points to tacit “competing commitments” that undermine our 
espoused commitments.  These competing commitments typically involve some form of 
self-protection, and would therefore be a source of Model I behavior.  Awareness of this 
gap, if it leads the person to engage in a “conversation of contradictions,” stimulates 
development to the next level.  In Kegan’s approach it is only the person in question—not 
a coach or consultant—who identifies the gaps in behavior and related competing 
commitments.  Presumably, individuals cannot identify gaps beyond their capacity to 
make meaning, and will therefore of necessity protect themselves from recognizing gaps 
that would require large strides up the developmental hierarchy. Thus there remains a 
clash between the two models on how to handle perceived gaps of larger magnitude. 
 
My own provisional resolution of these diverging perspectives is, first, to favor Action 
Inquiry’s view of the gap between espoused theory and theory in use on two grounds:  1) 
There is considerable evidence, confirming my personal experience, that we do rely on 
automatic responses that are reflexive and do not draw on our more mindful perspectives;  
2) Given the difficulty in any given instance of being certain of a person’s developmental 
stage, and the risks of withholding one’s assessments, I’m inclined to candidly disclose 
perceptions where a person’s behavior falls short of the ideal, while being committed to 
understanding and acknowledging how they frame the situation and supporting them in 
moving from where they are.  Action Inquiry’s posture of transparency feels more like a 
more tenable default posture than the well-meaning but patronizing stance of 
constructive-developmental psychology.  At the same time it makes sense that 
developmental stage would limit one’s ability to fully conceive and understand Model II 
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goals.  This calls for the need to better understand how concepts such as “openness,” 
“taking responsibility” and so forth are understood at different levels of consciousness. 
 
Interface Between Action Inquiry and Type Theory.  Action Inquiry makes no allowance 
for individual differences (or for any other circumstantial variables that would affect how 
one might choose to communicate with others).  Its emphasis on inquiry, and public 
testing of interpretations, offers a correction for this deficiency. The MBTI enhances 
one’s ability to make good guesses about how perceptions and preferences for action 
might diverge, and therefore offers good diagnostic tools for inquiry. Although most 
forms of the MBTI rely on self-report, and are therefore vulnerable to distortion from the 
perspective of Action Inquiry’s “espoused theory” vs. “theory-in-use,” the MBTI 
emphasizes general preferences rather than specific behaviors, which are less likely to be 
accurately reported.  
 
The MBTI also suggests that one can be more effective in communicating with others by 
keeping in mind their sense-making inclinations.  So long as this does not lead one to 
withhold one’s advocacy, there is no conflict in the models.  However, this leads to one 
point of potential model clash.  Action Inquiry’s emphasis on advocacy before inquiry, 
and avoidance of “easing in” strategies, in which difficult information is initially 
withheld and selectively revealed in a strategic way, conflicts with the predicted tendency 
(frequently confirmed in my experience) of those with a preference for Feeling in the 
MBTI to avoid conflict—specifically by avoiding expressing and experiencing negative 
emotions, and avoiding causing negative feelings in others.   Those with this preference 
effectively have a preference for Model I.  How to handle this?  Allow Fs to “ease in,” in 
to be true to their preference, and encourage others to treat them this way as well?   Given 
a choice between the risks of creating defensiveness by being direct and creating distrust 
by being indirect, I favor following the prescriptions of Action Inquiry in this case as 
well—i.e., be direct.  However, one can do so in a say that respects the needs of 
“Feeling” types to receive negative feedback in a context of caring and support.   Thus 
the framing of negative messages is key.  And active listening to understand how the 
feedback is being “heard” is all the more critical. 
 
Interface Between Cognitive Therapy and Constructive-Developmental Psychology.  
Cognitive Therapy is complementary to constructive-developmental psychology.  Calling 
attention to limiting mindsets has the effect of shifting them from subject to object, and 
therefore encouraging movement along the developmental continuum from wherever one 
happens to be.  However, cognitive therapy points to the emergence of a self-concept 
through particular life experience that is in some ways independent of stage of 
development.  That is, at any stage of development one can have a concept of one’s self 
that is or is not well grounded in reality—e.g., excessively negative or positive.  
Excessively negative self-concepts can become self-fulfilling.  Excessively positive self-
concepts can lead to unrealistic aspirations and failure.  At the lower stages of 
development characteristic of childhood these self assessments are especially vulnerable 
to the assessments of others.  Negative self-concepts that are rooted in childhood 
experience—and would not withstand rational adult self-assessment—easily persist into 
adulthood by virtue of being unexamined.  
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Interface Between Cognitive Therapy and Type Theory.     These theories are in principle 
compatible, but juxtaposing them does raise some questions: 
• Are certain types more amenable than others to working with cognitive therapy tools?  

I think so.  A fair guess, reinforced by a few data points, is that NTs are more likely to 
be interested in these tools than SJs. 

• Is there a correlation between MBTI types and forms of distorted thinking (e.g., J and 
perfectionism, N and Generalizing)?  I don’t have any data on this but have become 
curious. 

 
Interface between Brain Science and Constructive-Developmental Psychology.  Brain 
science supports the basic assumptions of constructivism.  It has powerful implications—
which I have not yet explored adequately to understand or summarize—for illuminating 
the challenges of development by clarifying the changes at the neurological level that 
must take place (LeDoux, The Synaptic Self)   
 
Interface Between Brain Science and Type Theory. Here I only have a question: 
• MBTI preferences are thought to be genetically based.  Is anything known that would 

provide a specific linkage between brain functioning and MBTI-like preferences? 
 
Interface Between Brain Science and Action Inquiry.  A critical assumption of Action 
Inquiry is that the reliance on Model I vs. Model II governing variables results from the 
tendency, under pressure, to fall back on automatic routines.  This view would seem to be 
supported by the research on the working of the brain. Appreciation of the fallibility of 
reason adds additional support to Action Inquiry’s insistence on publicly testing one’s 
interpretations through advocacy that is coupled with inquiry. 
 
Interface Between Brain Science and Cognitive Therapy.  The distorted thinking that 
cognitive therapy exposes has its roots in the way our brains work.  The distortions are 
the shadow side of our capacity to make meaning.  However, recent research suggests 
that cognitive therapy may rest on a variety of assumptions that are not supported.  For 
example, this research casts doubt on the assumptions that: 
• emotional responses always are based in cognition  
• the thought underlying an emotional response can be identified through introspection 
 
In addition, the model offered by cognitive therapy may not fully capture the subtle 
interplay between thinking and feeling.  However, in the absence of a clear model to 
substitute for that of cognitive therapy, I believe it makes sense to proceed on the 
assumptions that a) it is useful to examine emotions, looking for underlying thoughts and 
b) many interactions between thought and feeling are accessible to introspection and are 
therefore a useful strategy for increasing self-awareness of the sense-making process.  
 
Interface Between Mindfulness and Constructive-Developmental Psychology.  There is 
good synergy at this interface.  Mindfulness stresses awareness, which is the mechanism 
driving development, or the movement from regarding an aspect of one’s functioning as  
“subject” to viewing it as “object.” By providing practical training in viewing one’s 
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thoughts as object rather than as subject, Buddhist meditation supports a detachment that 
would presumably facilitate movement from any stage to the next.  Moreover, viewed as 
the training of the mind in the deconstruction of the “self,” Buddhism supports 
development into and through the transcendant stages, which involve letting go of the 
self.  Indeed, a strong case can be made that with rare exception attainment of the higher 
stages happens only through the explicit practice of meditation or a similar discipline. 
 
The related concept of Emotional Intelligence also fits well with CD theory.  To be 
emotionally intelligent means to manage our emotions—rather than being managed by 
them—by stepping back and witnessing them before acting on them. Acquiring 
emotional intelligence would seem to follow from a process of making “object” 
emotional responses that would otherwise be “subject.   Thus management of one’s 
emotions—or emotional intelligence—is likely to be highly correlated with overall 
development.  Goleman posits 5 areas of Emotional competence:  Of these at least four—
self-awareness, self-regulation, empathy and social skills---have elements that for which 
one’s capacity can be presumed to increase with development.  
 
Interface Between Mindfulness and Type Theory.  Here I have simply identified some 
questions: 
• Are certain types more likely to be mindful than others (Introverts and Intuitives 

could have an advantage)? 
• Are certain MBTI types more drawn to/able to meditate than others? 
 
Interface Between Mindfulness and Action Inquiry.  Mindfulness is a means of keeping 
one’s “left hand column” (i.e., internal dialogue) in awareness, slowing down the sense-
making process, and is therefore highly compatible with Action Inquiry.   Both 
perspectives encourage a posture of radical inquiry, in which one strives to be aware of 
and inquire into the assumptions that shape one’s sense making.  
 
Interface Between Mindfulness and Cognitive Therapy.  These theories are highly 
compatible.  Buddhism is a form of cognitive therapy, in that it attributes all suffering to 
flawed thinking, albeit of a particular kind.  Both Buddhism and cognitive therapy 
encourage a self-conscious scrutiny of one’s thoughts as a way of understanding and 
gaining control over one’s emotions.  Tara Bennett-Goleman pursues this connection in 
great depth (Emotional Alchemy: How the Mind can Heal the Heart, 2001), drawing in 
particular on a particular school of cognitive therapy (Young & Klosko, Reinventing Your 
Life, 1993).  She espouses mindfulness as a means to bring to consciousness the operation 
of distorted emotional “schemas,” reducing their influence in the moment and eventually 
sapping them of power.   
 
However, Buddhism offers a more radical perspective on thought than cognitive therapy, 
calling attention to thoughts themselves as problematic in that they interfere with the 
direct experience of reality.  It challenges the basic “rationality” of the thought process, 
and the illusions of self that typically emerge.  In the transcendant stages of development 
advocated by Buddhism, cognition is experienced as an optional and limited way of 
knowing. 
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Interface Between Research on Cognition and Constructive-Developmental Theory.  The 
new epistemology emerging from research on cognition offers a different view of 
“construction” from the one offered in C-D theory.  Piaget “never seems to have doubted 
the existence of a pre-given world and an independent knower with a pre-given logical 
endpoint for cognitive development.” (Varela et al, 1993, p. 176).  This perspective 
suggests that the worlds we construct may differ even more radically that would be 
suggested by the notion of development through stages.  The “enacted” view points to the 
different constructions of the world that are possible at the same stage of development, 
depending on the history of interactions between a person and the environment.   
[I sense that it is also has implications more profound and extensive than I am presently 
able to articulate.] 
 
Interface Between Research on Cognition and Type Theory.  Similarly, the new 
epistemology argues for more radical differences in perception than proposed by type 
theory.  This simply reinforces the importance of approaching others as individuals 
whose patterns of making sense and taking action are unique, even though they may hold 
dispositions in common with others. 
 
Interface Between Research on Cognition and Action Inquiry.  The new epistemology 
strengthens the case for aspiring to a Model II combination of advocacy and inquiry as a 
means of uncovering the gaps between others’ “enactment” of the world and our own. 
 
E.  Gaps, Inconsistencies and Puzzles in The Integration of the Theories 
 
Gaps.  A variety of models and theories are relevant to but not yet accounted for in this 
model.  A very short list includes: 
-Psycho-analytic theory  
-Gestalt psychology 
-Neuro-Linguistic Programming 
 
I’m open to suggestions for additions! 
 
Inconsistencies.   
 
Tensions between Action Inquiry and Constructive-Developmental Psychology.  
 
• Although I have a tentative resolution to the tensions identified by Souvaine-Meehan 

between these two models, I see the need to keep open the question of how to handle 
those tensions (specifically, how to resolve the tension between Action Inquiry’s 
emphasis on as awareness gap which requires intervention to increase the 
effectiveness of action vs. constructive-development’s view of consistency between 
intention and result as regarding the sense-making system and need to protect a 
person from being contradicted as they make a move upward even if that move 
reflects aspirations that fall short of Model II).   
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• Related to the above dilemma, constructive-developmental psychology suggests that 
one cannot reason above the level of one’s development under any conditions.  Yet 
Action Inquiry assumes that people can in fact understand and envision an 
“espoused” theory of the Model II variety when not under pressure.  Can any kind of 
learning of a Model II kind take place below Kegan Stage 5 from a constructive 
developmental point of view?  How to reconcile this tension? 

 
Puzzles 
 
• Research on the brain suggests a highly complex interdependency between emotion 

and cognition that is not yet captured with any elegance of precision in my sense-
making model.  I’ll need to keep alert for new models that are simple enough to use. 

 
• The relationship between Western stages of psychological development and Eastern 

stages of the development of enlightenment remains cloudy.  Although my 
developmental model builds on Wilber, positing that higher stages of development as 
described in Eastern Wisdom traditions begin at about where the highest stages of 
development described by Western psychology end, it could be argued that the path 
to “enlightenment” is in some ways independent of ego development.  

 
• Various developmental theorists disagree as to whether development occurs in ways 

that shift one’s entire consciousness from one order or stage to another (Kegan, Cook-
Greuter), or whether it proceeds inconsistently in various areas (Wilber). This is a 
significant issue on which I don’t have a point of view. 

 
• My notions of learning are oriented to the past, reflecting the influence of existing 

mindsets on past behavior.  Scharmer (Self-Transcending Knowledge, 1999) posits a 
more future-oriented form of reflection, which is intriguing and challenges my model.  
I intend to mull it over and mentally “try it on for size.” 

 
F.  Theory of Change: Detailed description 
 
The goals of change. I aspire to help people develop to the highest stage of which they 
are capable, and to become as skillful as that stage allows.  Both constructive-
developmental theory and Action Inquiry identify personal theories (with parallels in 
other developmental schemes) that lead to more complex and comprehensive perceptions 
of the world and a related capacity to take more effective action. Moreover, constructive-
developmental theory suggests that development towards higher orders of consciousness 
is natural.  While there is no assumption in the theory that people everyone can or should 
attain the highest stage, I take it to be desirable that people move in this direction as far as 
possible, on grounds that 
• It affords the potential for (thought no guarantee) a more satisfactory life 
• It enables (though doesn’t guarantee) more effective action 
• It contributes to the collective capacity to evolve to more complex and satisfying 

forms of social organization 
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Therefore I aspire to support people in moving toward a level of consciousness that 
corresponds variously to Kegan’s stage 5 and Torbert et al’s Magician stage.  The 
behavior that corresponds to these levels of development is described by Action Inquiry’s 
Model II.  
 
How change comes about.  With these goals in mind, what are the mechanisms for 
development along this continuum?  Can one accelerate natural development, and if so, 
how?    
 
From this perspective there are two sources of change: learning within a given stage of 
development, and movement to a higher stage of development.  Some, but not, learning 
contributes to and can accelerate development.   
 
• Instrumental learning is learning in pursuit of a given objective.  It may consist of 

new information or new concepts or tools.  But it is in service of a fixed objective.  
(This corresponds to Argyris’ “single loop” learning.) 

 
• Fundamental learning is learning about purpose, about ends rather than means.  It is 

learning that calls into question the learner’s assumptions about a given objective, 
suggesting a reframing of purpose.  This kind of learning alters the learner insofar as 
it suggests a redirection of effort.  It is learning that one “didn’t know one needed to 
know” and therefore has deeper impact. (This corresponds roughly to Argyris’ 
“double loop” learning.) 

 
• Transformational learning is learning at a still deeper level, about the learner.  It is 

learning about the learner’s process of making sense and its relationship to action.  
This kind of learning has the potential to alter the capacity of the learner, potentially 
altering his/her capacity to formulate as well as pursue purposes.  It is therefore a yet 
deeper level of learning.  (This concept comes from Robert Kegan.  It may be implied 
by Argyris & Schon’s “double loop” learning but is not explicit.) 

 
Of these three kinds of learning, only transformational learning contributes directly to 
development, in that it extends the learner’s awareness to the limits of his/her 
consciousness, thereby facilitating the natural developmental mechanism of making 
“object” that which was previously “subject” (i.e., making one aware of that in which one 
was previously so immersed as to be unaware).  However, fundamental learning 
represents a form of practice of flexibility of mind, and detachment from one’s current 
intentions, that plausibly contribute to the capacity to develop by enhancing one’s ability 
to “let go” and disidentify the self with a particular orientation.  Instrumental learning cal 
also contribute to such flexibility of mind by introducing concepts about the sense-
making process and about the value of inquiry.  Thus all three kinds of learning play a 
role in brining about change. 
 
Barriers to transformational learning and development.   In this model the most desirable 
kind of learning is transformational because it facilitates development, but it is also the 
most difficult.  Development, though natural, is painful, and there are internal 
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mechanisms that have the effect of resisting change.  Thus there are internal forces that 
both support and impede evolution to higher stages.  Similarly, external forces can either 
support or impede change.  The central tendency in an environment can exert forces 
tending to pull a person up or down to that level. 
 
Both Constructive-Developmental psychology and Action Inquiry point to specific 
barriers to change.  C-D theory describes a process in which we assimilate new 
experiences to fit our existing sense-making systems and accommodate our sense-making 
systems to account for new experiences.  This process leads to periods of dynamic 
balance, or homeostasis that can easily become permanent, depending on the balance of 
forces in the environment.  The movement from one stage to the next is traumatic, in that 
it involves the loss of the particular self that is identified with that stage. We are larger 
than our “self,” but that is often not evident to us and so we cling to the familiar identity.  
This suggests the need for both challenge—to motivate the development—and support—
to enable the difficult transition. 
 
Action Inquiry points to a complementary but different source of “defensiveness” and 
therefore “resistance” to change in our underlying thinking. Even as we try to adopt 
Model II behavior, our Model I theories-in-use still govern our mindsets and actions 
because they operate spontaneously and automatically.  In particular, threatening 
situations trigger the mindsets associated with Model I.  One has to learn new strategies 
for action while still in the grip of action strategies that are not conducive to learning.  
The antidote to this barrier is awareness.  We can reduce our tendency to choose mindsets 
automatically, and therefore our vulnerability to the limiting nature of reflexive mindsets 
and the corresponding Model I behavior, by increasing our awareness of the sense-
making process.  The more aware we are of the subjectivity of our perceptions—of our 
cognitive and emotional processing—and the particular patterns of our own individual 
sense-making, the more likely we will be able to hold our interpretations as 
interpretations, to be tested against other data, including the views of others.  At a global, 
intuitive level this awareness automatically grows with development.  But it can also be 
facilitated at any stage of development from conventional on through explicit teaching of 
concepts that illuminate the sense-making process (instrumental learning) and practice in 
revising our assumptions (fundamental learning).  
 
