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‘What shall I say?’

How do we ever know what to say — especially
when we are engaged in conversations about what to
do? There are no straightforward answers these days.
But we have to find a way forward. And we have to
do so together, in conversation with one another.

BACKGROUND

I imagine it was once much easier to know what to
say. It is only in recent years that the established
wisdom from which we have traditionally drawn our
expertise has been called into question. What is
more, the challenge to accepted sources of authority
has been going on in other disciplines, too. This is a
feature of the postmodern world.

This is a world where people from different cultures
with different perspectives come together to seek the
fulfilment of their purposes. It is a world
characterised by a multiplicity of views. It is a world
where there is no ‘grand narrative’ that provides us
all with a common reference point for the decisions
we have to take. And it is a world where the
answers, ideas and opinions we have taken for
granted for so long have lost their claim to any
independently verifiable objective validity.

In this world, it seems absurd that there might be
‘experts’ who know ‘the right answer’. And it seems
strange that ‘the best way forward” would be the
privileged knowledge of a select few and not the
collective intelligence of everyone involved. It might
be appropriate where there continues to be a unity of
tradition or for situations where ambiguity could not
be tolerated. But for most of our professional lives,
it’s not like that now.

As Hilary Lawson (2001) says, the postmodern
world is more like this:

‘... we find ourselves in a world without certainties;
without a fixed framework of belief; without truth;
without decidable meaning. We have no fixed
history, but a multitude of competing histories. We
have no right or moral action but a series of
explanations for behaviour. We have no body of
knowledge, but a range of alternative cultural
descriptions. It is not simply that our thoughts and
beliefs are seen to be relative to experience, culture,
history, and language, but that without access to
facts that are not vitiated by the perspective of the
observer we have had to abandon the very
possibility of neutrality or objectivity in their
traditional sense.

So, where do we look for an approach that fits a
world like this?
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MY SEARCH

Without a universally accepted body of knowledge
to turn to, I have looked for ideas that might prove
useful in my work as an organisation consultant. As
1 did so, I reached two apparently simple
conclusions that pose significant practical
challenges. First, I realised that my own ideas were
often quite different to those of the people I was
working with and that using theirs was frequently
more productive than using mine. Second, I
concluded that useful knowledge arises from
anywhere and this meant that my special knowledge
was frequently not that useful at all.

Putting these conclusions into practice is tough
because they ask for two things. They call for doubt
in the worth of your own expertise and they ask you
to work with someone else’s perspective rather than
your own. In a world that has valued individual
knowledge for so long, belief in one’s own expertise
is not easy to give up!

I doubt that I am the first person to have reached
similar conclusions. Barnett Pearce (1989) identified
four forms of communication that differed along two
dimensions similar to those I just mentioned (see
illustration).

Ethnocentric Cosmopolitan
Monocultural Modernistic
NO YES

PUT YOUR OWN RESOURSES AT RISK

Here is Pearce’s explanation:

To treat someone like a native means to hold him or
her accountable to your own evaluative and
interpretive criteria; treating them not like a native
involves discovering and using their own evaluative
and interpretive criteria, even if these differ
substantially from your own. Protecting your
resources from risk refers to the suspension of
disbelief that comes from the deep enmeshment in
your own stories. To put your resources at risk
means reading your stories with a willing suspension
of belief, comparing them with the emerging pattern
of communication, intending to change them if it
seems appropriate.’

This perspective helped me to conclude that
managers or consultants who want to be effective in
a world like that described by Hilary Lawson have
be familiar with the practices of ‘cosmopolitan’
communication. And this led to my interest in
building an approach that offers managers and
consultants some practical ‘resources’ for dealing
with the challenges of their professional lives.

BUILDING AN APPROACH

In my effort to develop such an approach, I have
been particularly attracted by systemic,
constructionist and narrative ideas. At the same time,
I have been uncomfortable with the search for
techniques, alone. Moreover, knowing that useful
interventions come from ‘ways of thinking’, ‘ways
of talking” and ‘things to say’, equally, I have a
preference for building an approach that is coherent
across all three of these domains.

With this is mind, I have been interested in what
Gregory Bateson (1972) referred to as an
‘epistemology’ as a more comprehensive framework




because the changes associated with the postmodern
world call for a new set of cognitive, personal and
social rules by which to know, think and decide —
and not just one or two extra techniques.

It is not often that we are invited to think about our
own epistemology. However, whether we use this
term or not, I suggest that whenever we engage in
discussions about what to do, we are frequently
challenged to rethink our epistemology - our ‘way of
knowing’. On these occasions, we are drawn to
question the assumptions that determine what we
perceive, the interpretations we make, the actions we
take and the effect they have (see below).

However, I would like to go one stage further and
suggest that, whereas most of our discussion about
alternative assumptions goes on within an
epistemology derived from the mainstream tradition
of science, the epistemology required as the
background for action in a postmodern world is
outside this paradigm altogether.

AIM

In this article, my aim is to offer an approach to
managing and consulting that provides practical
resources for performing the essential
responsibilities of these roles in a postmodern world.
And as I will draw heavily on them, this article is
about the practical application of systemic,
constructionist and narrative ideas.

In an attempt to simplify things and make them
easier to use, [ want to present this approach in three
categories - as ‘ways of thinking’, ‘ways of talking’
and ‘things to say’. Before doing that, I want to
introduce systemic, constructionist and narrative
ideas and to say something about who created them
and where they came from.

Personal Epistemology

/ ‘My Way of Knowing’ \

Determines What
I Perceive

Influences the
Action I Take

Creates the
Interpretation I Make
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SYSTEMIC IDEAS

The idea that things might be better understood as
part of a ‘system’ rather than isolated from it was
introduced by the biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy
in 1956. But it is Gregory Bateson (1972) who is
most often associated with the foundation of
systemic ideas. For him, a ‘system’ was any unit
structured on feedback and he saw the relevance of
this perspective to the study of all natural systems.

He introduced the idea that human systems achieve
co-ordination through the maintenance of an
‘ecology of ideas’ that exists between people as well
as within their individual minds. He posed the idea
that ‘mind is social’ and that individual behaviour
can only be adequately explained by understanding
the system of which it is a part.

Equally significant is the work of two Chilean
biologists, Humberto Maturana and Fransisco Varela
(1984). Through their research, they concluded that
the mind of a living organism can only respond to
information according to its own internal cognitive
structure and that each cognitive map is unique to
the experience and the environment in which the
organism lives. The implication for human beings is
that all we can ever have access to is our own
cognitive ‘map’ — and other people only have access
to theirs - so that, rather than the external reality it
seeks to describe, is what we should pay attention to.

Following this research, Heinz von Foerster (1973)
emphasised the need for any ‘observer’ to include
themselves within the system they are describing
because the observations they make are a product of
their cognitive map which cannot be claimed to have
any independent objective validity, either.

The application of systemic ideas to human systems
has been developed extensively in the realm of
family therapy, most notably by the Milan Group in
Italy and at the Tavistock Institute in the UK
(Campbell et al, 1991). Of the many ideas and
practices in their approach, their idea of ‘positive
connotation’ has particular interest for me because it
requires the practitioner to adjust their perception of
what is happening within a system so as to
understand the logical pattern by which it maintains
its co-ordination and coherence. This is impossible
unless the practitioner is prepared to let go of any
negative connotation they might have for what is
going on. And it seems especially useful as a way of
understanding how to make progress when situations
appear to be stuck.

In practice then, systemic ideas move the point of
interest away from the person as the ‘unit of
observation’ and toward the patterns of
communication and behaviour between people and
the ideas that sustain them in meaningful ways. The
systemic practitioner is more interested in the
network of relationships and interdependencies than
the thoughts and actions of individuals alone.

Here is a summary of the main systemic ideas:

Meaning

Systemic thinking calls for an interpretation of ideas,
issues, events, behaviour etc. within the particular
context in which they arise. Contexts are created by
the interactions between people, behaviour, beliefs
and relationships in certain places and at particular
times. Thus, the meaning of an event depends on the
local context in which it is observed. From a
systemic perspective, individual events are
understood as part of a pattern of events that include
it, or as part of a wider more inclusive process.