Moreover, there are still deeper sources of resistance to or defense against learning and 
change. Various models of human behavior point to our tendency to “learn” from early 
experience by constructing stories, images, beliefs that we internalize and continue to 
hold as true on into adulthood (E.g., Kantor points to “critical images,” psychological 
structures in which we encapsulate the learning from early critical events, which have 
powerful influence over our interpretation to new experience and our flexibility in 
changing old behaviors.)    
 
Changing our sense-making result from a process of bringing awareness to the sense-
making process.  By making our sense-making the object of our thinking, we begin to 
own and control the process rather than it controlling us.  This facilitates movement to 
higher stages of consciousness that enable patterns of sense-making that entail more 
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options, while including those of previous stages of development.  Generally, given the 
pragmatic context in which most development efforts take place, it works best to bring 
about changes in consciousness through a focus on action and behavior. 
 
Changing Behavior. Behavior change from this perspective involves the following 
elements: 
• Recognize the patterns of thinking and feeling that underlie behavior that is 

ineffective or that impedes commitments  
• Identify more effective patterns 
• Increase awareness of the automatic nature of one’s reliance on the ineffective pattern 
• Practice translating those patterns of thought into action (e.g., finding words to 

express a particular intention in a particular situation) 
• Get feedback on the effectiveness of one’s efforts to change 
 
In cases where the “pull” toward an ineffective pattern seems to reflect a “core mindset,” 
identify that mindset and work to change it by: 
- Looking for evidence that challenge the validity of the core mindset 
- Exploring its history 
- Where possible creating safe tests of the mindset 
- Evaluating the results and making appropriate modifications in the core mindset 

(which may involve retaining elements of partial truth) 
- Building in support for change by making your intentions known to others 
 
More effective behavior will come most easily to those at higher stages of development.  
However, I proceed on two related assumptions: 
• Practice of new behavior contributes to the development of the underlying mindsets 
• People at stages of development that do not allow full internalization of the principles 

underlying more effective behavior (e.g., Kegan’s stage 3) are nonetheless capable of 
mimicking the behavior on the recommendation of an authority, and gaining access to 
at least some of the benefits of that behavior.  However, they will be less likely to 
apply the behavior consistently and under stress. 

 
Consciousness contributes to the ability to take effective action in two distinct but related 
ways.   
 
• Mindfulness is bringing one’s full attention to perception in the present moment.  

This is reflection in action. 
 
• Insight is reflection on experience, leading to deeper understanding.  This is reflection 

about action.   
 
Reflection about action increases one’s capacity for reflection in action.  Insight leads to 
mindfulness. 
 
Balancing Challenge and Support to Facilitate Change.  Individual development, like 
individual change in general, comes about through a combination of challenge and 
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support.  The role of a teacher or coach is to help shape the overall learning environment 
so that it provides an optimal balance between these forces.   
 
Challenge involves things like: 
-Demonstrating a gap between current reality and a client’s aspirations 
-Calling attention to the gap between self perception and perception by others 
-Presenting a framework for development that shows that a person has room to grow and 
increases their understanding of where they are. (e.g., via theories of development, Model 
II) 
 
Support has elements like: 
-Acknowledging where a person is in their sense making (e.g., via active listening) 
-Providing support for their transition to the next level (being clear on the next stage and 
affirming steps in that direction) 
-Providing conceptual frameworks and tools that facilitate awareness and change (e.g., 
the Sense-Making Map) 
-Providing sustained support over time.  One-shot supports may create images of new 
behavior but they are unlikely to result in sustained changed behavior 
 
A particular form of support worth singling out is providing a Vision for the change, 
which can help motivate a person by example and provide assurance that there is 
something worthwhile ahead.  Vision can consist of: 
-Introduction of developmental frameworks 
-Introduction of the distinction between Model I and Model II 
 
As described above, my two principal contributing theories conflict on how to balance 
challenge with support, and on whether to make a vision explicit in terms of being 
transparent on the underlying theory.  From a developmental point of view, practitioners 
of Action Inquiry, by urging everyone to practice Model II skills, which for their fullest 
realization require stage 5 or Strategist/Magician thinking, ignore the need to have the 
stage 4 plateau affirmed as a transition point. Thus pointing out the gap between a 
person’s intentions and actions could arguably have a negative impact on their 
development, by disconfirming a move along the developmental continuum because it is 
not far enough along. Conversely, by supporting a person in “merely” aspiring to a level 
lower than 5, a developmental practitioner risks withholding important information about 
that person’s options and the impact of their behavior in the interest of avoiding 
disconfirmation.  Here I favor Action Inquiry’s approach, for reasons explained earlier in 
this section. 
 
Integral Support for Transformational Change. Given the formidable forces militating 
against transformational change, the chances of bringing it about are greatly enhanced by 
supporting it in as many ways as possible. Ken Wilber offers an “integral” way of 
thinking about this. Proceeding on the assumption that no one is dumb (or smart) enough 
to be 100% wrong, Wilber assumes that all schools of thought in all domains have some 
merit.  It’s not a matter of right and wrong; the assumption is that all approaches offer 
some truth but it is a partial truth. The challenge is simply to find out the limits—i.e., the 
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conditions under which their “truth” pertains.  Thus he aims to construct a meta-theory 
that makes right as much possible of as many as possible other theories.  This leads him 
construct a two by two matrix, creating four quadrants into which the subject matter of all 
major theories fit (see the Figure below).   

The truth of most of these theories has two kinds of limits:  first, they tend to only take 
into account the “reality” of the one quadrant in which they are primarily grounded. (e.g., 
behavioral psychology—the upper right quadrant—ignores/devalues the upper left 
quadrant, consisting of subjective/individual psychologies like Freudianism, Gestalt, etc.) 
A second limit is that they tend to claim to have the whole truth in their particular 
domain, dismissing rival theories in the same quadrant (Behaviorism dismisses Freud, 
Perls, etc.—and vice versa).  
 
Cutting across all quadrants are the various levels of the “Great Chain of Being,” which 
in Wilber’s version consists of matter, body, mind, soul, spirit.  He holds a developmental 
view of both individuals and society as a whole, seeing an evolution of consciousness in 
both.  The resulting “integral” perspective brings a consideration of “all quadrants, all 
levels” to any given topic.  Transformational change requires an integral, “all quadrant/all 
level” approach.” 
 
Practically, this means that to fully support change and development, sources of support 
must be as pervasive as possible.  This calls attention to forms of support beyond formal 
coaching, training, etc.  For example: 
-Organization-wide change efforts or other incentives for change 
-Networks of personal support 
-Personal practices, such as meditation, journaling that can contribute to mindfulness in 
the moment as well as long-term developmental growth 

Wilber’s “Theory of Everything”
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-Practices that encourage “unfreezing” the self and encouraging awareness of mindsets 
that limit flexibility—e.g., improvisational acting  
 
G.  Theory of Model Evolution: Dealing with Challenge 
 
Inevitably, one encounters situations that call one’s model into question.  In my 
experience these situations occur in three ways: 
-conflicting models among consultants working together  
-conflicting models with a client 
-perceived failure of a client intervention 
-discovery of opposing models 
 
This section will briefly discuss how in my model I handle those situations, in order of 
the increasing difficulty of the challenge they pose. 
 
1.  Conflicting models among collaborating consultants 
 
With some frequency I encounter different ways of thinking about how to approach a 
client situation with other consulting colleagues.  I find these the easiest to deal with, at 
least when working with colleagues who are open-minded and capable of reflecting on 
their own models. (Admittedly, my range of exposure to truly radically different 
paradigms is probably limited by self-selection among the people I wind up working 
with.)  I’ve come to value these opportunities because they provide one of the few 
meaningful ways to understand how another theory or approach might be applied in a 
given situation.  The strategy, in my view, is to balance advocacy with inquiry and see 
where the conversation goes.   
 
I realize that such self-selection has in fact been the primary vehicle for my expanding 
and deepening my model.  Early in my career I identified one consultant, Barry Jentz, as 
a role model.  I have created opportunities to work with him and his partner, Joan 
Wofford, as a way of working in apprentice-like manner with more experienced people.  
Of course, I chose these people not because they held models that conflicted with mine, 
but because they seemed different yet complementary.  Similarly, I have recently created 
an opportunity to work with an expert on the FIRO-B, so that I can explore its value in 
relationship to tools like the MBTI (as a supplement, not an alternative).  On one 
occasion I sought out a consultant well versed in Appreciative Inquiry, a paradigm I see 
as quite opposed to my own in many ways.  We were successful in designing an 
intervention that melded her perspective and mine, but I was not able to assimilate the 
A.I. point of view.  It is simply too foreign to my model to not focus on problems.  As 
long as I continue to get reasonable results from my model, I’m not likely to shift my 
faith in a problem-focused approach. 
 
2. Conflicting models between consultant and client 
 
More difficult is model conflict between consultant and client.  In this case my model 
tells me to practice the communication skills that I recommend: advocacy and inquiry, 



 34 

putting the latter first.  In the case of seemingly irreconcilable conflict, assuming that I 
retain respect for the client, my inclination is to default in the direction of the client’s 
model.  I can think of few situations of strong model conflict with a client.  The most 
dramatic was one in which I erred on the side of advocacy rather than inquiry, and 
challenged a client’s thinking in ways that led me to get fired.  I think this outcome was 
largely a function of an extremely difficult client (who later fired everyone else on the 
consulting team), but also an expression of a personal profile issue (being unintentionally 
oppositional under certain conditions). 
 
3. Dealing with perceived failure 
 
If my basic model does not appear to be working, based on some combination of data 
from clients and my own observations, then it is time for inquiry and reflection.  As in the 
two situations above, this is consistent with the basic posture of Action Inquiry, in which 
one views the intervention as “advocacy,” and then views the consequences as an 
opportunity for “inquiry.”  In approaching such inquiry, I strive to hold a mindset that 
posits at least three (non mutually exclusive) possibilities for the perceived failure.  
a) We had different expectations, owing to inadequate communication.  In this case, the 

implications would be twofold: understanding the source of misunderstanding and 
how to minimize the likelihood of its happening again; addressing the implications 
going forward. 

b) There was indeed a flaw in my approach, either in my basic model (the basic theory 
and/or core practices), or in the application of the model to the situation (inadequate 
data gathering; mistaken judgment in the moment).  In that case I would want to 
gather enough data to be able to locate the source of the error and take appropriate 
action.  For example, this kind of learning could lead to revision of the assumptions 
and practices in the model, and/or investment in learning to prevent errors in 
execution of the model (e.g., better facilitation skills, improved procedures for testing 
out client feelings about how a program is working). 

c) The clients’ perception of failure is an expression of limiting mindsets that they hold 
about human nature, change, etc.  E.g., a client might view any expression of negative 
feeling as a symptom of things gone awry, in which case I would want to work with 
them to explore the value of reframing that kind of experience. 

 
As an example, I recently conducted a lengthy analysis of an intervention that some 
members of the client system perceived as flawed, and engaged senior members of that 
system in reflection on the event.  This led to mutual learning in three areas: a) there had 
been skepticism in the client system about the kind of work we were doing that led some 
people to be predisposed to assess the particular occasion negatively (which suggested 
both that the client needed to be better aligned around the goals of the work and that my 
model had probably underestimated what was required to build a safe container and that I 
needed more reliable and systematic mechanisms for eliciting doubts about the process); 
b) that some members held defensive and self-protective attitudes toward exploring the 
underlying causes of conflict (which suggested a need to invest more deeply in learning 
the mindsets and skills necessary for the kind of work we were undertaking); and c) that I 
had made a couple of interventions in the moment at a particularly critical juncture that 
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were not as skillful as they might have been (which were in fact evident to me at the 
time). 
 
4.  Discovery of  opposing models   
 
I find this challenge the most inherently difficult.  It raises some fundamental non-trivial 
questions, e.g., What is the ultimate goal of model building? Should one aspire to have a 
comprehensive model that explains everything and is contradicted by nothing?  
 
My view is that any map of reality is going to be partial and incomplete, so that it makes 
sense to view one’s model—even at higher stages of development—as a set of 
hypotheses to be tested, not as complete and enduring “truth.”  From this point of view, 
the goal of model building is not to arrive at the perfect model, but rather to remain in a 
posture of inquiry so that one is continuously reflecting on and improving one’s model.  
It follows that there will be no end to the process of encountering conflicting models.  
What does one do when that happens, given the need to act while one is still building 
one’s model?   
 
My basic model of human nature—which is grounded in constructivist psychology—
contains the seeds of an answer to this question.  It predicts that I will see the world 
through the filter of my model, and that I will tend to tune out data that is discrepant. To 
some extent this is essential if one is to be effective.  No mindset is likely to account fully 
for all the data.  If one were to attend to every seeming contradiction, no matter how 
small, then one would be paralyzed. To be effective in the world one has to act as if one’s 
model is accurate, ignoring the inevitable “noise” (ambiguity, conflicting perceptions by 
clients, etc.)  The dilemmas is knowing when the noise is not just background noise but in 
fact an indicator that one’s model is limited in ways that call out for correction.  One 
source of such noise is perceived failure, addressed above.  But the other is encountering 
competing models, which offer different ways of framing how one approaches one’s 
work. 
 
One can learn something about this in looking at the evolution of models in the physical 
sciences.  Thomas Kuhn showed that paradigm shifts occur rather slowly—not in 
response to early indicators of discrepancy but only when one encounters a critical mass 
of data that cannot be explained by the existing paradigm but can be explained by an 
alternative paradigm.  In other words, a model that doesn’t yet appear to be broken is not 
likely to attract energy to fix it.  Similarly, in one’s personal practice, there is little 
tangible incentive to change if one’s model seems to be getting basically satisfactory 
results.  However, to wait until one’s model appears to be failing doesn’t seem like an 
optimal approach.  What if one encounters a model that appears to be more elegant, or to 
reframe one’s work in a very fundamental way that suggests new possibilities, or simply 
the possibility of more positive or consistent results?  I believe that such situations 
demand that the opposing model be given serious consideration. 
 
According to my model, a person’s developmental stage shapes how one will deal with 
opposing models. A person at Kegan’s stage 4 is aware of his or her model but tends to 
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be focused simply on refining that model and has trouble dealing with radically different 
models.  By contrast, (the few) people at stage 5 view model evolution as inevitable, and 
even desirable, and are at ease with continually calling into question their assumptions.  
Apparently, I’m somewhere on the path from 4 to 5, and as a result, I struggle with the 
conflicting inclinations to cling to my model on the one hand, even as I know that it is 
limited and partial, and striving on the other to be open to radical revision/expansion.  
The implication for me is that I should view with skepticism my instinctive attachment to 
my model and consciously seek out alternative frameworks, while being mindful of the 
inevitable costs in time and energy of entertaining alternative perspectives. 
 
Four examples illustrate how this perspective can lead to different responses on my part.  
1) In the above example of Appreciative Inquiry, I made an effort to integrate the new 
model into my practice, encountered what seemed to be a fundamental incompatibility, 
and have for the time being rejected the opposing model.  I remain open to learning about 
it, but I’m not aggressively curious. 
 
2) I have made a considerable investment in—and have had lots of success using—the 
MBTI.  In light of both the learning investment and these results, it would be hard for me 
to abandon the MBTI as part of my model.  At the same time I am aware of other models 
that serve a similar purpose (e.g., the Enneagram, Human Dynamics), and which some 
people like better than the MBTI.  What to do?  My inclination is to respond with a 
posture of moderate curiosity, defaulting toward the passive. That is, I will be open to the 
opportunity to talk to practitioners and consumers of the other methods, and perhaps read 
the occasional article or book on them.  In the absence of unexpected failure of my 
current approach, or enormously compelling evidence that one of the alternatives is more 
effective (or works better for some people in some circumstances), it’s unlikely that I’ll 
alter my current model.  This feels comfortable to me.  In an ambiguous world, one needs 
a compelling reason to alter an approach that works well and reliably. 
 
3) By contrast, my reflections on my model of dialogue has led me to recognize the 
model is limited in both its aspirations and its methods.  Reading about the theory and 
practice of others, and talking to other practitioners, I found compelling the possibility of 
aspiring to “generative” level of dialogue, which had not been a part of my model. As a 
result, the model that I present in section VI reflects this revised view, which I take as a 
new set of hypotheses that I will look for opportunities to test.  Model challenge has led 
to change. 
 
4) A fourth example illustrates an in-between response, in which I am suspending 
judgment.  Owing to a chance encounter with Otto Scharmer of the Society for 
Organizational Learning, I began reading a set of interviews and papers on their website.  
In this body of thought I was gratified to find enormous overlap and confirmation of my 
model of “sense-making.”  At the same time Scharmer has arrived at some very different 
ways of framing the sense-making process and its linkage to action. In some respects 
these ways seem different from but not contradictory to my ways—simply 
complementary. Yet some elements suggest a fundamentally different orientation (e.g., 
defining learning as focusing on discovery of a future that is ready to emerge vs. the more 



 37 

traditional focusing on reflection on the past).  I’m intrigued, yet I don’t yet fully 
understand the basis for such a view, nor its implications for practice.  E.g., How could 
one teach it?  How would the results compare with my present approach?  I find 
something elegant and suggestive in the work, and yet feel cautious about quickly 
embracing it.  Under these conditions I think it makes sense to do two things.  One is to 
try to articulate the other perspective clearly enough so that I can hold it in my mind and 
simply let things percolate, on the assumption that my subconscious mind may help 
clarify the relative advantages and disadvantages.  The other is to actively inquire.  I’m 
going to seek out data from Scharmer and others on their experience with this perspective 
and see where that leads.   
 