Behaviour

A systemic approach implies a connection between
beliefs and behaviour. The appropriateness of
behaviour is regarded as a product of the interaction
of many beliefs and behaviours. A systemic
approach involves searching for the connection
between beliefs and behaviour within each person,
between people within their local context and within
the patterns of interaction with others in other
contexts.

The Observer and the Observed

In a systemic approach, the observer is taken to be
part of the system being observed. In other words,
whatever is observed is regarded as a construction
made by the observer in their interaction with other
parts of the system. Systemic thinking places the
observer within the system being observed, thus
enabling the practitioner to see themselves and their
construction of events as part of the observed
situation.

CONSTRUCTIONIST IDEAS

While western philosophers have argued about what
truths exist, they have been in broad agreement that
‘truth’ is linked to the idea of ‘objective validity’.
However, this is the point on which constructionists
differ.

The central constructionist idea is that the things we
treat as truth are ‘made between us’ rather than
‘discovered out there’. In the eighteenth century,
Giambuattista Vico (1710) put it this way:

...... human truth is what man comes to
know as he builds it, shaping it by his
actions.’

However, there was no mainstream interest in
constructionism until the second half of the 20th
century, when in 1966, Berger and Luckman
published The Social Construction of Reality. They
advanced the idea that all social phenomena are
created and sustained by the social practices that
people engage in.

In the field of social psychology, Kenneth Gergen
(1994) has provided a comprehensive account of
social constructionism. Building on the
philosophical arguments of Foucault, Wittgenstein
and Bakhtin in particular, he consolidated
constructionist ideas about the local meaning and
use of language. Clarifying the constructionist’s
position even further, he made a vivid distinction
between the words we use and the world we
experience, making it plain that the objects we
observe do not dictate the terms we use to describe
them — we do that.

So the constructionist perspective moves attention
away from an interest in defining truth with
objective validity and toward an interest in
understanding the world as socially constructed, the
language used to create and sustain it and the
processes of communication.
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The constructionist’s interest in conversational
realities has been especially emphasised by John
Shotter (1993). Talking about the role of managers,
he points to the part they play in creating the
realities people live by and further emphasises this
role by describing them as conversational authors:

‘Thus essentially, the good manager-... should also
be something of an ‘author’, too. But not as an
author of texts, but a ‘practical-ethical author’, a
‘conversational author’, able to argue persuasively
for a ‘landscape’ of next possible actions, upon
which the ‘positions’ of all those who must take part
are clear’.

The constructionist idea that reality is made and not
given, is a liberating one. It encourages the belief
that the future is not predetermined but something
we can collaboratively create with more freedom
than we perhaps thought. David Cooperrider (2000)
has made an immense contribution in this respect by
attaching the notion of appreciation to the act of
social construction in his ‘appreciative inquiry’
methodology. In his approach, affirmative questions
give rise to affirmative answers that in turn lay the
foundation for creating preferred social realities.

Constructionist practitioners have an interest in the

way reality is constructed and they work in ways to
enhance the social processes by which realities are

made.

Here is a summary of the main constructionist ideas:

Truth

Constructionist ideas challenge the traditional
concept of truth, taking a critical stance towards
theories, models and taken-for-granted assumptions
about the world in which we live. Constructionists
regard explanations about the world as created in the
language and through the social practices that have
become established for these purposes.

Meaning

Constructionists recognise that ways of
understanding the world and the activities people
engage in are particular to the social context in
which they occur from both an historical and
cultural perspective. And there is no reason to
assume that the practices developed by one culture,
or at one moment in time, are any more or less valid
than others.

Communication

Constructionists also take the view that knowledge is
created and sustained by the social processes that
people engage in during their everyday lives. They
therefore recognise that certain social processes will
create and sustain some forms of knowledge rather
than others — they provide a context of ‘enabling
constraints’ within which certain forms of life can be
created and maintained and in which others might
not flourish at all.




NARRATIVE IDEAS

Narrative ideas suggest that we make sense of the
world by creating accounts of our experiences
mainly in the form of stories, with a beginning,
middle and end, with characters and plots. It is easy
to see how well this fits with constructionist
thinking. But the additional argument for this view is
the time dimension of human experience. There is a
past, present and future to the lives we experience
individually. Events are not presented to us with
narrative coherence — but they do happen in relation
to time. So, we talk naturally about how something
started, how it led to something else and how it
ended in a particular way.