The dilemma in all this is managing the energy that it takes to stay in the inquiry mode 
and being mindful of the basis for the choices one is making.  If I choose not to alter my 
model (as in example #2) or actively inquire (as in example #3), is it because I have made 
an accurate assessment of the tradeoffs between payoff and available energy or because I 
am being unconsciously defensive of my approach?  After all, perceived lack of “energy” 
could be an expression of either a strong attachment to a part of my model based on 
personal profile or being stuck in a developmental stage (4) that I am striving to move 
beyond.   Managing this dilemma is not unlike learning to trust one’s intuition—which 
could either be an expression of deeper, wholistic knowing, which is to be trusted, or an 
expression of an unconscious, self-protective defense.  I can only strive to be mindful of 
my sense-making process as I encounter challenges to my model and act accordingly. 
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III. Personal Profile 
 
Building on Kantor’s notion of a “boundary profile” as a central part of one’s practice 
model, I find it useful to think of a “personal profile” as the foundation for one’s broader 
approach to life and occupational choices as well as to one’s professional practice.  
Although it would make logical sense to position the personal profile at the outset of the 
model-building exercise, given its pervasive shaping role, by reviewing it here I am able 
to refer to elements of my model of human nature and development   
 
This section is structured around the following topics. 
 
• Psychological Type (MBTI) 
• Developmental Stage 
• Kantor’s Boundary Profile Instruments 
• FIRO-B 
• Core Mindsets 
• Other key issues 
• Implications for personal development 
 
A.  Psychological Type  
 
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator.  I find the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator to be a powerful 
self-diagnostic tool.  My MBTI type is INTP—Introverted (oriented to an interior vs. 
exterior world), iNtuitive (big picture vs. focused on details) Thinking (base decisions on 
logic vs. values/feelings), and Perceiving (flexibly and open-ended vs. structured and 
closed).  Although my preference on 3 of the 4 MBTI dimensions is not strong, MBTI 
experts who know me well confirm that is without doubt my type.  In terms of type 
dynamics, this means that my dominant function is Thinking, which is introverted.  The 
tendency of this type is toward “decisive and logical organization of the external world.”  
The shadow side of this type is a vulnerability to taking that tendency to an extreme, in 
the form of “an obsessive drive to make everything in the world fit into a logical internal 
structure,” which sounds familiar (I titled an earlier, more ambitious version of these 
notes a “Model of Everything”).   
 
Keeping my MBTI profile in mind reminds me of my lack of appreciation for detail and 
structure and of the possibility that some clients (with Sensing and Judging preferences) 
would prefer me to be more prescriptive than I’m inclined to be.  It also reminds me that I 
will feel the most passion in working with clients, who—like me—view life as a never-
ending search for meaning.  And as a person who has only a mild preference for Thinking 
as opposed to Feeling as a basis for decision-making, the MBTI has also helped me 
recognize my internal struggle between being an observer/bystander who enjoys solving 
problems and being a passionate advocate on behalf of my values—a tension that is 
directly reflected in struggles around commitment to social change vs. merely doing 
interesting work.  
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B.  Developmental Stage.  I find that developmental theories in both Eastern and 
Western traditions offer an additional set of complementary and highly useful 
frameworks for understanding oneself.  Of the many developmental models generated by 
Western psychologists, I am drawn to two similar ones: those of Robert Kegan (1994) 
and of Bill Torbert and colleagues (Torbert, 1989; Fisher, Rooke, Torbert, 2000; Cook-
Greuter, 1999)   I have taken diagnostic tests administered by practitioners of those two 
models: 
 
• With respect to Kegan’s 5-stages, theory, Robert Goodman’s scoring of a Subject-

Object Interview (SOI) places me at “somewhere on the path between 4 and 5.” Stage 
4 is characterized by the emergence of a sense of self that exists outside of its 
relationship to others.  At this stage one views as “object” the perspectives, opinions, 
and desires of the meaning systems that one has adopted.  People at this stage are able 
to examine those various rule-systems and opinions and are able to mediate between 
them. The voices and ideas of important others are internalized as member of a board 
of directors in which the person is the chairperson of the board.  At stage four one is 
aware of having a “model” and is trying to perfect it. 

 
The (relatively few—less than 1%) of Adults at the Fifth Order go beyond awareness 
of their meaning making system to a full appreciation of the limits of their inner 
system and the limits of having a system in general.  They see others as people with 
separate systems for making meaning, but can also see the similarities across those 
systems that are hidden within what used to look like differences.  Adults at the Fifth 
Order are less likely to see the world in terms of dichotomies or polarities.  They are 
more likely to understand and deal well with paradox and with managing the tension 
of opposites.  They are also more likely to believe that what we often think of as 
black and white are just various shades of gray whose differences are made more 
visible by the lighter or darker colors around them. Rather than seeing themselves as 
the chair of a board of directors, a person at this stage sees herself as a member of a 
council of elders, who articulates her own views, and listens to the other members, 
striving to understand how the other members make meaning in their worlds.  People 
at this stage are thought to be in constant self-transformation, recognizing that any 
model has its limits.  Their “model,” if they have one, is a meta-model of constant 
flux. 
 
It’s interesting to think about the transition between these stages from the viewpoint 
of participation in a model-building project.  One the one hand I think I am definitely 
in a stage 4 mode of trying to make my model as “right” as I can.  At the same time I 
am aware of the arbitrariness of any model, and the dangers of becoming wedded to a 
single paradigm.  Yet I wonder if I have the energy to be in a permanent model 
building mode.  It requires too much energy (and evokes memories of Chairman 
Mao’s cultural revolution)/ 

 
• The Leadership Development Framework (Torbert et al), posits one pre-

conventional” stage, four “conventional” stages, and four “post-conventional.”  Using 
an adaptation of Loevinger’s Sentence Completion Test, Susanne Cook-Greuter 
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scores me as a “Magician,” i.e., at the 8th stage of a 9 stage continuum and at the 3rd 
of 4 post-conventional stages.  In this scheme, the Magician stage begins at the higher 
reaches of Kegan’s stage 5 and extends beyond it.  This would mean that I scored as a 
5+ in Kegan’s terms, indicating a higher state of development than I received on 
Kegan’s SOI. My guess is that this score overstates my development, and the SOI 
score is more accurate, and that I am somewhere at about the Strategist level (the 2nd 
postconventional stage), perhaps moving toward Magician.  (For the record, Susanne  
doesn’t believe the test can be faked.) 

 
Strategists  
--are aware that what one sees depends on one’s frame of reference 
--know their own reality to be partial and therefore value others’ perspectives as part 
of a more complete picture 
--have moved beyond the absolute relativism of the previous (Individualist) stage 
--want to know how the different systems they are engaged in interact with one 
another (organization, family, society) 
--consciously tailor their style to the needs of different people 

 
Magicians  
-are committed to transforming themselves as well as changing the society and 
institutions in which they operate  
-are likely to personify seemingly opposite attributes, such as complexity and 
simplicity 
-embody a deep wisdom coupled with the humility, ordinariness and lightness of a 
jester 
-are able to hold many perspectives at once 
-are capable of friendly contact with adversaries 

 
Susanne made some additional observations based on the SCT: 
-that I appear quite self preoccupied 
-that I am trying to disentangle himself from the machinations of the rational, self-
reflective mind (my reflections have a self recursive quality, folding back in on 
themselves) 
-that my preoccupation with reason displays the qualities of the last gasp of a dying self, 
struggling to move to the next level. 
 
This feedback reinforces my inclination to deepen my meditation practice as a means 
toward detachment from self and developing comfort with modes of knowing and being 
rather than the rational. 
 
In this context I also find it useful, following Wilber (2000) to build on Western models 
of development by adding another set of stages corresponding to spiritual development.  
Wilber posits two such stages—soul and spirit, each of which has two substages.  A 
question on which he is ambivalent is whether these stages begin where the Western 
psychological stages leave off, or whether they can begin to develop before one has 
attained the highest Western stage. My current view is that this continuum can begin 
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concurrent with the earlier stages of Western development, but that one is unlikely to be 
able to experience more than fleeting glimpses of these stages without having reached the 
highest stages of psychological development.  Applying this to myself, I experience 
glimmers of another—less “self”-oriented stage of consciousness, but not yet any thing 
complete or sustained. 
  
C.  Boundary Profile.  The idea of a “personal profile” grows out of David Kantor’s 
“boundary profile,” which consists of our frameworks for assessing a consultant’s 
interface with a client system. 
  
• Most helpful to me is the Four Player model.  I see myself as tending strongly toward 

the “Bystander” role, with a further preference for “Mover,” “Opposer,” and then 
“Follower.”  (The instrument has me being least likely to be a Mover, and preferring 
the other three equally.)  I am especially interested in increasing my capacity to be a 
constructive Mover, and reducing my tendency—when feeling vulnerable—to be a 
reflexive Opposer. 

 
• Regarding Domains of Communication, I see myself as clearly preferring “meaning,” 

followed by “power” and then “affect.”  Strangely, the instrument has me preferring 
“meaning” and “affect” equally.  As discussed below, I see “affect” as an area of 
needed growth. 

 
• Regarding System Paradigm, I am definitely inclined toward “Open,” next toward 

“Random,” least toward “Closed.” Here the assessment instrument affirms my 
preferences.  Growth here would probably mean being less closed—i.e., more 
flexible—regarding my Open stance.  (This connects with my developmental path as 
charted by the Kegan and Torbert frameworks). 

 
• I have most trouble making sense of the Heroic Modes and applying them to myself.  

If forced I would see myself as a Survivor.  David sees me as a Protector (with a 
Victim shadow).  He thinks that my resistance to the framework lies in my being 
blocked regarding “love.”  I’m not convinced this accounts for my not finding the 
framework useful, but I’m open to the possibility that it is.  In any case developing 
the capacity to give and receive love looms as an important goal. 

 
FIRO B 
 
The FIRO B compares “expressed” vs. “wanted” behavior in three interpersonal domains: 
inclusion, control, and affect.  Going beyond the MBTI, it taps into more potentially 
unsettling psychoanalytic issues. Below are scores from two takings of the FIRO B 
(12/2000, 12/2001) 
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Inclusion   Control  Affection   
 
 
1 (Low) 
3  (Medium) 

 
 
2 (Low) 
3 (Medium) 

 
 
1 (Low) 
2 (Low) 

Total Expressed 
Behavior 
 
4 (low) 
8 (high) 
 

 
2 (Low) 
1 (Low) 

 
4 (Medium) 
5 (Medium) 

 
8 (High) 
4 (Medium) 

 
Total Wanted 
Behavior 
 
14 (medium) 
10 (medium) 
 

 
3 
4 

 
6 
8 

 
9 
6 

Overall 
Interpersonal Needs 
 
18 (medium-low) 
18 
 

 
The Inclusion dimension confirms my “introverted” MBTI profile.  It suggests that I’m 
basically comfortable working mostly alone, but some regular interaction with people is 
important.  To the extent that I want more inclusion than I express (at least on the most 
recent taking of the instrument), I’m likely to be perceived as more aloof than I actually 
care to be.  Under conditions of pressure, the prediction is that I will sacrifice inclusion in 
favor of my strongest area of need, which is control (according to the second taking of 
the test). 
 
The Control dimension suggests ambivalence around how much I want to be in charge.  
The question it brings into focus for me is how proactive I want to be in shaping my 
consulting practice vs. responding to serendipitous opportunities.  I see the model-
building activity as supporting a shift into a more proactive mode.  How far in that 
direction I go is something I’m wrestling with. 
 
This dimension also points to tension between wanting to take a client’s formulation of 
the problem as given (because of relative high Wanted Control) and at the same time 
liking to fish around and explore before agreeing to go forward.  I’m likely to default in 
favor of complying but have a longing to do more exploring.  More generally it suggests 
the need to explore the source of my wish for structure and find other ways of satisfying 
that need. 
 
The Affective dimension of the profile confirms that I will need to be proactive if I want 
to have more love in my life, as my initiatives in that direction are low compared to what 
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I want. This is consistent with my MBTI profile, in which Extraverted Feeling is my 
“inferior” (least preferred) function.  It is also consistent with the suggestion (from David 
Kantor) that I would do well to place priority on integrating “love” into my work—more 
consciously seeking/getting love from clients, and—I infer—developing my capacity to 
experience/express love. The fact that my “wanted” score shifted from high to medium 
suggests some ambivalence in this area, and some tension around whether affection or 
control is the area of my highest need. 
 
D.  Core Mindsets.   I’m very aware of a set of tacit structures of belief and feeling that 
drive my perceptions and behavior unless I consciously strive to the contrary.  By “core 
mindsets” I mean things like Kantor’s “critical images,” Beck’s “schemas,” Young & 
Klosko’s “lifetraps,” Luborsky and Crits-Christoph’s “core conflictual relationship 
theme” and McMullins “core beliefs.” Here are a few that seem to be operative: 
 
• I was fucked over.  I long ago recognized the outlines of a deeply ingrained “story” 

that has the following elements: 
-Abandoned by Father 
-Effectively abandoned by Mother because of her blindness to my being… 
-Abused by Stepfather 

 
The consequences of this story are: 
-high distrust, particularly of male authority figures 
-reluctance to make myself emotionally vulnerable 
-a defiant self-reliance that has the effect of being self centered 
-an overall feeling of “I wuz robbed!” (by being deprived of a nurturing upbringing) 
 
In the past several years I feel that I have been rather successful in letting go of and 
moving past this story.  Still, there some of the other patterns that I notice probably 
have at least some roots in this story that I am aware of needing to manage.  Other 
“stories” are: 

 
• I’ll go it alone (or, as Werner Herzog puts it, “every man for himself and God against 

all”).  I hold the tacit assumption that I’m on my own and need to handle things 
myself.  I’ve gotten fairly good at correcting this one but it’s still there.  It comes out 
especially in my being reluctant to join groups and probably contributes to the 
unintended “oppositional” tone to my stance. 

 
• I’m very special.  We’re all the stars of our own drama but I have a self image that 

seems even more than usually tinged with a sense of specialness—needing/wanting to 
stand out in some way. 

 
• I’ve got to be the highly competent.  If I don’t perform at the very highest level I tend 

to view it as failure.  One small area in which this part of my “shadow” continues to 
be evident is that I can get prickly whenever someone asks me a clarifying question to 
which I think the answer should be clear, or asks me a question for which I think it 
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unreasonable to suppose that I would know the answer.  In both instances an image of 
being competent seems at issue. 

 
• Prove it (I don’t believe it)!  I tend to be skeptical to a degree that may get in my way. 
 
• I’m right.  I’m vulnerable to getting invested in my point of view, though pretty good 

at recognizing when it’s happening. 
 
• I can’t afford to be wrong.  More interesting than the above is a fear of being wrong, 

which I think gets in the way of my advocating forcefully on behalf of things I 
believe in, which is reinforced by the next pattern. 

 
• It’s wrong to preach.  Family models of overbearing, manipulative advocates leave 

me distrustful of proselytizers.  
 
• I can’t learn.  This is a puzzling one, as I am very learning oriented.  But the model-

building process has made me aware that I have resisted learning in many areas 
because of a tacit mindset that I can’t learn new things, because… 
-I don’t retain new information very well (true and getting more true by the minute) 
-there’s just too much stuff out there and it’s too complex (also true but…). 
The consequence is that I have under-invested in learning, and as a result have felt 
stagnant, without recognizing the source of the stagnation.   

 
• Subjugation.  Young & Klosko (Reinventing Your Life, 1993) has identified a set 

“lifetraps”—clusters of negative thoughts and emotions—of which this one strikes me 
as capturing some truth that I had not seen.  The subjugation pattern stems from a 
controlling parent (mother in my case), and typically results in learned powerlessness.  
Many people suffering from this lifetrap are highly submissive to others. My reaction 
to this kind of parenting, though less typical, is to be a rebel, “hyper-reactive to the 
least sign of being controlled, quick to express anger at those in authority.”  Another 
strategy is “not committing to things, thus avoiding agreements that would lead a 
person to feel controlled.”  Neither of these reactions is a strong force in my life now, 
but both have been and I need to be on the alert for lingering influence. 

 
E.  Other Key Issues 
 
Absent Mindedness.  I am struggling with one “attention management” issue that feels 
very significant.  My attention is strongly drawn toward my internal dialogue.  In task-
oriented situations, where my objectives and role are clear, this does not get in my way.  
But under more ordinary conditions, I’m highly vulnerable to “spacing in,” listening to 
my internal voice and becoming oblivious to whatever is happening around me.  I’m 
currently using a new form of meditation as a tool to address this pattern, and sense that it 
will be helpful. 
 
Hyper task-orientation.  I notice a pattern in which I am constantly focused on “getting 
something done.”  This has obvious advantages, but has the consequence that I rarely feel 
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that I can relax and have a good time.   I think it also discourages me from taking on 
more complex projects that are less fruitfully viewed as discrete “tasks.” 
 
F.  Implications for Ongoing Learning and Development 
 
I address how I prioritize and plan to address these and other issues in Section VII. 
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IV.  Model of a Good Life 
 
I place very high value on being a “reflective practitioner” regarding my life as a whole.  
This means leading an examined life, in which I reflect on my values and attend to the 
extent to which they are internally consistent and are reflected in my life choices.  In 
some areas of my life I feel satisfied with the alignment between my values and my 
behavior.  Yet in others I feel like I’m pretty far from being where I’d like to be.  I see 
this model-building exercise as an opportunity to gain insight into the nature of the gap 
and what it would take to overcome it 
 
A. Vision of a Good Life.  The following set of goals is my current best effort at 

articulating what’s important to me:  
 
Personal Goals 
 
1. Provide a nourishing and loving environment for the development of my daughter 

Evan 
 
2. Approach my personal and professional life in ways that support the development of 

my own consciousness (to the highest level compatible with attaining other goals) 
 
3. Make a living through a professional practice of coaching, training, and consulting 

that draws on the learning from my own struggle for development to help other 
individuals further their development and to contribute to the development of 
organizations that contribute socially beneficial missions and provide nurturing 
environments 

 
4. Pursue the above goals in ways that contributes to the creation of a just and 

sustainable world 
 
5. Leading an examined life, in which I aggressively identify and move past illusions 
 
6. Lead an integral life, in which my behavior is informed by my reflection and is 

consistent with my values  
 
 
Vision of a just and sustainable world. Following are some “first principles” that come to 
mind regarding the kind of world I’d like to see evolve: 
 
• All individuals have the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness 
 
• Differences in status and reward are no greater than those that are necessary to create 

conditions that optimize the greater good 
 
• Economic and social systems are consistent with a sustainable relationship with the 

natural environment 
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• Economic and social systems cause no suffering to humans or other sentient beings 

except insofar as it is unavoidable to support human life at a sustainable level 
 

Working assumptions about the operational interpretation of this vision 
 
• Democracy is the most viable of known political systems 
 
• Capitalism is the most viable of known economic systems  
 
• Globalization of the economy is inevitable  
 
• Global corporations have become and will continue to be the dominant form of 

business organization 
 
• Regarding each of the above 4 forces, the challenge is to maximize the benefits of 

the system at work while limiting the downsides 
 
• For people living at levels beyond that of survival, the ultimate causes of 

suffering—and sources of happiness—are social/psychological rather than 
material. 