Although the study of literary narrative goes back
some way, it is in the last 50 years or so that human
experience has been attributed with narrative form.
David Carr (1986) argued that narrative structure
frames both the events we experience and the
actions we perform:

‘...narrative form is not a dress which covers
something else but the structure inherent in human
experience and action.’

And Kenneth Gergen (1994) made the point that
narrative also provides a way of understanding the
contexts we are born into - like family, cultural and
religious traditions — and which continue to unfold
around us. He also suggested that we might learn
something from the structure of dominant narratives
that consistently arise within certain social and
cultural settings. He referred to comedy, tragedy,
romance and epic hero narratives as examples of
these in western culture.

I have been particularly interested in the application
of narrative ideas to individual identity. Take Donald
Polkinhorne (1988) for example:

‘We achieve our personal identities and self-concept
through the use of narrative configuration, and make
our existence into a whole by understanding it as an
expression of a single unfolding and developing
story. We are in the middle of our stories and cannot
be sure how they will end; we are constantly having
to revise the plot as new events are added to our
lives.’

And Alasdair MacIntyre (1985) makes the point that
the narrative of individual identities is inextricably
linked to the narratives that surround them:

‘For the story of my life is always embedded in those
communities from which I derive my identity.. I find
myself with a history...and whether I like it or not,
whether I recognize it or not, one of the bearers of a
tradition.’

He makes the point quite powerfully, that the quest
for personal fulfilment involves living a life that is
integrated with the story of the lives of others.

Narrative practitioners therefore pay attention to
both narrow individual and broader social, cultural
or organisational ‘stories’ in which people find
themselves. And they especially look for the
connections between these two, at the same time
considering ways in which certain narratives rather
than others furnish their characters with the
resources they need for achieving their purposes.
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Here is a summary of the main narrative ideas:

Experience

Narrative practitioners work with the idea that
human experience of events and the actions people
perform have a narrative structure that is mainly
derived from the experience of life in relation to
time. People are constantly updating and retelling
stories as time goes by and their stories are
influenced by the structure of broader narratives in
which they are embedded.

Identity

The narrative approach sees individual identity as a
life story in which the person is both the actor and
narrator. In this way, it regards identity as a fluid and
evolving idea with clear connections to both the
traditions it was born into and the lives with which it
has become linked.

Resources

Since ‘stories’ provide an essential reference point
for knowing what to do, narrative practitioners take
an interest in the way stories provide useful
‘resources’ for this purpose. They therefore work in
ways that make narrative resources more available
or in ways that lead to the creation of stories that
offer a richer point of reference.

A DIFFERENT APPROACH

I began this article with the question, ‘What shall 1
say?’ because the postmodern world has rendered
our established expertise somewhat out of date. My
proposition is that systemic, constructionist and
narrative ideas offer managers and consultants some
useful resources for this new era. So, now I want to
turn to the practical application of these ideas.
Integrating them together, I want to offer managers
and consultants some easy to use definitions,
methods and techniques that they can put into
practice right away.

While emphasising ‘practical application’ I do not
want to restrict my approach to techniques, alone.
Effective practitioners draw on theory, too. And as
they move between thoughts about theory and
thoughts about action, effective practitioners
consider both how they talk as well as what they say.
So, there are three domains that interest me. And, as
mentioned earlier, I plan to call them — ‘ways of
thinking’, ‘ways of talking’ and ‘things to say’.

Ways of Thinking refer to the ideas and assumptions
that provide the overall frame of reference for
perception, interpretation and action.

Ways of Talking refer to the stance, attitude or
posture adopted for engaging with other people or
ideas.

Things to Say refer to the words, grammar and
sentences actually used for expressing or creating
meaning in conversation with others.

I will now go ahead and present the approach under
these three categories - but before I do, a word of
warning.

Let me say something about the natural bias in my
approach. First, the extraction of ideas from the
much more extensive work of their original authors
is down to my own perspective and that has




inevitably excluded some priceless gems that I failed
to notice. Second, the integration of these ideas into
the framework that I have chosen may not work for
you. And third, my interest in using these ideas in
the role of consultant may prove too blinkered for
those of you who work in other roles.

Nevertheless, I hope you find it intelligible and, at
the very least, worthy of a little experimentation.

WAYS OF THINKING

Ways of Thinking refer to the ideas and assumptions
that provide the overall frame of reference for
perception, interpretation and action.

These are a set of assumptions that will orientiate
your thinking so that it is consistent with systemic,
constructionist and narrative ideas. Use them as a
point of reference as you seek to understand the
situations you encounter and the way you respond.

Meaning

Meaning is contextual. Context provides meaning,
meaning indicates context and conversations make
realities for understanding what to do in local
situations of action.

Context

Contexts are created in the way people use language
to express the ideas, beliefs and assumptions that
make life meaningful for them. People are
continually joining and moving through different
contexts.

Behaviour

Useful explanations connect behaviour with beliefs,
relationships and contexts. People behave according
to the beliefs they hold about the contexts they know
- people act according to the best way they know
how.

Perception

The product of perception is created by the
observer’s ‘way of knowing’ as it interacts with the
context of the observed. Observations are ultimately
self-referential. The ‘observed’ tells us more about
the observer and their context than about the
perceived phenomena.

Reality

The reality we live by is created in the way we use
language to talk about our experience of the world.
Knowledge, truth and ‘common sense’ are
constructed and maintained socially in the way we
talk. Reality is invented.

Knowledge

Knowledge is local, contextual and relational rather
than universal, literal and objective - there are no
essential truths and no essential self. Truth is what
people agree to be true. Knowledge is for knowing
how to go on in local situations of action.
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Language

Language is used to create knowledge. The things
we describe do not give us the words by which we
know them. We create the words and give them
meaning. Knowledge exists in language alone.

Narrative

We make sense of the world in narrative form.
Accounts, explanations, descriptions, plans,
proposals and excuses — are structured like stories.
They create meaning from incoherent experiences.
They provide the background for action.

Learning

Learning occurs in the co-creation of meaning.
Knowledge cannot be transmitted literally from one
mind to another via the senses - ‘learning-by-
making’ is a more useful idea than ‘learning-by-
listening’.

Skilfulness

Skilfulness involves the ability to acquire and use
language to co-create locally meaningful, shareable
and productive explanations and ideas. It is the
ability to create and integrate narrative plot lines and
to act with others to bring them to life.

Identity

Identity is inseparable from the story of our lives. It
is the story of our past, the stories we live today and
the story of our future. It is the story we live by. The
search for identity is the quest to create and
complete an enriching, narrative drama.

WAYS OF TALKING

Ways of Talking refer to the stance, attitude or
posture adopted for engaging with other people or
ideas.

This is a set of principles that you can use to guide
your approach in practice. Use them to guide the
way you engage in conversation with others and in
choosing what to talk about.

Person Centred

Value the individual’s own experience, insight,
imagination and skill as the primary means for
making progress and aim to amplify these resources,
making them more fully available to everyone
involved. Focus on the person in relationship with
the various contexts of their lives. And support the
choices people make for themselves, using language
that is meaningful for them, as the most compelling.

Results Focussed

An essential feature of every human action is an
image of the outcome that guides it. These images
are instrumental in creating the realities we want to
live with. And since constructionist ideas lead to
belief in an open future that can be influenced, work
collaboratively to create outcomes, goals and visions
that are so exciting that they become self-fulfilling.

Context Related

Personal and professional lives are intricately
connected with the lives of others and embedded in
wider cultural and organisational realities. Therefore,
explore individual ideas, goals and courses of action
within the wider system of relationships in which
they arise and within the contextual reality of




present and anticipated future circumstances.
Strengthen connections between the person and the
different contexts of their lives.

Cosmopolitan

As there are as many perspectives as there are
observers, do not value ‘one right answer’ or ‘the
best way’. Rather, draw out and amplify the most
valued and resourceful experiences, insights and
imagination. These ideas — rather than your own -are
the primary focus. Individual perspectives are
enriched by the multiplicity of ideas and suggestions
from others with different experiences. Use this to
extend the range of possible choices and ways to
proceed.