 
Assumptions regarding Current World Realities 
 
The consequence of current economic and social systems worldwide is that: 
 
• A large percentage of the people in the world are struggling for survival: for 

minimal food, shelter, and health  
 
• Much of this suffering could be alleviated with present knowledge and resources  
 
• Many other sentient beings suffer  
 
• The environment is at risk and may not be sustainable if current trends continue 

 
B. My Aspirations Gap.   I’m doing very well on the first goal (supporting my 

daughter’s development), gathering momentum on the second (development of my 
own consciousness), which promises to enhance considerably my ability to realize the 
third (supporting the development of consciousness in other individuals and 
organizations).   But for some time I have felt quite torn—and guilty—in two areas of 
my life that relate to goal #4—the degree of alignment between my work and lifestyle 
and between my work/lifestyle and a commitment to social change.   

 
1) I feel torn regarding the discrepancy I experience between the clients that I 

principally serve and the clients that I would ideally like to serve.  
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2)  I feel torn regarding the degree to which the fruits of my efforts and income are 
directed toward my family and myself vs. serving the needs of others less 
fortunate  

 
The key question that arises in both areas is: should I change my behavior, or should I 
change the way I think and feel about my behavior (i.e., reframe it as not worthy of guilt), 
or some combination?   I propose to approach these questions from two angles and see 
what bears fruit.  
 
I will focus primarily on exploring the dilemmas from a rational/analytic perspective, 
aiming to articulate a theory of social change and assess the extent to which my 
professional work and personal lifestyle is consistent with that theory.  However, in so 
doing I will keep in mind my personal profile, looking for opportunities to identify 
patterns of thought and feeling that may account for my internal conflict that are 
independent of the “rational” analysis or that help explain the gap I experience between 
aspirations and behavior.  In particular I will use the framework proposed by Kegan & 
Lahey (How the Way We Talk Can Change the Way We Work, 2000) to identify tacit 
“Competing Commitments” and underlying “Big Assumptions” that may be contributing 
to my not fully realizing my vision. 
 
C.  Theory of Social Change 
 
Change takes place at multiple levels and in various ways.  Three sources of contribution 
stand out (to which I might conceivably make a professional or personal contribution): 
 
• Direct action to alter or transform existing norms, laws, practices 
 
• Efforts that contribute to changes in consciousness that have implications for 

individual and collective behavior regarding social norms, laws, practices 
 
• Knowledge about the nature of norms, laws and practices most consistent with a just 

and sustainable world, and about how to create those conditions 
 
This section will address each of those areas in turn. 
 
C.1.  Direct action to alter or transform existing norms, laws, practices. The most obvious 
source of change is direct efforts to bring it about.  Such actions can be the result of many 
forces.  Those that are particularly susceptible to influence by a consultant are: 
• Efforts by members of relevant institutions to bring about change in the quality of 

their institutions.   
• Efforts by advocacy groups to bring about change in norms, laws, and the practices of 

individuals and institutions that directly affect human well being.  
• Personal contribution through 

- participation in the political process 
- efforts in one’s local community 
- participation in or support of advocacy groups 
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C.2  Efforts to change in consciousness.  Actions follow from consciousness, thus 
changes in consciousness are an indirect but powerful way of changing the formal and 
informal ways in which societies function. Changes in consciousness can be either 
collective or individual. 
 
Changes In Collective Consciousness.  The social norms, laws, and practices in a society 
are a direct expression of the collective consciousness of that society.  At any give 
moment in society there are competing paradigms, reflecting differing levels of 
consciousness.  Some of them overlap; some conflict.  The sum of these paradigms at any 
point in time constitutes a meta-paradigm, or set of fundamental assumptions, that 
characterize the overall Zeitgeist.  Beck and Cowan (Spiral Dynamics,1996) call these 
meta-paradigms “memes,” and suggest that they follow an evolutionary path from less to 
more complex, such that at higher stages they are increasingly consistent with the values 
that would lead to a just and sustainable world.    
 
From an evolutionary psychology perspective, this trend is natural and will happen 
unfold over time.  However, efforts to accelerate this natural evolution of a collective 
consciousness would contribute to social change. Such efforts could take two forms.  
 

CHANGES IN KEY PARADIGMS.  One could think of memes as being 
composed of clusters of attitudes and values, some of which are more 
fundamental than others.  An example of a powerful paradigm is the set of  
assumptions about what is a meaningful unit of time. For example, current 
American society tends to think in terms of short time horizons.  Stewart Brand 
has taken it on himself to shift this paradigm by calling direct attention to the 
importance of longer time frames (Brand, The Long Now).  He is committed to 
making this view tangibly symbolic through construction of a 10,000 year clock 
in Nevada that will tick once a year and chime once every thousand years.  In a 
similarly far-sighted project with Kevin Kelly—the All Species Project, which 
aims to document and classify all of the species on earth—he aspires to shift 
assumptions about  what is real and of value. These strategies aim to directly alter 
our fundamental assumptions about time and value. 

 
CHANGES IN INDIVIDUAL CONSCIOUSNESS.  As the constructive-
developmental perspective shows, each of us develops, even through adulthood, 
and has the capacity to evolve to higher states of consciousness that are the source 
of actions that transcend the self.  People at higher stages of development create 
institutions and societies that are themselves more highly evolved, and more 
likely to reflect principles of justice and sustainability.  Thus contribution to the 
development of consciousness at the individual level is an indirect contribution to 
social change. 
 
One may contribute to changes in individual consciousness in several ways: 
-by working on one’s own development 
-by facilitating others development directly 
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--accelerate others growth 
--enable others to grow further than they otherwise would 
-by facilitating others’ growth indirectly by helping build institutions that foster 
such development (which also contribute directly to the evolution of collective 
consciousness) 

 
C.3.  Knowledge about what constitutes a just and sustainable world and about how to 
create those conditions.  Our understanding of human nature and the institutions that 
make up society is still evolving.  One may contribute to social change by generating 
knowledge that could affect the vision of just and sustainable world or how to get there.  
Good examples would be “integral theories” that pull together knowledge from various 
sources, such as the work of Ken Wilber, or that of Beck and Cowan. 
 
D.  My Current Practice 
 
D.1.  Direct Action.  As I review the above model of change, I think much of my tension 
stems from the way I think about both the kind and degree of contribution that I should 
hold myself accountable for.  I have been inspired by some of the famous examples of 
change agents (Gandhi, King, Mandela), and taken as personal role models several 
individuals who have dedicated their lives to social change.  By this measure, I will 
always come up short unless I devote my life fully to activism.  
 
I don’t think it makes sense for me to become a full-time change agent.  My first 
commitment is to being a parent.  None of my personal role models is a parent, and the 
famous examples can’t claim to have done a good job in this regard.  In any case, I take it 
as axiomatic that there are multiple useful roles to play in the process of social change.  
Bill Moyer (Doing Democracy, 2000) identifies four styles of activism: 
• Citizen 
• Rebel 
• Change Agent 
• Reformer 
 
These categories apply to people who are dedicated activists (the “Citizen” style is 
typified by Gandhi or M.L. King, not by your average citizen).  But one could extend this 
model to the lives of more ordinary people, who make contributions through their work 
and their lifestyles. For those who are not full time activists, the questions are: 
-how does one contribute through one’s work? 
-how does one contribute through one’s lifestyle and personal example? 
 
D.1.a.  Contribution of my work.  I can potentially contribute to change in two ways: my 
paid work and pro bono work.   
 
Paid work.  My primary espoused strategy has been to prefer clients that support that 
directly contribute to social change.  Other things being equal, I have aspired to give 
priority to (in order of decreasing priority) 
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• Advocacy organizations, to increase their capacity to make a contribution and to 
increase the ability of individuals within them to sustain their contribution 
 

• Organizations and individuals whose values and activities contribute directly to 
addressing social problems. 

 
• I am willing to work with the many organizations that are neutral—i.e., neither 

directly make contributions to or do damage to human, but I prefer those that make a 
more direct contribution. 

 
• I decline to work with organizations whose mission or practices I believe do harm. 
 
In contrast to these aspirations, the reality is that although I have done some work with 
activist organizations over the past 15 years, as well as organizations that contribute 
directly to meeting social needs, the percentage of that work is relatively small and has 
gotten smaller.  At present I work mostly with corporate clients, and in particular one of 
the premiere global consulting firms. The mission of those organizations tends to be 
profit driven. My aspirations gap is ameliorated somewhat by the fact that the particular 
consulting firm that is my main client is mission driven: it has a strong tradition of 
commitment to client service above self interest, and to investing in people to build a 
great institution.  It is also the case that I have expended considerable effort over the past 
15 years in trying to cultivate more mission-driven clients, particularly advocacy groups.  
However, I’ve had only limited success, for reasons that I think have more to do with the 
nature of those organizations than with my efforts.  It is also the case that I have had 
substantial success in initiating and facilitating a series of dialogue projects among 
multiple stakeholders on forest policy in New England.  Nonetheless, there is an 
aspirations gap, and resulting guilt. 
 
In accounting for the gap, I must acknowledge that contributing to social change is not 
the only value that I take into account in selecting clients.  There are at least three others, 
which I see as quite legitimate: 
• Learning 
• Income 
• Passion/interest 
 
At the same time, it still feels to me that the contribution is either not great enough or 
direct enough, or both. I sense that I may have placed too much emphasis on the other 
values in my value matrix (e.g., money/financial security).  To be sure, I can give good 
explanations for the gap between my aspirations and achievements.  I have clearly put a 
lot of effort into trying to cultivate clients in my preferred category.  And I have good 
reason to believe that my relative lack of success has as much or more to do with the 
nature of those institutions and the people that are attracted to them.  (A study by the 
Conservation Fund showed that non-profits in general and environmental organizations in 
particular tend to de-value training and organizational development—on grounds like: 
We don’t have time for it; our hearts are pure so we don’t need to worry about technique; 
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it’s all business school propaganda anyway).  At the same time I’m sure that I could have 
done more had made a greater/more creative effort. 
 
Applications of the Kegan/Lahey 4-column exercise enables me to identify various 
“Competing Commitments” and underlying, points to a number of  “Big Assumptions” 
that interfere with the full realization of espoused commitments and that I need to be 
mindful of and address. 
 
Competing Commitments 
-maintaining a high income 
-avoiding taking on aspirations that are unattainable that would leave me dissatisfied 
 
Underlying Big Assumptions 
 
-“I need a high income in order to prove my self worth”—(clearly false) 
 
-“I need a high income to generate financial security” (partially true, given current 
lifestyle assumptions, which I could alter, and in any case it doesn’t need to be as high as 
it has been) 
 
-“If I were to attempt to do things for which I am not competent I would sacrifice my self 
worth”—(clearly false) 
 
-“To directly aspire to change the world is to take on a challenge that is terribly 
ambitious, woefully ill defined, and which will always leave me feeling inadequate” (true 
given my current mindsets, but there must be mindsets that are learnable that enable one 
to have such aspirations and still be in some sense at inner peace.  I do wonder if I have a 
personality that can learn such mindsets?—a question for ongoing reflection) 
 
-“Global corporations are morally compromised and working in support of them means 
‘selling out’.  By working for them, and serving a consulting firm that has them as its 
principal client, I am violating my principle of ‘do no harm’.”  (Although the validity of 
this statement gets into moral/political judgments that are harder to resolve, I regard it on 
reflection as false.  Corporations have considerable potential to be beneficial and in any 
case are here to stay.  The challenge is how best to compensate for their downside.  This 
could have the implication, though, that my efforts could be better positioned if more 
directly aimed at addressing the downside.) 
 
Implication: (continue to) reduce focus on high income.  Explore more deeply the 
mindsets I hold that avoid taking on bold long-range aspirations, and explore learning 
alternative mindsets. 

 
Pro bono contribution.  By pro bono contribution I mean delivery of my professional 
services at no or significantly reduced fees.  Here the notion of tithing is intuitively 
appealing.  I aspire to give 10% of my time—two days a month—to pro bono work.  In 
some years I have met this goal, through projects like the Northern Forest Dialogue 
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Project.  This year it was about half that amount.  I realize that I have not been strategic 
about keeping that goal in mind and going after it.  Here again there are some “competing 
commitments” and underlying “Big Assumptions” that have led to that being the case: 

 
Competing Commitments  
-being comfortable, not working too hard   
-having some white space in my life. 
 
Underlying Big Assumptions: 
-“I cannot be “at ease” if my aspirations are too high” 
 
Implication: I’m open to doing more pro-bono work but am reluctant to make this a 
priority in light of other commitments.  
 
D.1.b.  Lifestyle Contribution.  The ways that I can contribute through my lifestyle 
include: 
• Participation in the political process  
• Community service 
• Providing financial support for change 
• Personal habits of consumption 
 

D.2.b.i. Participation in the Political Process.  I feel an aversion to participation in 
politics, and therefore no aspirations to do so. Why?  I have a personal profile that is 
highly oriented toward “bystanding,” observing, and reflecting, which militates 
strongly against active participation in groups, movements, etc. 
 
Implication:  It would take enormous effort to change this disposition and I choose 
not to take on that challenge, in light of the many other efforts toward personal 
development that I am taking on. 

 
D.1.b.ii Community service.  I hold as an ideal that I contribute to community service 
but this is an area where I have not followed through on that ideal at all.  I realize that 
I have thought of such contributions purely in terms of offering pro-bono professional 
services, and not offered my time in other ways.  This is clearly a limited way of 
thinking.  The mindsets that are at work here are: 

 
Competing Commitments: 
-Being seen as a highly competent expert 
 
Underlying Big Assumptions 
-“My self worth is related to my competence” (as perceived by others) 

 
Implication:  While I don’t feel any urgency to address this particular gap, I do think 
it’s an area in which I would do well to conduct some experiments, trying out 
community service roles (e.g., soup kitchen) and see what happens. 
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D.1.b..iii.  Providing financial support for social change.  A philosophy of financial 
contribution must answer two questions:  how much of one’s income to contribute, 
and in what ways to direct that contribution. 
 
AMOUNT OF CONTRIBUTION. I have long struggles to come up with a 
philosophy with which I am comfortable for how much of my income should I give 
away to social change causes.  As mentioned, for the last couple of years I have 
adopted a “tithing” philosophy, giving away 10% of my income.  I view this as an 
arbitrary choice, but one that is grounded in thousands of years of tradition.  My 
reasoning was something like: if tithing is a practice that a number of religions have 
arrived at, there must be some “folk” wisdom at work.  
 
At the same time I don’t feel content with this degree of contribution.  I have been 
influenced by the philosophy of Peter Singer.   He takes a utilitarian perspective,, 
arguing that “each one of us with wealth surplus to her or her essential needs should 
be giving most of it to help people suffering from poverty so dire as to be life 
threatening” (Singer, Writings on an Ethical Life, 2000).  This is obviously a rather 
radical view, and at odds with the behavior of all but a very few human beings, whom 
we either regard as saints or eccentrics.  But does that make it wrong?  The opposing 
arguments (Blackburn) that I’m aware of are generally of the tone that this 
perspective is simply too ascetic, too self-righteous, too demanding.   

 
Competing Commitments 
-being at ease 
-creating personal financial security 
-personal comfort 
 
Underlying Big Assumptions 
-“It is important to be happy/at ease” (a mindset that one could probably alter) 
-“I need financial security to be happy/at ease” (true to some degree but probably not 
to the degree that I “feel”) 
-“I need a high degree of personal comfort to be happy/at ease” (probably not true) 
 
Implication:  I think my tension here points to some core mindsets that I need to 
better understand.   There is a purity to Singer’s radical view to which I am attracted.  
Yet that attraction may reflect a tendency toward either/or thinking that is reinforced 
by a personal tendency toward self flagellation. 
 
STRATEGY FOR ALLOCATING CONTRIBUTIONS.   Generally the overriding 
principle that makes sense here is to focus primarily on addressing the causes of 
suffering rather than relieving suffering in a way that would only be temporary.  This 
case is made cogently by Collins & ___  (Robin Hood Was Right, 2000).   There 
remain a number of tough questions, such as how much to concentrate one’s 
contributions vs. spread them around.  We have erred in the direction of many small 
contributions, and are beginning to pull back and concentrate.  One tactic in this 
direction is to devote 5% to annual direct contributions, while putting the other 5% 
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into an account which will build over time into a substantial amount of money which 
we will then give to a single cause. 

 
D.1.b.iv.  Personal habits of consumption.  What personal practices of consumption 
represent a good balance between personal comfort and social conscience?  There are 
three overlapping areas: 
-Minimizing “consumerism” 
-Environmental sustainability 
-Minimizing harm to other sentient beings 
 
• MINIMIZING CONSUMERISM.  A lifestyle that is centered on consumption of 

material goods is both hard on the environment (allocating scarce resources into 
the production of inessential goods and contributing to the problems of waste 
disposal) and not in the enlightened interest of the individual (generally 
satisfaction comes for inner peace, not through pursuit of possessions).  Generally 
my family’s habits in this area seem reasonable—placing low emphasis on 
clothes, technological gadgets etc. beyond what serves comfort.   