Constructive

Since the realities people live by are created in the
way people talk, emphasise the construction of
knowledge through conversation and use language
that is meaningful for the people involved. It is a
collaborative process that emphasises the task of
building, enlarging, amplifying and extending ideas
that create valued knowledge with meaningful
connections to both local and general contexts of
experience. Pay careful attention to the use of
language and especially value ways of talking that
amplify personal and organisational potential.

Hopeful

This approach is fundamentally positive and
optimistic; be sensitive, respectful, curious and
challenging. Develop an atmosphere of appreciation
and encouragement. Do not ignore harsh realities,
critical issues, problems and concerns. Rather, work
to understand how they come about, how they are

maintained and how to make progress out of the
difficulty of such circumstances. This approach
avoids assessment, diagnosis, prescription and
problem/solution activities because they tend to
favour one perspective over others and because it
supports an elaboration of the resourcefulness of
many perspectives as far more productive.

Curious

This approach is remarkably inquisitive, exploratory
and speculative and it encourages others to be
curious, too. Open out the possibility for exploring
and developing ideas and courses of action that
might at first seem unattractive, improbable or out of
reach. Use suggestions and propositions to challenge
and extend thinking and in particular, value the use
of questions —rather than answers - because of the
way they generate new experience, ideas and
avenues to explore. Questions that enrich the
resourcefulness of personal experience have the
potential to create change by themselves.

Self Conscious

Explaining the ideas behind your approach serves to
acknowledge its limitations, as well as its potential.
Being open about its potential and constraints is a
responsibility to take seriously because by doing so,
it strengthens the other person’s choice in deciding
what to do. Recognise that ways of working, skills,
ideas and techniques that you bring to your
relationship with others contribute to the sense of
possibility and constraint available at that moment in
time. Therefore, aim to be honest about the effect of
your individual style, too.

What Shall I Say ¢ Tim Coburn
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Shaping Identity

Individual identity, purpose, values, beliefs, skills
etc. should be seen as evolving ideas shaped by the
language people use when they talk with and about
each other and by the social contexts in which
people are embedded. Identity and purpose are
created with the people around us and in relationship
with the historical, cultural and organisational
traditions in which we find ourselves. So, pay
careful attention to the use of language, the meaning
it has for the people involved and the wider social
contexts through which identity is created and
maintained. Especially value ways of talking about
identity that amplify personal potential.

Making Stories

We are all involved in making the story of our lives -
a shareable ‘life-story’ that ‘fits’ with the world
around us, linking our past, present and future in
acceptable and meaningful ways. Support this task
by reinforcing links between past, present and
anticipated future experiences and by connecting the
individual to the network of other people’s narratives
in which they are included. Recognise the narrative
nature of life and work with people to create and
enact an enriching life story.

Always Open

Our lives evolve in the ongoing conversational
interchange between people. And since the wider
context is always changing, it’s useful to appreciate
that who we are is always open to new definitions
and possibilities, as time goes by. So, while working
with people to achieve clarity about what to do,
maintain a pragmatic openness to the idea that
unexpected events or new insights can easily change
things.

THINGS TO SAY

Things to Say refer to the words, grammar and
sentences actually used for expressing or creating
meaning in conversation with others.

In this section, I want to present things to say that
managers and consultants will find useful when they
put this approach into practice. For illustrative
purposes, imagine that you have been asked to assist
someone in making sense of a complex issue and in
deciding how to proceed. What follows is a series of
questions organised into a structured process that
can be used as the framework for your conversation.

By taking this approach, I am in danger of falling
into the trap of being too forumulaic or prescriptive.
My hope is that you will see it for what it is — an
example for use as a reference point designed to
illustrate how systemic, constructionist and narrative
ideas can be used in a ‘coaching conversation’ in
which managers and consultants often find
themselves involved.

How Does It Work?

In this conversation, progress is created through the
development of a new personal narrative that offers
alternative explanations, new meaning and new
courses of action that the person is able to develop
for themselves.

New ideas are created by the ‘coach’ taking a non-
expert, naive and curious position in relation to their
‘client” and in their judicious use of questions.

The coach’s task is to work with the client’s process
of sense and meaning making by using questions
that draw out and use the person’s expertise,
intelligence and understanding.