 
The one area of tension is housing.  We have invested hugely in a home in an 
upscale community with a high percentage of professionals that has many 
amenities: high quality services (including subway), bookstores, restaurants, etc.   
Our commitment to quality—both in terms of the house and its location—clearly 
go beyond what is essential, yet they seem important to what we regards as living 
a life of quality.  The perfect symbol for this is a Japanese garden that we recently 
created.  It gives us great pleasure, yet is all but invisible to anyone else, and was 
extremely expensive.  Justifiable?  I made the choice, yet continue to struggle 
with what it represents in terms of putting my personal gratification above 
alternative uses of those resources (which links directly to questions of how much 
of one’s wealth to give to others) 
 
Competing commitments 
-to a home environment of high aesthetic quality and comfort 
-to a community environment that is highly compatible with my values and 
preferences 
 
Underlying Big Assumptions 
-“Personal happiness depends on material matters, including beauty” (hmm, I 
have a hard time letting go of beauty…) 
 
Implication:   This is an area of considerable tension, which I continue to hold in 
the forefront of my consciousness. 

 
• ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY.  Here we are reasonably 

conscientious.  We have a high commitment to recycling and a moderate 
commitment to energy conservation.  Areas of reflection and potential 
improvement: 
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-More effort to recycle higher grades of paper separately. 
-Eliminating our second car 
-Installing solar energy panels 

 
• MINIMIZING HARM TO OTHER SENTIENT BEINGS (ANIMALS).  

Primarily this concerns food consumption.  Generally, there seems to be ample 
evidence that eating lower on the food chain (vegetarian) is easier on the 
environment, in that meat production requires much more intensive use of 
resources (both land and water).   Not eating meat also has the advantage of not 
causing the death or suffering of other sentient beings.  (I place greater priority in 
principle on easing suffering than I do in preventing death, on grounds that many 
species that serve as food sources would not have life to begin with if they were 
not seen as food) 

 
My personal practices here reflect two constraints: digestive problems that make 
it hard to subsist on a vegetarian diet, and a spouse that strongly resists being 
vegetarian.  The compromise:  consumption of almost no red meat, and where 
possible only chicken and fish that have been raised in environments that 
minimize suffering.   

 
Competing Commitments 
-reducing areas of friction with my spouse 

 
Underlying Big Assumptions 
-“My spouse and I need to have the same practices” (I don’t have the energy to 
prepare my own food if we go separate ways) 

 
Implication:  Overall, this feels like an area where my compromises are 
reasonable.  It’s a low priority for reflection and change. 

 
D.2.  Changing Consciousness   My secondary strategy has been to contribute to social 
change by supporting the evolution of consciousness in individuals, which in turn 
contributes to a gradual shift to a new collective consciousness.  This will presumably 
contribute—on a long-term basis—to conditions that will result in more just and 
sustainable societies in the long run.  However, this is approach has the disadvantage of 
being very long-term and indirect, which is one source of the guilt that I feel. 
 
Reflecting on my overall theory has strengthened my appreciation for the value of 
changing consciousness.  It affirms that organizations whose missions are not directly 
oriented to social change can nonetheless make a contribution to such change by their 
practices, by being committed to providing a work environment that is supportive of 
personal fulfillment and development.  In fact my principal client is heavily mission-
oriented in this regard, and invests enormously in learning and development.  From this 
perspective I believe that my current work practices are in fact aligned with my vision, in 
that I do contribute directly to the evolution of individual consciousness through my 
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workshops, and occasionally to the evolution of organizational/group consciousness 
through consulting interventions.    
 
Implication:  I accept this analysis and I think that I have undervalued the contribution 
that I am making to social change. I intend to hold this as a more conscious aspiration 
going forward.   
 
D.3.  Contributions to knowledge (about the nature of a just and sustainable world and 
the best means of realizing it).    This is an area in which I have historically have not had 
aspirations to make a contribution.  However, experience this year—publishing an article 
on coaching, working on my overall “model”—has engendered a sense that I could 
contribute in this way.   
 
Competing Commitments 
-Avoiding aspirations that are open-ended and at which I might easily fail 
 
Underlying Big Assumptions 
-“One can’t hold such aspirations without feeling an ongoing sense of unease” 
(questionable, as discussed above) 
-“I’m not capable of making original conceptual contributions” (at least to some extent 
false) 
 
Implication.  Aspire to make contributions to knowledge. 
 
E:  Concluding Reflections 
 
I come away from this exercise feeling that I would do well to both alter my current  
behavior in support of my values around social change and change my assessment of the 
value of my current contribution.  That is, I think I have undervalued the contribution I 
now make, and at the same time I could in fact do more.   
 
In order to more fully realize my vision, I need to address a number of “Big 
Assumptions” that drive tacit commitments that compete with my vision.  In brief 
summary, these assumptions are: 
 
If I commit myself fully to my vision: 
• I will be entrapped by a commitment that will be confining, suffocating 
• I will have to be poor 
• I will make myself vulnerable to an open-ended never realized aspiration 
• I will put myself in situations where I am not competent (and I have to be competent 

to be worthy)  
• I will look foolish (and if I looked foolish it would be insufferably humiliating) 
• I will be experienced as preachy (and this would be odious) 
• I will be wrong (and if I were wrong, I would be intolerably exposed, vulnerable)  
 
To contribute in new ways I will work to alter the following inhibiting belief: 
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• I am not capable of contributing to knowledge 
 
In order to more fully appreciate my current contribution (and the contribution I will 
continue to make in focusing on the development of consciousness in 
people/organizations that do not work directly on social change) I need to be mindful of 
and lessen the power of the following mindsets: 
 
• The world depends on my contribution 
• Working for corporations means selling out 
• Social change activists are better than other people because they are more pure 
• Socially privileged clients (particularly those with MBAs and conservative politics) 

are not as worthy of support as others types who are politically conservative 
 
Finally, I will continue to ponder the following mindset, which I recognize that I hold, 
and which contributes to my self-dissatisfaction, but which I am not sure I want to 
change: 
 
• Being a true leader and making a contribution means doing something that I am 

uniquely able to do, which won’t get done if I don’t do it.  It means making a 
difference that wouldn’t get made if I don’t do it. 
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V.  Coaching Practice Model 

A.  Visual Model of Coaching.  Figure 1 depicts my basic model for coaching.  The 
foundations for two key elements have already been explained—my model for how 
humans make sense, take action, and develop, and my personal profile.  In this section I 
will flesh out the coaching practice model by describing the specific implications for 

coaching of my developmental model and personal profile, and articulate my vision for 
coaching and my core practices.  
 
B.  Vision.  I hold the following vision for my coaching: 
 
1) Support clients in addressing mutually agreed-upon goals (that integrate a client’s 

perspective, the perspectives of others with whom they interact, and my own 
perspective). 

 

My vision of coaching

Implications for coaching of my personal profile 

Implications for coaching of my 
model of  how  humans make sense, 
take action, and change (Theory of 
Practice)

My core 
practices 

Figure 1

Client’s personal profile

The conscious and unconscious dispositions that 
influence a client’s beliefs and assumptions about life 
and choice of behaviors

Client’s characteristic 
behaviors 

The client’s distinctive 
pattern of thoughts and  
actions

Client’s frames for 
understanding experience 

A client’s beliefs and 
assumptions about life

Client’s motives 
and expectations 
of Coaching

Forces leading to 
the desire for 
coaching, and 
assumptions about 
what to expect

Coach-client contact

Influences on my 
practice

Less Visible
Influences

Influences on 
client’s stance 
toward coaching
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2) Pursue the goals of coaching in ways that expand clients’ self-awareness—and in 
particular their awareness of their systems for making sense—to the boundaries of 
their consciousness. 

 
3) Convey a vision of a developmental path toward wisdom and support clients in 

moving along that path from wherever they are. 
 
C.  Theory of Practice (Specific implications for coaching of my model for how 
humans make sense, take action, and develop) 
 
This vision, combined with my model of human nature and my theory of change, 
suggests that as coach I aim to help clients simultaneously learn more effective behavior 
and develop to higher stages of consciousness.  
 
Generally, I will do this by trying to increase their insight into the sense-making process 
that underlies their actions, which will gradually lead to greater mindfulness in the 
moment of action.  
 
As a means to this end I encourage a stance of inquiry and commitment to reflection. 
 
More specifically, I strive to provide  
• Vision (e.g., by introducing frameworks of development and of more effective 

behavior) 
• Challenge (e.g., by pointing out gaps between intention and action and providing 

evidence of the subjectivity of one’s sense-making process) 
• Support (e.g., by creating a safe and supportive relationship in which I acknowledge 

where they are and the difficulty of change, help them recognize that others are 
vulnerable to the same limits and contradiction, and find ways to reinforce and reward 
experimentation with change) 

 
More specifically, I use discussion of immediate challenges to help clients  
• Recognize the patterns of thinking and feeling that underlie behavior that is 

ineffective or that impedes acting on commitments  
• Identify more effective patterns 
• Increase awareness of the automatic nature of their reliance on the ineffective pattern 
• Practice translating new patterns of thought into action (e.g., finding words to express 

a particular intention in a particular situation) 
• Get feedback on the effectiveness of their efforts to change 
 
With some clients I find the need to extent their awareness to a deeper level, becoming 
cognizant of the influence of “core mindsets”—clusters of thought and feeling that have 
crystallized into a limiting “story” to account for their experience. 
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D.  Personal Profile as Coach.  The implications of my personal profile for coaching 
are: 
 
• I have the most enthusiasm for—and work most effectively with—clients who are 

disposed toward reflection and who place value on personal development. 
 
• I need to be on the alert for differing preferences (e.g., S and J on the MBTI) that 

could lead clients to have expectations that conflict with my natural inclinations. 
 
• I will do well to consciously strive to bring affect into the relationship, both 

expressing feelings of affirmation and support, and welcoming them in return. 
 
I will do well to consciously strive to maintain a buoyant, hopeful atmosphere, countering 
my default tendency toward pessimism and to focus on solving problems in an 
analytic/intellectual way that may pay too little attention to feelings. 
 
] 
E.  Core Practices.   In general I tend to follow the practices outlined in the three stages 
below. 
 
Stage I.  Establishing the Coaching Relationship 
 
• Agree on initial goals based on client’s perceived needs and my own assessment 

(with explicit room for emergent goals) 
• Agree on expectations regarding the length of the coaching relationship (set time 

frame?  Periodic check ins?) 
• Agree on the typical duration/frequency of coaching sessions 
• Agree on preferred modes of working together (e.g., preferences regarding receiving 

feedback) 
• Conduct personal history interview 
• Negotiate the use of external assessments 
• Provide feedback and discuss implications for goals 
 
Stage II: Coaching.  Stages I and II tend to merge with no clear boundary.  Stage II 
consists of two phases: 
 
Phase A:  Conduct individual sessions by drawing on the following elements: 
• Encourage the client to describe examples of the challenges he or she faces, with 

concrete data regarding thoughts, feelings, attributions of others’ motives, etc. 
• Explore the ways in which the client frames examples, using active listening—both 

asking clarifying questions and reflecting back key thoughts and feelings—to test my 
understanding of what has been heard and to create a climate of safety in which the 
client can identify thoughts and feelings beneath conscious awareness  

• Look for opportunities to probe more deeply into the factors shaping the ways in 
which the client frames challenges, including links to personal history 
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• Look for opportunities to offer alternative ways of framing the situation and use those 
reframings as a way of helping the client become more aware of how he/she 
constructs meaning 

• Generate and test hypotheses about characteristic patterns in the way the client frames 
challenges and acts on those frames, based on other examples presented and from 
other available data; link to personal history or other historical influences where 
possible 

• Explore options for handling particular challenges, inviting the client’s suggestions 
and selectively offering my own when I see choices beyond his/her awareness 

• Identify and introduce frameworks, readings that could be helpful in increasing the 
client’s understanding of him/herself or the challenges he/she faces 

• Clarify implications for action 
 
Phase B: After 6-8 sessions, conduct an assessment of the status of the coaching. 
 
• Assess attainment of goals, and either  

- Reaffirm/recalibrate where appropriate 
- Consider additional sources of data (e.g., Subject-object interview if not done so 

far; check back with interviewees from initial assessment for comparison, etc.) 
Or: 
- Agree to terminate the coaching relationship 

 
Stage 3:  Concluding the Coaching Relationship 
 
• Review what has been learned/gained 
• Identify areas that the client will continue to work on, and strategies for doing so, and 

means of building in support 
• Solicit feedback on what has worked best, less well 
  
Principles underlying my practices and related tools 
 
Be as transparent as possible about my methods.  I aim to foster a sense of partnership 
and trust by being as transparent as possible about my goals, methods, assumptions, 
reasoning, etc., affording the client the opportunity to disconfirm assumptions, disagree 
with methods, etc.  There are two constraints on this transparency: 
-efficiency: it is not possible to surface all theories, assumptions, methods 
-effectiveness: some methods may depend for their effectiveness on not being transparent 
(e.g., generating a sense of hope, optimism).  It is important to be very self conscious and 
selective about using methods of which this is true. 
 
This principle—derived from Action Inquiry—conflicts with the prescriptions of 
constructive-developmental psychology in some instances.  CD would protect the client 
from knowledge of gaps between their current actions and actions that wold require a 
stage of development beyond their next stage.  In case of such conflict I will favor the 
Action Inquiry principles of candor and transparency. 
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Balance advocacy and inquiry.   To reinforce a conscious choice between advocacy and 
inquiry and to attempt to maintain a balance between the two, I have developed the 
template shown in Figure 3.  I adapted this framework from one originally aimed to 
provide a structure for inquiry only (Whitmore, 1992). As the template suggests, my 
approach—at least as espoused!—combines the active listening/support orientation of a 
client-centered approach with a willingness to challenge quite directly.  It’s worth 
commenting on both ends of this continuum.  
 
Inquire in ways that consciously strive to construct the meaning to clients of what they 
are saying.  On the assumption that a clients’ process for sense-making may be very 
different from my own (because of MBTI preference, stage of development, culture, etc.) 
it is critical that I inquire in ways that enable me to uncover the meaning as understood 
by the client and not as I would understand it.  The tools for such inquiry include: 
 
• Paraphrasing 

- Reflecting back content 
- Reflecting back feelings as well as content 
 

• Probing and clarifying questions.  The Kegan et al Subject-Object Interview Manual 
contains a number of good suggestions for questions that uncover a client’s meaning 
making.  E.g., 

 
- What would have changed an experience (e.g., What would have changed the 

way you felt [in that situation]?) 
- Find out extremes (e.g., What was the worst thing [or best thing] about that? 

What make you the angriest about that?) 

Goal Reality Options Wrapup
Reflect It sounds like you’d like

to focus on… (?)
So the project is going
well overall but you’re
concerned about… (?)

What I’m hearing is
that you see three
options… (?)

So you’re now feeling
confident of being able
to follow through … (?)

Ask clarifying
questions

What would a
successful outcome look
like?
What specifically
should we focus on?

What reasons did they
give for the change?
How would you account
for your success?

What would be
involved in pursuing
that option?

When would be a realistic
target date for completion?

Ask facilitating
questions

What do you want?
What would you like to
get out of this session?

Where are you now?
What’s working?
What’s not working?

Have you faced any
thing similar before? If
so,  did you learn
anything about how  to
handle it?

What specific steps
might you take?
What obstacles might
you face?

Ask challenging
questions

What would be a goal
that would represent a
breakthrough for you?

What prevented you
from saying what you
thought directly to your
boss?

If you knew the
answer, what would it
be?

Given what you know
about yourself, how
might you sabotage this
commitment?

Assert Given what you’ve said,
I think we should focus
on… (What do you
think?)

I see you making an
assumption that you
may not be aware of…
(What’s your reaction?)

I see another option
that I’d like to put on
the table… (What do
you think?)

I think it would make
more sense to do A
first, then B, for the
following reasons…
(Does that make sense?)

Balancing Advocacy and Inquiry with the GROW Model
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- Looking at the other side of an experience (e.g., when a client is worried about 
doing poorly, ask: What makes doing well important to you?) 

- Inquire about the costs of an event/action (e.g., What would be the cost of 
saying how you feel?) 

- Asking how the client knows or evaluates something. (e.g., How would you 
know you were successful?) 

- Ask what the situation might tell the client about himself (e.g., It sounds as if 
you think this says something about you?) 

- Ask what was at stake  
- Avoid/paraphrase “why” to avoid sense of challenging the client (e.g., What 

prompted you to…? What is the basis of…?) 
 
Uncovering common limiting and dysfunctional mindsets.  Clients can be assumed to be 
vulnerable to common thought patterns that have counterproductive consequences.  
These include the mindsets that drive “Model I” theories-in-use: 
- Define goals and try to maximize them 
- Maximize winning and minimize losing 
- Minimize generating or expressing negative feelings 
- Be rational 
 
They also include the common “distortions” in thinking identified by various schools of 
cognitive therapy, e.g., 
- All-or-nothing/either-or thinking 
- Overgeneralization 
- Perfectionistic thinking 
- Mind reading 
- Exaggeration 
 
Cognitive therapy offers a variety of tools for identifying and altering such patterns.  E.g., 
written exercises (which can also be done face to face with the client), with steps like the 
following: 
- Identify a thought underlying an unpleasant emotion 
- Ask: To what extent do I believe the thought (0-100%)? 
- Ask: What are counter-arguments to the thought? 
- Ask: If the thought were true, what would be the consequence? 
- Then continue asking: What are counter-arguments?  And If that consequence did in 

fact result, what would be the consequence of that?… 
 
Uncover deeply held mindsets.  My assumption is that a client’s behavior is driven by 
“core mindsets” (again, roughly analogous to Kantor’s “critical images,” Beck’s 
“schemas,” Young & Klosko’s “lifetraps,” McMullin’s “core beliefs,” etc.)—beliefs (and 
associated emotions) about the way the world works that crystallized in early childhood, 
that are no longer (if ever) fully valid, and that operate beneath awareness.  These 
mindsets limit the potential for effective action as well as continued growth.  Thus, 
identifying and addressing them is a critical goal of coaching if it is to go beyond the 
superficial. 
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Sometimes cognitive therapy exercises like those above can uncover such mindsets.  
Another powerful tool for this is the 4-Column exercise (Kegan & Lahey, 2000).  This 
exercise is compatible with my wish to go deep while not violating a client’s boundaries.  
The exercise leads clients through a set of questions that can generate potentially deep 
insights into basic assumptions that underlie the tacit commitments that conflict with 
espoused beliefs.  This methodology has the attractive feature of leaving clients in control 
of the level of depth with which they are comfortable pursuing this inquiry.  This tool is a 
useful complement to strategies for identifying solutions to a particular problem, as it 
points to ways in which the problem may not have withstood solution in service of a 
deeper tacit commitment. 
 
Other Tools 
 
Current assessment instruments: 
-MBTI 
-FIRO B 
-Emotional Competence Inventory 
 
Possible new assessment tools 
-Subject Object Interview 
-Reflective Judgment Interview 
-Loevinger/Cook-Greuter Sentence Completion Test 
 
 
F.  Areas of Inconsistency, Ambivalence, Curiosity 
 
• Explicit use of developmental frameworks.  I don’t yet have a firm view about 

when/whether to explicitly introduce developmental schemes into my work with a 
client.  I am experimenting with using both the Kegan and the Torbert/Cook-Greuter 
frameworks as a tacit assessment tool.  And I’m thinking about using one or both of 
them explicitly, but have doubts and reservations about how to use frameworks that 
imply a hierarchy of value and which have potential to create defensiveness in clients 
or simply to be overwhelming because of their complexity. 
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VI. Leadership Development Practice Model 
 
A. Visual Model.  The basic elements of my training practice model as applied to 

leadership development are depicted below.  

The foundations for two key elements have already been explained—my model for how 
humans make sense, take action, and develop, and my personal profile.  In this section I 
will flesh out the training practice model by  

• articulating my vision for development in general 
• articulating my vision for leadership 
• describing the implications of my personal profile for being a leader of others’ 

development 
• describing my theory of practice (the specific implications for leadership 

development of my basic model) 
• describing my core practices. 

My vision of leadership 
development

Implications for leadership development of my 
personal profile

Implications for leadership 
development of my model of  how 
humans make sense, take action, and 
change (Theory of Practice)  

My core 
practices 

Figure 1
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B.  Vision of Professional Development 
 
• To provide a powerful container for development by creating multiple forms of 

challenge and support 
 
• To encourage and enable transformational learning (i.e., increased awareness of and 

management of the sense-making process and ability to translate that awareness into 
more effective action) while respecting others’ right to set their own goals and limits  

 
• To position structured classroom learning so that it is experienced as a source of 

meaningful support in relationship to the current challenges that clients face in their 
work  

 
• To align classroom learning with formal or informal action learning opportunities and 

the option of support via individual coaching 
 
• To plant a powerful seed of openness and curiosity in participants, consisting of 

expanded self understanding, deeper appreciation for the importance of understanding 
others’ perspectives, and a sense of the enormous potential and payoff of continued 
learning and development 
 

• To bring myself as fully as possible into my interactions with participants—whether 
as workshop leader, coach, or consultant, revealing my own struggles and aspirations, 
modeling both the skills and the vulnerability that I recommend to others, offering 
compassion and support and opening myself up to receiving love and affection  

 
 
C.  Vision of Leadership  
 
My vision for leadership—the foundation for leadership development—is not yet 
coherent. It consists of fragments of values and intuitions that have yet to be integrated.  
Among these fragments are the following assumptions: 
 
• Leadership can take place at any level of an organizational or social system 
 
• A leader’s principal tool is him/her self 
 
• Everyone approaches leadership with a tacit set of patterns that both support and 

inhibit their effectiveness as leaders; they will increase their effectiveness by 
increasing their awareness of these patterns  

 
• The principal task of a leader is to make sense of the situation at hand and to mobilize 

others to respond 
 
• A primary task of leadership is the development of others 
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• Leadership has a collective/relational dimension, in which the effectiveness of the 
leader is in some sense interdependent with the character of the “followers”  

 
 
D.  Theory of Practice (Specific implications for leadership development of my 
model of how humans make sense, take action, and develop) 
 
• The transformational learning required to develop oneself as a leader is painful and 

difficult because it involves: 
- Unlearning behavior at which we have become skilled 
- Abandoning ways of making sense with which we have become identified 
- Becoming aware of—and in some measure taking charge of—reflexive and 

automatic responses, making “object” (something we stand outside of and can 
look at) what was formerly “subject” (something we are so immersed in we can’t 
see) 

 
• Overcoming natural internal resistance to such learning requires vision, challenge, 

and support: 
Vision:  
- An understanding of how personal development matters in the context of an 

organization’s mission and vision 
- A clear picture of the benefits of change and what change would look like (i.e., 

how a leader might think and act), as contrasted with where one is 
Challenge:   
- Clear expectations regarding performance and clear consequences for failure to 

meet those expectations  
- Awareness of the gap between one’s espoused theory and actions, and the 

tensions between one’s stated commitments and competing commitments 
- Recognition of areas where current approaches don’t get the desired results  
 
Support: 
- Safe Container   

- Creation of a climate in the workshops and surrounding program that is 
supportive of self-disclosure, reflection, and inquiry 

- Helping unlearn the tendency to blame self and others for mistakes, and 
reframe errors as learning opportunities 

- Using humor to create a supportive atmosphere 
- Acknowledgement  

- Of why it makes sense to be where one is  
- Of how difficult it is to change 

- Close linkage between work and learning 
- Program design that supports participants in addressing immediate challenges 

by drawing on tools and concepts as appropriate and timely 
- Anchored learning 

- Use of exercises that draw an explicit bridge between participants’ experience 
and new perspectives.  E.g., identifying traits of difficult people and then 
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reviewing the list from an MBTI perspective to see how it might reframe 
“difficult” as “different” 

- Pervasive and integral reinforcement for change 
- Program design that provides for multiple forms of support (e.g., workshops, 

action learning, coaching, peer group support, on line support)  
- Linkage among different forms of support (e.g., on-line/peer discussion of 

attempts to apply classroom learning)  
 

• Program design should be supportive of differences among participants regarding 
psychological stage of development, which would mean: 
- Striking a balance between coming across as an authority (needed by people at 

Kegan stage 3) and as a facilitator of participant’s own meaning making 
(preferred by stage 4, and 5) 

- Recognition that most of my workshop material is most accessible to people at 
Kegan stages 4/5 and will require explicit effort to translate and make concrete for 
people at stage 3.  It is probably not accessible to people at stage 2. 

 
• Program design should be supportive of differences in personal type.  Principally this 

means managing my Personal Profile in this regard (see below).  It also means things 
like 
- Providing a balance of activities comfortable for Is and Es, Ns and Ss. 

 
 
D.  Personal Profile as Workshop Leader/Developer 
 
• I will need to manage my inclination to respond most favorably participants who are 

disposed toward reflection and who place value on personal development 
 
• I need to be on the alert for differing preferences (e.g., S and J on the MBTI) that 

could lead participants to have expectations that conflict with my natural inclinations. 
 
• I need to consciously strive to project energy, avoiding my default “low key” 

tendency 
 
• I will need to manage my impatience, internalizing the recognition that 

transformational learning takes time 
 
• I need to manage my tendency to speak softly 
 
• I will do well to consciously strive to maintain a buoyant, hopeful atmosphere, 

countering my default tendency toward pessimism  
   
• I will do well to pay attention to participants’ feelings, managing my tendency to 

focus on solving problems in an analytic/intellectual way that may pay too little 
attention to feelings 
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• I will do well to manage my tendency to overvalue workshops as a form of delivery 
(because I enjoy the setting and can control it) and undervalue forms of participant 
learning in which I am in less direct control. 

 
E.  Core Practices 
 
Concretely, my leadership development practice consists of several elements, which I 
frequently offer as discrete training modules in situations where full-scale leadership 
development is not possible.  These elements are depicted in Figure 2.  In this section I  
• Summarize my typical tools and methods 
• Review how they contribute to vision, challenge, and support 

 
E. 1. Core Tools and Methods (listed by area of main contribution) 
 
SELF-UNDERSTANDING 
 
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator: Presentations and exercises introducing the MBTI in which 
participants receive their MBTI profile and assess its validity. 
 
360 degree feedback.  Use of 360 degree survey feedback (e.g., Kouzes and Posner 
Leadership Practices Inventory, or Emotional Competence Inventory) to provide 
perceptual data on how the leader is perceived on various dimensions by peers, 
subordinates, superiors, customers, etc. 
 

Self 
Understanding

Interpersonal 
Skill

System 
Awareness

Understanding of 
Leadership 

Practices

Elements of Leadership Development

Analytic skills
(taught by others)
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4-column exercise: Exercise borrowed from Kegan/Lahey (How the Way We Talk Can 
Change the Way We Work, 2000) in which participants identify the “Big Assumptions” 
underlying their failure to follow through on espoused commitments (while reframing 
that failure as the successful attainment of tacit “competing” commitments) 
 
Stage of development frameworks/assessment.  Use of a stage of development framework 
(Kegan or Torbert et al), along with an assessment (Subject/Object Interview, Sentence 
Completion Profile), to introduce the notion of a developmental continuum and create 
awareness of one’s place along that continuum. 
 
High Performance Pattern Profile. Use of Fletcher’s “high performance pattern” 
approach to help people identify the unique pattern of steps that underlie their approach 
in situations in which they are extraordinarily effective. 
 
Managing “Difficulty” in Working with Others Exercise:  Exercise in which participants 
identify how to apply tools from the workshop to working with difficult people, 
recognize what it is that they do that others might find difficult, and how to minimize the 
likelihood that others will experience them as difficult. 
 
 
INTERPERSONAL SKILL 
 
“Mindsets” exercises and presentation: Exercises/presentations in which participants 
become aware of key conscious and unconscious beliefs/assumptions that shape their 
behavior—positively and negatively—in challenging interactions, and consider 
whether/how to change or manage such mindsets.  Debriefed with framework on 
“Mapping the Sense Making Process.” 
 
Videotaped roleplays: Roleplays enacted by workshop participants in response to role 
descriptions that have been created to capture prototypical challenging interactions—
which are often tailored to particular client situations—and which are videotaped for 
group viewing and discussion.  Typically accompanied by introduction of interpersonal 
skills framework. 
 
Learning Cases: Individual reflections on challenging interactions prepared in advance 
by participants, using the Argyris and Schon “two-column” case method—spoken 
dialogue in one column and internal dialogue in a parallel column.  Typically 
supplemented with Action Inquiry tools and concepts. 
 
Personal Challenge Exercise:  Exercise in which participants apply the tools of the 
workshop to thinking through how to deal with a difficult person. 
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SYSTEM AWARENESS 
 
Organizational Simulations: Exercises based on Oshry’s work which recreate typical 
dynamics among different levels of an organization and demonstrate the power of 
acquiring a “no-fault” systemic perspective on the interactions.  Typically debriefed with 
a presentation introducing “Seeing Systems” concepts.  
 
Leadership from The Middle: Exercise based on Oshry’s work which illuminates the 
particular challenges of being in the middle space and introduces key “leadership 
strategies” designed to stay “out of the middle.”  
 
 
UNDERSTANDING OF LEADERSHIP PRACTICES 
 
Framing Leadership Development as a Personal Model Building Challenge. Using 
model-building as a conceptual frame for developing one’s personal approach to 
leadership. [This approach is under development.]  
 
Perspective on Leadership Theories. Presentation on the dilemmas posed by the myriad 
theories of leadership, and the challenge of integrating them into a coherent approach of 
one’s own. 
 
Leadership Frameworks.  Introduction of a leadership framework (e.g., Kouzes & 
Posner; McBer/Hay Managerial Style questionnaire), sometimes in conjunction with 360 
degree feedback, sometimes in conjunction with high performance pattern profiling, to 
provide a conceptual frame for leadership. 
 
E. 2. Schematic Application of Theory of Change to the Core Tools and Methods 
 
 Vision Challenge Support 
 
SELF UNDERSTANDING 
 
MBTI 

 
Picture of a world in 
which individual 
differences are 
valued 
 

 
Evidence that others 
do in fact see the 
world differently 
and have different 
preferences 

 
Affirmation of one’s 
own personal style 

360 Degree 
Feedback 
 

Data on effective 
leaders 

Gap between ideal 
and actual 

Affirmation of 
strengths 

 
4-column exercise 
 
 
 

 
Awareness of a map 
of the dynamics 
whereby change is 
thwarted; possibility 

 
Seeing oneself to be 
the prisoner of 
unconscious forces 

 
Reframing of failure 
to follow through as 
success in meeting a 
competing 
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 of changing the 
unconscious 
dynamics 

commitment 

 
Working with 
“Difficult People” 
Exercise 
 
 

 
Reframing 
“difficult” as 
different 
 

 
Perspective on 
oneself as a 
potentially difficult 
person 

 
Seeing others 
disclose their own 
potential for being 
difficult 
 

Stage of 
Development 
Framework and  
Assessment 

Vision of what the 
next stages of 
development would 
look like 

Recognition of the 
limits of one’s 
current stage of 
development 

Affirmation of 
where one presently 
is, the ongoing 
nature of 
development 

 
INTERPERSONAL SKILL 
 
Mindsets/Sense-
Making Exercise/ 
Presentation 
 
 

 
Awareness of the 
power of managing 
one’s mindsets 
rather than being 
managed by them 
 

 
Recognition of 
one’s vulnerability 
to unconscious 
forces 

 
Recognition that is 
natural to be 
vulnerable in this 
way 

 
Videotaped 
roleplays 

 
Understanding of 
the possibility of 
bridging differences 
in perspective; 
 
Understanding of a 
framework for the 
mindsets/behavior 
that would bring this 
about 
 

 
Experience of gap 
between one’s 
intentions and one’s 
actions 
 
Experience of gap 
between the results 
one wants and those 
one gets 
 

 
Understanding of the 
reflexive nature of 
our approach to 
interpersonal 
interactions 
 
Positive feedback for 
successful use of 
skills 

 
Learning cases 
 

 
Vision of more 
effective behavior 
(model II) 

 
Experience of gap 
between intentions 
and actions 
Recognition of 
limits to one’s 
awareness   
 

 
Experience of power 
of reflection 

 
“Personal 
Challenge” Exercise 

 
Possibility that one 
could change a 

 
Considering 
possibility that it is 

 
Experience of seeing 
more effective 
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 difficult situation within one’s power 
to bring about 
change 
 

approaches modeled 
and learned 

 
SYSTEM AWARENESS 
 
Organizational 
simulations 

 
Image of an 
effective 
organization 
resulting from shifts 
in individual 
attitudes 

 
Experiential 
evidence that poor 
organizational 
results has a 
systemic dimension 
to which everyone 
unknowingly 
contributes 

 
Recognition that it 
is “natural” not to 
be aware of 
systemic forces and 
to behave 
reflexively 
 

 
Leadership from the 
Middle  
 
 

 
Awareness of range 
of alternative ways 
of handling a 
reflexive response 

 
Recognition of the 
reflexive nature of 
one’s current 
responses 
 

 
Reframing of one’s 
personal failure as a  
systemic pattern 
 

 
 
UNDERSTANDING OF LEADERSHIP PRACTICES 
 
Leadership as 
Personal Model-
Building 

 
Having one’s own 
unique approach 

 
Recognition that 
one’s approach is 
tacit and has gaps 

 
Relief that one does 
not have to conform 
to a limiting norm 
 

 
Perspective on 
Leadership Theories 
 

 
Possibility of 
integrating from 
theories what is 
relevant to oneself 
 

 
Recognition that 
this requires 
ongoing learning, 
reflection 

 
Same as above 

 
Introduction to 
Particular 
Leadership 
Frameworks 
 

 
Image of a leader 
who is competent in 
a range of areas 
 

 
Gap between where 
one would like to be 
and where one is in 
particular areas 

 
Affirmation of value 
of learning 
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F. Areas of Inconsistency, Ambivalence, Curiosity 
 
 
ABOUT PHILOSOPHY OF LEADERHIP 
 
• As stated at the outset, I don’t yet have an integrated theory of leadership.  This 

exercise has led me to identify this area as the highest priority gap in my model.  In 
particular I’m interested in more fully integrating the perspectives on leadership that 
are emerging from the Society for Organizational Learning’s “Dialogue on 
Leadership” project, which has produced a fascinating set of interviews with 25 
thinkers on the cutting edge of leadership, along with some syntheses of these 
interviews that have far-reaching implications for leadership that challenge some of 
my assumptions about learning (e.g., my emphasis on learning through reflection on 
the past as opposed to “sensing” the future)  

 
 
ABOUT WORKSHOPS AS A TOOL FOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 
 
• Gap between theory of practice and core practices.  Although I’m increasingly 

convinced that transformational learning comes about through integral, sustained and 
multi-faceted programs, I continue to provide workshops under conditions that don’t 
meet these criteria.  This is at least in part a consequence of not being proactive in 
shaping the work I do with clients, a habit that I have targeted for reflection and 
action (see implications for consulting practice).   

 
• Explicit use of developmental frameworks.  I continue to have doubts and 

reservations about using frameworks that imply a hierarchy of value and which have 
potential to create defensiveness in clients or simply to be overwhelming because of 
their complexity.  For the present I have decided not to use such tools in workshops, 
but am curious about the experience of others in doing so and am open to re-
evaluating my stance, at least under certain conditions. 