As the conversation proceeds, the coach’s aim is to
amplify the potential of their client’s evolving story




as a resource for making decisions and choices that Engage with the Person and their
are more likely to lead to the outcome they want. Circumstances

What shall we talk about?

A Structured Conversation How did this arise?

This conversation has eight process steps: Who else is involved?

1 Engage with the Person and their Circumstances What else is going on?

2 Agree How to Talk Why is this important to you now?

3 Clarify an Outcome for Now If nothing changes, what will happen?

4 Understand the Local Context How do you want to use this conversation?

5 Connect to a Wider Context
6 Find A Way Forward Agree How to Talk
7 Create Alternative Plot Lines How shall we talk?

8 Decide What to Do What does it need from me?

What does it need from you?
How much time do we have?

Where shall we start?

What Shall I Say ¢ Tim Coburn
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Clarify an Outcome for Now

What is your outcome for now?

What’s the question you want to answer?

What’s the decision you need to make?

What do you need to create?

How has your outcome changed since last time?

What’s new or different about your outcome today?

If this is a really productive conversation, what will you achieve?

How shall we begin?

Understand the Local Context

Who else has an interest in the outcome you want?

How is your situation significant to other people?

How would you define each stakeholder group?

Taking each in turn, what do they want from this?

What is their priority, perspective or need?

How are these needs creating complexity or clarity for you?
How do these different needs reveal patterns or themes?
How are the needs of each group connected?

Where are the similarities and the differences?

How would you rank the priority of each group’s needs?
Which is the most and the least important?

Which group is the most and least influential?

Why are some groups more influential than others?




Connect to a Wider Context

How is your question related to issues or trends more widely?

How would you describe these wider issues or trends?

How do these wider issues explain the views expressed by people around you?
How do they impact the people involved in your local circumstances?

What explanations make their views meaningful in this wider context?

How are issues or trends in the wider context affecting you?

How do these issues explain the importance or urgency of the outcome you want to create?

Find a Way Forward

When you look at your circumstances now, what is the best possible way forward?
If you could act without risk, what would you do?

Where are the best opportunities for progress?

What is the solution you would love to create?

How could you creatively combine the needs of others and get what you want?

What would be a good outcome for everyone involved?

Review all the alternative ways forward that were created by these questions
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Create Alternative Plot Lines

Choose the most productive or interesting possible way forward:
What possible way forward have you chosen?

What would happen if you took this route?

Who else would be involved?

How would you need to work with others involved?

How would they react to or be affected by this way forward?
How would it positively surprise them in previously unexpected ways?
How would this way forward deliver the outcome you want?
How might this way forward constrain possibilities for you?

If you took this choice, who would you talk to next?

What would they say?

Choose the next most interesting way forward and repeat

Decide What to Do

Looking at all the choices open to you, which one will you choose?
What will you actually do?

When will you start?

What do you expect to happen?

How do you see the future unfolding following this decision?
What further progress will you want to make?

What would be a good outcome in the longer term?

If you achieved that, what difference would it make?




Review Questions

How will your course of action support your need for both personal achievement and business results?

How can you use this decision to accelerate progress toward your personal and professional goals?

How will you measure your success?

How will you measure the value of the decisions you made today?

SUMMARY

Throughout this essay, my aim has been to present a
way in which systemic, constructionist and narrative
ideas can be used in practice. And I have
endeavoured to do so by presenting the ideas
themselves and by translating them into ‘ways of
thinking’, ‘ways of talking’ and ‘things to say’ that
managers and consultants might find easy to use in
the work they do.

At the outset, I made the proposition that the
postmodern world calls for a review of management
and consulting practices that have drawn their
expertise from a western intellectual tradition of
science applied to human systems. The world we
now live in and the people we serve call for a break
from that tradition.

Whether or not systemic, constructionist and
narrative ideas will help us with our personal and
professional lives remains to be seen. For me, they
hold a great deal of promise. And I sincerely hope
they add to the repertoire of managers and
consultants who are ready to put their own resources
at risk and wholeheartedly include the insights,
imagination and expertise of their colleagues and
clients as they create new realities to live by.
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