 
 
ABOUT USING MODEL-BUILDING AS AN APPROACH TO LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT 
 
• I’m in the process of developing my own framework for model building and adapting 

it as a tool for supporting leadership development.  At the moment the principal 
challenge is how to integrate the notion of “high performance pattern” profiling with 
my evolving Kantor-influenced framework for model building. 
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VII.  Dialogue Practice Model 

 
A.  Visual Model of Dialogue Practice.   The key elements of my practice are displayed 
visually below: 
 
 

My vision of dialogue practice

Implications of my personal profile for facilitating 
dialogue 

Implications for dialogue practice of 
my model of  how humans make 
sense, take action, and develop 
(Theory of Practice)  

My core 
practices 

Figure 1

Cultural norms regarding open communication and 
reflection

Participants’ previous 
experience with open 
communication and 
reflection 

Organizational norms and 
history regarding open 
communication and reflection

Participants’ 
motives and 
expectations for 
participating

Influences on my 
practice

Less Visible
Influences

Influences on 
participants’ 
participation

Facilitated Interactions
Participants’ collective 
personal profiles   
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B.  Vision of Dialogue Practice 
 
I aspire to create opportunities for dialogue wherever possible, with two purposes in 
mind:   
• to use the experience of dialogue as a means of furthering individual learning and 

development 
• to use dialogue to facilitate group learning and problem solving 
 
Opportunities are likely to be of three types: 
 
1. In workshops (in which I create a safe container in which participants are comfortable 

revealing their assumptions and exploring points of view different from their own, 
and in which I model a stance of inquiry that is compatible with dialogue) 

 
2. As part of organizational interventions to address client felt needs (in which I 

introduce dialogic methods as a means to address immediate concerns but use that as 
the opportunity for experiencing the power of dialogue and acquiring some of the 
necessary mindsets and skills) 

 
3. By creating special forums for targeted audiences (same as above, but under 

conditions in which I take the initiative to create the forum, which could involve 
multiple organizations) 

 
This section of the model will be primarily devoted to #2, with some reference to an 
example of #3. 
 
C. Theory of Practice 
 
Conception of Dialogue.  My theory of practice for dialogue derives from my basic 
model of how humans make sense, take action, and develop.  From that perspective, 
conversation with others is a critical element of learning and development.  Conversation 
enable us to see what we cannot see for ourselves.  This learning offers a potential 
solution to the inherent problems of the human sense-making process.  Dialogue 
describes the higher stages of conversation, which encourage critical reflection, in which 
we become aware of the sense-making systems in which we are individually and 
collectively embedded, and which have the potential for generating fresh thinking.  
Through dialogue we hold our assumptions up for examination, and where appropriate 
alter our individual assumptions and construct new shared meaning.    
 
In this conception dialogue serves both individual and collective learning and 
development:  
• it furthers individual learning by uncovering assumptions about purpose (double loop 

learning) and serves development by pushing our awareness to its limits (triple-loop 
learning) 

• it fosters the development of new shared meaning in collections of individuals, which 
enables organizational and social learning and development  
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Thus for both individuals and collectives, dialogue is a powerful tool for learning about 
the past and for exploring how to shape the future. 
 
The figure below shows the position of dialogue in relation to other forms of 
conversation 

 
My Theory of Dialogue Practice Up Until Now. I have added the highest stage of 
dialogue—generative—to my model only as a result of my current reflection.  At this 
point it is based not on personal experience but rather on faith in the testimony of others.   
My aspirations up until now have corresponded to the “Reflective Dialogue” stage of the 
4-stage model.  This approach has several sources: 
 
My vision of dialogue is most fundamentally grounded in my Action Inquiry training, and 
therefore is heavily influenced by images of what “Model II”  behavior looks like.  From 
this perspective, dialogue would have elements like the following: 
 
• Willingness and ability to advocate one’s views in a spirit of inquiry 
• Ability to advocate in ways that make as transparent as possible the reasoning process 

that leads one to one’s views 
• Ability to hold one’s views with sufficient detachment as to be able to imagine that 

others might legitimately hold different views 
• Willingness and ability to support others in advocating their views so as to understand 

them from the perspective of the other person as fully as possible 
• Openness to “double loop” learning, in which one is able to discover that one’s 

current formulation of goals or interests is based on limiting assumptions 

Primacy of 
the group

Candid Conversation

•Frank expression of differences

•Low inquiry into others’ views

Polite Conversation

•Avoidance of difficult issues

•Disguising of true feelings

Reflective Dialogue

•Testing of one’s own views and 
inquiry into others’

•Surfacing of mental models

Generative Dialogue

•Surrender into not knowing

•Emergence of group intelligence

Primacy of the 
individual

Four Levels of Conversation*

Adapted from Scharmer, Self-Transcending Knowledge, 
2001 p.22
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Although it pays close attention to the skills that people should presumably practice in 
order to engage in dialogue, Action Inquiry does not concern itself with the design of 
settings in which groups of people interaction.  It offers no particular technology for 
creating safety, setting groundrules, etc.  For this I have drawn on other sources. 
 
My view of dialogue has been enhanced by collaboration with the Public Conversations 
Project, known in particular for its work in facilitating conversation among pro and con 
abortion rights advocates.1 Drawing on the principles of family therapy, practitioners of 
this approach have typically focused on dialogue among people who differ strongly on 
public issues.  Looking for an alternative to “destructive debate,”—interactions that are 
repetitive, entrenched, and rhetorical—PCP views dialogue as having characteristics like 
the following: 
 
• Speaking openly and listening respectfully and attentively 
• Excluding attack and defense and avoiding derogatory attributions based on 

assumptions about the motives, meanings, or character of others.   
• Questions are sincere, stimulated by curiosity and interest and answers often disclose 

what previously has been unspoken. 
 
There is a strong orientation to creating a “fresh conversation” that goes beyond the 
“stuck debate” of typical exchanges among advocates of the competing perspectives. 
However, unlike a “Model II” approach, the PCP approach does not presume or actively 
try to build skills among participants.  Instead it relies heavily on structures and 
groundrules to create the conditions for constructive interaction.  These features include 
 
• Pre-meeting contact and preparation 
• Collaborative planning with client 
• Clear groundrules to ensure safety and promote respectful exchange 
• Encouraging participants to speak to one another and as individuals, from their own 

experience 
• Encouraging revelation of the personal foundations of beliefs and values 
• Asking questions that elicit new information on others’ views and promote reflection 

on one’s own views 
• Encouraging expression of uncertainties as well as deeply held beliefs 
 
My approach to dialogue has also been influenced by the work of Roger Schwarz, (The 
Skilled Facilitator, 1994), who offers something of a bridge between Action Inquiry and 
the PCP approach by implicitly proposing a model of dialogue in his work on developing 
effective work.  Schwarz applies Action Inquiry principles to the challenge of facilitating 
groups.  He takes as “core values that guide facilitation” the Model II governing variables 
of Argyris and Schon:  
 
• Valid information 

                                                
1 “Tough Talk Turns to Trust,” Boston Globe, May 8, 2001. 
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• Free and informed choice 
• Internal commitment to the choice 
 
In a “developmental” (as opposed to “basic”) approach to facilitation, one uses these 
values to help groups solve substantive problems while learning to improve their 
processes.  Consistent with PCP, Schwarz places strong emphasis on laying a clear 
foundation for conversation through contracting, planning, and establishment of 
groundrules that reflect Action Inquiry principles.  Examples of such groundrules 
include: 
 
• Explaining the reasons behind one’s statement, questions, and actions 
• Make statements, then invite questions and comments 
• Discuss undiscussable issues 
 
Some of the groundrules also borrow from the “mutual gains’ approach to negotiation.  
E.g., “focus on interests, not positions.” He describes a well define role for the facilitator, 
including a model of how much structure to provide, whether to intervene, how to 
intervene based on a diagnosis of dysfunctional behavior, and at what level of depth to 
intervene.  Drawing on Harrison, he points to five levels of intervention, ranging from the 
most superficial (structural/functional—focusing on attitudes and beliefs and the roles 
and functions of members) to the intra-personal (focusing on attitudes and perceptions 
that each member has about his own functioning and identity) (p. 111). 
 
My approach to reflective dialogue appears also to be consistent with other bodies of 
thought, although it has not been influenced by them up until now.  Examples include:  
 
• Mezirow’s “transformative learning” (Mezirow et al, Learning as Transformation, 

2000).  Drawing on Jurgen Habermas, Mezirow distinguishes among instrumental, 
communicative, and emancipatory learning (roughly parallel to single, double, and 
triple loop learning).   Transformative learning aims to help free individuals from the 
distorting assumptions that derive from socializing institutions. It encourages critical 
reflection in service of consensus as a test of validity.  

 
• Action Learning in organizational settings (Yorks and Marsick, “Organizational 

Learning and Transformation,” in Mezirow et al, 2000).  Yorks and Marsick describe 
four kinds of action learning—tacit, scientific, experiential, and critical reflection.  
The last, which features explicit reflection on the premises of prevalent habits of 
mind, has much in common with Reflective Dialogue. 

 
These approaches tend to be less wedded than my own to situations of conflict.  Rather, 
they build opportunities for dialogue into more routine operations of an institution, such 
as addressing a particular problem.   This opens up many more possibilities for dialogue, 
and it lessens the challenge of introducing it into situations that are highly charged with 
tension.  I see these approaches as helping expand my approach to dialogue going 
forward. 
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The vision of “generative” dialogue.    As I compare the above conceptions of dialogue 
(my initial one, that of PCP, and Schwarz’ tacit approach), with other visions,  then my 
historical approach appears rather conservative in aspiration as well as in regards to 
metaphysical assumptions. For example, David Bohm advocates an approach to dialogue 
based on the aspiration to restore wholeness:   
 

“[From my scientific investigations I’ve learned] that we have to understand the 
wholeness of the world…We need to begin a serious dialogue, to avoid more 
fragmentation and repair the fragmentation now taking place” (cited in Weisbord et 
al, Discovering Common Ground, 1992, p. 112).  
 

The means to this wholeness is the creation of shared understanding, a form of social 
intelligence that can emerge through a certain kind of conversation.  In such dialogues 
one strives to “create and maintain collective mindfulness” by bringing to the surface and 
altering the ‘tacit infrastructure’ of thought...the assumptions taken for granted, 
polarization, rules of conversation, and methods of managing differences (cited in Isaacs, 
1994).  Bohm’s account of the process whereby meaning making takes place in dialogue 
sound very much like Buddhist descriptions of mindfulness, in which one becomes a 
detached witness of the mind’s automatic generation of thoughts (Bohm, On Dialogue, 
1996) 
 
William Isaacs builds on Bohm’s work to articulate a similar vision of dialogue. He 
describes it as  
 

“a conversation with a center, not sides. It is a way of taking the energy of our 
differences and channeling it toward something that has never been created before. It 
lifts us out of polarization and into a greater common sense, and is thereby a means 
for accessing the intelligence and coordinated power of groups of people (Isaacs, 
Dialogue, 1998 p. 19)…Dialogue is a living experience of inquiry within and between 
people” (p. 9) 

 
The orientation here is not task oriented and does not focus on fixing things, creating 
agreement or changing people.   Rather it is to “listen for an existing wholeness…to 
create a quality of listening and attention that can include—but is larger than—any single 
view.” (p. 20).  A key quality in these interactions is the articulation of new thinking vs. 
reporting of what one has previously thought. 
 
Isaacs adopts Bohm’s underlying philosophy, including the notion of an “implicate 
order” and “the principle of unfoldment” (pp. 166-168).  Although grounded in physics, 
according to Bohm, these are essentially spiritual beliefs regarding the underlying unity 
of reality.  This orientation posits the existence of an underlying spirit striving to emerge, 
such that there are natural forces helping the facilitator in moving the group through 
“breakdown” into more evidently constructive phases of interaction.  Presumably, this 
faith in such underlying forces adds to the justification for relying on a minimal facilitator 
role. 
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The concrete practices with which one pursues these aspirations are not easily gleaned 
from what I’ve seen of the available literature. Common practices appear to involve 
creating a “container” that supports the four key aspects: the experience of people 
listening, respecting one another, suspending their judgments, and speaking their own 
voice.” (p. 242). But the mechanisms for this are not clearly spelled out. 
 
Bohm and Isaacs appear to have somewhat differing views of the role of the facilitator.   
Such dialogue, in Bohm’s view, “requires 1) little structure, and 2) initially no purpose, 
other than to hear each other.” (Weisbord, p. 111).  By contrast, Isaacs believes that 
skilled facilitation is critical at the stage of managing “instability in the container,” in 
order to help people frame how to handle the “crisis of collective suspension,’ in which 
one does not need to withdraw, or to fight, but simply listen and inquire (Isaacs in Senge, 
The Fifth Discipline, p. 363).  Nonetheless, in most of Isaacs’ examples the facilitator 
apparently also plays a low-key role.  The interaction appears to be almost like a “T-
Group,” in which the facilitator allows interaction to emerge from the group and provides 
minimal guidance.   
 
In Isaacs’ view, to move in the direction of dialogue is to move toward suspending rather 
than defending.  For him, “defending” has a high road and a low road. The high road, 
“skillful discussion,” uses hard data to get answers to problems and leads to tensions and 
synthesis of opposites, and sounds to me like Model II.  Isaacs’ seems to place “skillful 
discussion” at a lower stage than “reflective” dialogue, which suggests that my basic 
image of dialogue would not qualify as true “dialogue” from his perspective.  However, 
Scharmer, from whom Isaac’s adapts a 4-stage model, explicitly associates Model II 
skills with Reflective Dialogue (Scharmer, 2000, “Self-Transcending Knowledge,” 
unpublished paper) 
 
Implications of the bolder vision for my theory of dialogue.  I am inspired by the vision 
of dialogue advocated by Bohm, Isaacs, and others (Ellinor & Gerard, Dialogue, 1998).  I 
also have doubts about the viability of introducing that vision into the pragmatic context 
of most organizations.  However, I find their testimony sufficiently compelling to want to 
give it a try.  So I have added a higher stage to my model of dialogue as a way of keeping 
this expanded vision in mind.   However, I see the broadening of my conception of 
“Reflective Dialogue” to incorporate “transformative learning” and “action learning” as 
having more practical potential.  I sense that it is more likely to be able to overcome the 
many obstacles to dialogue, as described in the next section. 
 
Barriers to Dialogue.   For a vision of dialogue to be of practical value it must take into 
account the barriers to dialogue. I typically encounter three general barriers:  
 
1) Lack of inherent capacity on the part of participants owing to their level of 

consciousness/mindset/skill.  Dialogue in my model requires suspending assumptions 
and being willing and able to explore others’ perspectives.  This demands high level 
skills of participants (e.g., Argyris and Schon’s Model II), corresponding to the 
highest levels of consciousness described in various models of development (Kegan’s 
level 5 and Torbert et al.’s  Strategist level and above).   The problem with this is that 
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very few people are at this stage (fewer than x % of adults).   Either these skills must 
be taught or there must be some mechanism for compensating for them. 
 

2) Lack of supportive norms.  Dialogue typically defies conceptions of what is possible.  
Few people have had experiences that give them a vision (other than a very negative 
one) of what can be achieved through open and frank conversation.   New norms must 
be learned. 

 
3) Situational constraints (time limits, task orientation).  Most professional settings are 

constrained by time pressures and a task orientation that are not supportive of 
conversations that are reflective.  Somehow one has to demonstrate the value of such 
activities. 

 
But isn’t dialogue natural?  This statement of barriers may appear to overstate the 
challenge of dialogue.  It can be argued that dialogue is to some degree natural.  Most 
people have the capacity for at least limited dialogue under special conditions.  For 
example, with those whom we care deeply about and feel comfortable we are sometimes 
willing and able to extend ourselves to understand their perspectives and expose our 
assumptions.  At those times we are able to interact with them in ways that are genuinely 
challenging and supportive.  However, this is relatively rare in my experience and 
observation.  And the likelihood of its happening goes down to the extent that we do not 
have a close relationship with others and if we experience any degree of threat.  
 
Some advocates of dialogue believe that dialogue is a “lost art” which humans once 
practiced widely (Isaacs, pp. 75-78).  One can only speculate, but I suspect that this is a 
romantic notion akin to the idea of the noble savage.  Might it not be instead a new art, 
the practice of which is increasingly required by the complexity of challenges we face 
and which in turn requires mindsets and skills that relatively few people have attained in 
previous centuries?  To be sure, there may well have been traditions of camp-fire tribal 
discussions in which many views were heard.  But what is known about early cultures in 
terms of their religious beliefs suggests that they were characterized by a belief in 
magic/superstition that according to dominant theories of development are several stages 
below that which would enable really being able to consider the validity of other’s 
perspectives, suspend one’ own belief system, and learn. One possibility is that these 
conversations resulted in some village elder, quite possibly a very wise person, 
synthesizing and taking action. Another is that the collective orientation of ancient 
cultures did in fact contain norms conducive to occasions in which individual views were 
expressed but subordinated to a larger whole.  From that point of view this capacity 
would have been lost through the emergence of individualism.  We would now need to 
recreate a willingness to surrender our individual perspectives to that of the group. 
 
Strategies for overcoming these barriers.  My practice relies on the following general 
strategies to overcome these barriers. 
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Legitimacy:  This means framing the dialogue in ways that serve the current felt needs of 
participants.  I assume that it is a rare situation in which participants would be willing to 
gather for a “dialogue” without some particular objective in mind. 
 
Safety:   For participants to be willing to experiment with the unfamiliar norms of 
dialogue, one must build a “container” that provides the necessary support.  
 
Support:   Assuming that no group is likely to consist of participants that have attained 
the higher stages of development and mastered the mindsets and skills of dialogue, some 
form of structure and facilitation will be needed.  This support must be able to do a 
combination of two things: 
• temporarily shift the consciousness in a group, enabling them to stretch beyond their 

normal capacity 
• compensate through intervention for the lack of skill 
 
 
D.  Personal Profile as Facilitator of dialogue. 
 
My personal profile contains features that seem well suited to a facilitator of dialogue.  
For example, I am quite comfort with conflict.  At the same time, I think that I need to 
keep in mind certain traits that could get in the way. 
 
As an MBTI “P,” I have a higher tolerance for lack of closure than many participants are 
likely to, and may therefore overestimate their tolerance for reflection and inquiry that 
does not have immediate and tangible outcomes.  At the same time, I do have a task 
orientation that may at the other extreme lead me to be uncomfortable in allowing a 
dialogue to meander at times when that path could have the potential for powerful 
discoveries.  My reservations about being too loose in facilitating dialogues are no doubt 
reinforced by my not sharing Bohm and Isaac’s belief in some kind of “spirit” or 
underlying order that can be counted upon to be the source of an emerging group 
wisdom/order. 
 
E.  Core Practices  
 
With the above approach in mind, I aspire to create conditions for high quality 
conversation in a variety of settings and would like to create opportunities for the highest 
level of dialogue possible.  However, realistic levels of aspiration will vary by situation.  
Methods will also vary:  I assume that there is no generic approach to dialogue that will 
work across all settings and for the variety of purposes for which it might be applied.  
Following are illustrations of different applications of dialogue in different client settings.  
All are examples of reflective—rather than generative—dialogue. 
 
Cross-sector Dialogue Practice.  My experience in this area has been primarily in cross-
sector dialogues on environmental issues (Northern Forest Dialogue Project; Maine 
Forest Biodiversity Project), which I led in collaboration with Maggie Herzig of the 
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Public Conversations Project in Watertown, Mass.  This work has been documented in 
some detail.2   Briefly our approach was which characterized by  
 
• Intensive prior assessment of participant issues (individual phone interviews) 
 
• Explicit expectation setting and contracting in advance 
 
• Explicit groundrules (which often include the right to “pass” if one doesn’t want to 

answer a question, and assurance of confidentiality if requested) 
 
• Explicit container building through introductory exercises in which participants make 

personal statements about their connection to the issues 
 
• Heavy reliance on structures, such as group identification of and selection of 

questions for discussion, small-group discussion and reporting on selected topics 
 
• An active facilitator role (calling on participants, enforcing groundrules, proposing 

new structures/questions, etc.) 
 
• We also strive to bypass the first two levels of Isaacs’ version of Scharmer’s four-

stage model (“politeness” and “breakdown”) in order to get right into something 
resembling “reflective” and “generative” dialogue.   

 
This latter point is worth elaborating.  I feel unequivocally that in the settings in which 
Herzig and I have worked, an unstructured approach would be thoroughly unviable.  We 
brought together stakeholders who normally don’t talk to one another at all—e.g., 
representatives of lumber companies and environmental advocates in the Northern 
Forest—and when they do talk have a history of acrimonious and distrustful interaction.  
Most basically, these people would not have accepted an invitation to meet for an 
unstructured conversation.  They agreed to participate only in exchange for elaborate 
assurance that structures would be provided that would enable a different kind of 
conversation than they had historically had.   
 
In working with participants who hold such diverging views, any structure that allowed 
the first two stages of dialogue depicted by Isaacs (his version of Scharmer’s 4-stage 
model has “politeness” and “breakdown” as the first two stages) would have been 
counterproductive:  “polite conversation,” if it occurred, would have been seen as a waste 
of time; “breakdown” would have confirmed participants’ fears and probably have led 
them to leave the room.  We felt obliged to fast forward over these two stages, to enable a 
fresh conversation that was distinctively different from the familiar one.   
 
Retreat Dialogue Practice.  I often have occasion to design retreats for groups that are 
coming together to address difficult issues under conditions in which participants either 
                                                
2 Chasin, Richard, Margaret Herzig, Sallyann Roth, Laura Chasin, Carol Becker, Orert R. Stains, Jr. “From 
Diatribe to Dialogue: Approaches Drawn from Family Therapy,” in Mediation Quarterly (Volune 13, No. 
4, Summer 1996).  See also “Tough Talk Turns to Trust,” Boston Globe, May 8, 2001. 
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• Do not work together as an intact team (and may never have come together as a 

group) 
• Do not plan to follow up to build the team 
 
In these situations the goals typically include some wish to identify and solve problems 
but also some interest in addressing working relationships.  Both goals, but particularly 
the latter, require a kind of “dialogue”.  The rationale is that addressing relationship 
issues in particular requires candor to get issues on the table and receptivity/listening so 
that there is something gained/learned from putting issues on the table.  Under these 
conditions I see some, though limited, room for Isaacs’ stage model of dialogue.  At the 
same time I prefer a more active facilitator role here as well.  Following are the 
ingredients of a typical intervention.   
 
Diagnosis and Planning 
 
Interaction with planning group.  I often recommend that the client appoint a planning 
group to work with me in designing a retreat.  This is particularly useful in situations in 
which there are tensions among multiple layers, and there may be mistrust of the level 
that is bringing in a consultant. 
 
Prior diagnosis.  Some kind of data gathering so that I understand the issues.  This could 
involve surveys and/or interviews: 
 
• Survey.  I would design a survey involving consultation with planning group on 

questions.  Typically I promise anonymity but ask for name in survey responses, to 
map the stakeholders and to allow for the possibility of follow up phone call. 

 
• Interviews.  These could be live but may be done by phone.  The could be a 

combination of individual and group interviews.  In some cases (large numbers of 
participants) I hold them only with a selected subset of participants.  Interviews with 
former members of the team/organization are sometimes useful, as are interviews 
with others outside the team who might have a useful perspective (customer, person 
to whom the team leader reports) 

 
Design.  Following are some typical design elements: 
 
• Groundrules.  Groundrules are an important part of “container-building.”  I tend to 

propose an initial set of groundrules and then negotiate additions and modifications 
by participants, covering issues such as candor, how to be constructively assertive, 
listening, not making negative attributions, etc.  Sometimes I will supplement these 
groundrules in ways designed to encourage and reward risk taking (e.g., 
“Constructive Candor Olympics”) 

 
• Building conducive skills/attitudes.  I often start with activities designed to establish 

an atmosphere that is supportive of dialogue by encouraging participants to be candid 
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and by encouraging them to adopt a stance of curiosity and learning rather than 
judgement and blaming. For example,  

 
- “Seeing Systems” simulations.  In situations in which different parts of a system 

seem to be at war with one another my favored tool is some variant of the 
simulations designed by Barry Oshry of Power & Systems, Inc. (Oshry, Seeing 
Systems, 1998; Leading Systems, 2000).  These simulations divide participants 
into the roles of Top, Middle, Bottom, and Customer, in which they enact 4-5 
days in the life of an organization, punctuated by pauses for reflection and 1-2 
TOOTs (Times Out Of Time) in which they sit by role group and are interviewed 
by the facilitator regarding their experience of the system.  This exercise aims to 
encourage “system literacy,” i.e., an awareness that it is systemic forces, and our 
blindness to them—rather than individual malevolence or incompetence—that are 
often the source of misunderstandings and conflict.  Exercises designed to elicit 
participant perceptions of Top/Middle/Bottom and Customer roles in their own 
organization can form a transition from this exercise to discussion of “real” issues 
in the client system.  The TOOT also serves as a model for airing difficult issues 
from multiple perspectives, and can be adapted to discussion of the most 
challenging systemic issues facing the group. 

 
- Stereotyping Exercise.  Another warm up is an exercise that invites participants to 

anticipate how other groups see them and to comment on the accuracy of these 
stereotypes. 

 
- The MBTI is a good tool for both introducing useful concepts and creating an 

atmosphere of curiosity and inquiry in which people are having a good time. 
 

• Conceptual frames/tools.  Conceptual inputs can also help lay a useful foundation for 
dialogue.   E.g.,  

 
- Awareness of personal type (MBTI) 
 
- Systems perspectives (“How Come It Goes the Way It All-Too-Often Goes,” 

based on Oshry’s work on “seeing systems”; systems archetypes such as the 
“Tragedy of the Commons”) 

 
- Other typical patterns of group interaction (e.g., models of typical board/staff 

interaction, for working with governing boards and their staffs) 
 
- Concepts related to how to constructively participate in dialogue (the Ladder of 

Inference, Interpersonal skills) 
 
- Patterns of group interaction (Four Player Model) 
 
- Stages of team development  
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- Models that portray different kinds of group/teams, with implications for what the 
appropriate aspirations are. 

 
- Negotiation frameworks/exercises (e.g., Mutual gains approach, Oil Pricing 

exercise) 
 

- Narrative therapy (posing interview and discussion questions in a way that elicits 
uncertainty, positive as well as negative, fuller story; building awareness of 
subjective nature of everyone’s story) 

 
• Summary of Key Issues from Survey/Interviews.  Typically I will feedback a summary 

of what I’ve learned in the interviews.  Sometimes I will do this in writing in 
advance; other times it is done live.  The choice of the two depends on a variety of 
factors, including risks that sensitive information could be disseminated.  This serves 
several purposes:  
-it informs participants about how others see the issues, so they can see how their own 
perspective fits into an overall pattern.   
-it establishes my credibility as someone who can listen and summarize things in a 
neutral way. 

 
• Structured discussion. After some combination of the above elements, I would 

typically invite participants to identify the highest priority issues for discussion.  
These topics become the focus of facilitated discussion, which I imagine bear some 
kinship to the “practice fields” described by Senge et al (Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, 
1994).  Such discussions serve multiple purposes: 

 
- To elicit multiple perspectives on difficult—and sometimes heretofore 

“undissussable”—issues 
 
- To arrive at solutions to or identify a path toward solution of challenging 

problems 
 
- Provide an opportunity to practice skillful discussion  

 
In leading such discussions, I am mindful of making decisions about the level of 
intervention (i.e., to bypass, name, or engage)  [this and other practices to be elaborated] 
 
• Next Steps. Typically a retreat would conclude with some discussion of how issues 

that have been identified but not yet discussed will be handled, or deciding on a plan 
of action for general agreements. 

 
In facilitating such discussions, as well as other interactions throughout the retreat, my 
approach is loosely consistent with the practices outlined by Roger Schwarz  
 
Selective follow-up.  Historically I have had a mindset of viewing the retreat as an event 
with closed boundaries.  This can be appropriate, especially in situations where the 
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contract is just for that event.  However, I find it sometimes useful to have immediate 
contact and sometimes offer coaching  (e.g., by phone) with key participants, particulalry 
with individuals whose reactions can be influential in the “spin” that gets put on the  
retreat. 
 
Team Dialogue.  The other setting in which I have attempted to create “dialogue” is in 
working with intact teams.  My model of teamwork (not yet articulated) posits that high 
performing teams have developed a capacity for something resembling dialogue, in that 
they can openly surface areas of disagreement and constructively deal with them. 
 
Typically I would begin working with a team because of some perceived dysfunction 
which would have led to a diagnostic intervention followed by some kind of event in 
which I share my findings with the team. The first session would have something in 
common with the free-standing retreat approach described above, but there would be 
more explicit attention paid to negotiating a set of groundrules to govern interactions 
going forward.  If there is no follow-up, then the approach does not go beyond that 
described above. 
 
• Once I have a contract with a team, I would propose to work with them in a way that 

combines periodic skill building inputs with facilitation of discussion of work issues, 
which serve as practice fields for developing dialogue.  Occasionally we would 
directly intervene to discuss problematic dynamics.  In doing this work Roger 
Schwarz’ model serves as a good basic paradigm for how to develop the capacity for 
dialogue.  Typically I would encourage periodic sessions (e.g., every 6 weeks) that 
have the following elements: 
-check in on how the groundrules are being followed 
-participative agenda setting 
-facilitated discussion of “work,” including case studies 
-skill/tool development (participant two-column cases, reflection on transcripts, etc.)  

 
These practice sessions are very different from what I image the “dialogue” to look like 
in Isaacs’ conception.  At their best they contain a good deal of what may correspond to 
“skillful discussion” (p.41) in Isaacs’ scheme, of which I appear to hold a much higher 
opinion.  I see a skillful discussion as one in which people do defend their current beliefs 
but do some from a provisional stance that is coupled with inquiry.  So although Isaacs 
may be justified in classifying them within the “defending” domain, I don’t see this as 
limited to the degree that he does. 
 
In these “work” conversations, the first two stages of the four-stage framework are more 
relevant than in cross-sector dialogue.  I expect “polite conversation” initially and as a 
default and see the first challenge as getting people to move to a stage of taking risks in 
being candid.  However, rather than leave this evolution entirely to chance, and waiting 
for “breakdown,” I actively encourage the transition from the first to the second (e.g., by 
using “constructive candor” awards, groundrules that include candor), and tend to 
intervene frequently as people begin to take chances in order to 
-reward them for being candid 
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-ensure that the people who are the “target” of the candor hear what is being said (often 
by asking them to restate it and checking back with the speaker to confirm) 
-provide a framing that suggests what is being learned (and why feelings of discomfort 
shouldn’t necessarily be interpreted as a sign that something awful is happening) 
 
Such interventions have the short-term effect of making the group dependent on the 
facilitator, but aim to build long-term capacity build skills so that the group can hold 
these conversations on its own.  The interventions aim to teach skills, and the resulting 
conversations, assuming they are successful, increase the confidence in the group that 
such “risky” interactions can indeed pay off. 
 
F.  Areas of Inconsistency, Ambivalence, Curiosity 
 
• I’m taking the potential for “generative” dialogue on faith and will be seeking out 

opportunities to learn more from others about their experience with this and to try it 
out myself. 

 
• Related to that, I’m intrigued by the possibility, implied by Scharmer (and discussed 

under Leadership Development) of using dialogue as a means of future oriented 
learning—sensing what the future is calling forth—as opposed to simply surfacing 
existing mindsets and meaning making. 

 
• I’m excited by the notion of broadening my conception of dialogue along the lines 

suggested by the practices of “transformative learning” and “action learning” and will 
actively pursue learning in this area. 

 
• What specific practices have the greatest potential to shift the consciousness of a 

group so that they are collectively better able to abandon their ordinary consciousness 
and suspend assumptions, thereby overcoming to some extent—and temporarily—
their likely lack of mastery of the mindsets and skills required for such interactions? 

 
• More generally, what practices are most likely to ensure a safe container?  I’m 

curious about, but somewhat personally apprehensive about my ability to become 
comfortable with, “softer” approaches such as use of art, music to create a “dialogic 
atmosphere.” 

 
• What degree of facilitation is appropriate for “generative” dialogue?  Does it ever 

make sense to do without a facilitator entirely, as Bohm advocates? 
 
• Is it really necessary, as Isaacs and others argue, to go through a “breakdown” phase 

to get from candid conversation to reflective dialogue? 
 
• Related to the above, what level of faith do I have that conversation that have low or 

no facilitation will be rescued by the “self-organizing” principles of chaos theory 
(perhaps a version of “implicate order” that I could be more comfortable with)? 
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• To what extent is dialogue something natural for which people already have mindsets 
and skills that can be tapped and built upon? 
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VII.  Implications for Continued Learning and Development 
 
Objectives.   My reflections on my model as a whole point toward some directions of 
desired personal development that have implications for my professional practice: 
 
• Develop capacity to be fully mindful in everyday life, in particular 

-being fully present in interacting with others 
-being able to turn off my internal dialogue and enjoy my experience 
 

• Monitoring/managing several patterns that are driven by core mindsets: 
-my tendency to be critical/oppositional 
-over-sensitivity to feeling manipulated or taken advantage of 
-hyper task orientation 

 
• Address a number of additional limiting mindsets, with priority on developing greater 

tolerance for paradox, ambiguity, and the non-rational 
 
• Develop capacity to give and receive love and compassion 
 
• More fully integrate my values with my work by exploring ways to contribute 

through direct involvement in socially beneficial causes 
 
 
Strategies 
 
Deepen my commitment to my meditation practice.  Continuing and deepening my 
meditation practice seems to me to be the most powerful means to address all of the 
above goals.   Specifically, I will: 
 
• Continue the Vipassana Metta and Dzogchen Tong-len practices for cultivating 

compassion  
 
• Explore practices and perspectives from other Eastern wisdom traditions as 

opportunities present themselves 
 
• Rely more on guidance from my spiritual teacher to enhance my practice (as well as 

support from local practice groups) 
 
• Regularly attend retreats of significant duration (e.g., at least one 7-10 day retreat per 

year, and several 2-3 day retreats) 
 
• Strive more consciously to carry over mindful awareness into my every day activities 
 
Address Limiting mindsets 
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• Form a group to support integral development.  I am starting a group modeled after 
the “Integral Transformative Practice” described in The Life We Are Given (Murphy 
& Leonard, 1995), aiming to support development in “all quadrants/all levels.” 

 
• Selectively use “cognitive therapy” exercises to deconstruct particular mindsets 
 
• Find a therapist who combines Buddhist practice with cognitive therapy. 
 
• Continue to experiment with forms of body therapy that have implications for 

consciousness (e.g., Reiki, Rubensfeld Synergy) 
 
• Participate in “Speaking Circles” as a vehicle for bringing mindfulness and a capacity 

for intuitive/spontaneous behavior) into my presence before groups 
 
• Consider participating in “Learning as Leadership” workshop 
 
 
Deepen my understanding of various theories that have implications for my model of 
human nature and development 
 
• Deepen my understanding of the biological bases of behavior (by continuing to read) 
 
• Get more knowledgeable about the Beck and Cowan’s Spiral Dynamics model, 

perhaps via a workshop  
 
• Deepen my understanding of MBTI “type dynamics”  
 
 
Deepen understanding of leadership 
 
• Increase my understanding of various leadership theories 
 
• Develop my own model of leadership 
 
 
 
VIII.  Implications for the Development of My Consulting 
Practice  

 
Reflecting on my “model” in its many aspects has led me to revision my practice in ways 
that have strong implications for the kind of client opportunities that I seek. 
 
The emerging vision is one in which I will seek more opportunities to contribute to  
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• Leadership development programs that are multi-dimensional and involve action 
learning (i.e., project work) and coaching as well as classroom learning 

 
• Action learning initiatives in which learning and reflection are an explicit objective 
 
• Coaching of executives in organizations that are undergoing significant 

transformation 
 
To the extent that I continue to offer mindset/skill development workshops that are not 
reinforced by other development efforts, I will strive to enhance their linkage to the 
ongoing work lives of participants. 
 
In pursuit of these objectives, I intend to cultivate a set of strategic alliances with other 
consultants as a means of generating more holistic and integral interventions in which to 
position my efforts. 
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