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The storyteller is the figure in which the righteous man encounters himself.

---Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller”

The Agricultural Age


The scene was one of the CEO sitting around the table with his VP and his entire workforce.  The boardroom was the family kitchen. The VP was his wife and the workforce was a group of nine wiry boys and girls ranging in age from 3 months to seventeen years.  Around the table, they discussed their present situation, distributed work, and discussed the future.  They planned,   as best they could, for unexpected events (storms, draughts, insects, etc.) and prayed they didn’t happen. With the seasons, they rotated their crops to replenish and protect the soil.  Everyone was overworked but in the evening they rested together, dreamed together, and shared their pain and fear. 

Perhaps, the scene was a shoemaker’s shop.  The owner was a third generation shoemaker and he was training the next generation.  He saw his customers often in and around the town.  He relied on “word of mouth” advertising. When he sold a pair of shoes, the shoemaker’s name was etched inside of every heel.    He told his son and grandson stories of how his great-grandfather had started the business with a dream and $150. Making shoes was not his work; it was his identity and his legacy.
The Industrial Age

In 1931, Henry Ford developed the assembly line.  Fathers left the farm and the family shops for jobs in the factory. Their work was manifested as   repetitive steps in a long, noisy process.  They often did not see the final product or at least not their contribution to it.  The operations were divided 

into departments with a manager hovering over each.  Each manager was responsible for repeatable results from his section of the assembly line. With the need for more and more efficiency and repeatability, further divisions were made and more layers of management added.  
Everything was viewed as a machine including people.  The principle paradigm of the Industrial Age was “Technology is the answer. People are the Problem.”  In the slowly changing environment with few competitors, companies flourished.  Organizations were massive in size and rigidly structured. They were designed to produce the same reproducible product in the most efficient manner possible.  
Information Age

Without a great deal of fanfare, the computer slowly but surely ushered in the Information Age.   The rapidly changing environment called for flexibility.  Global communities developed and employees diversified.  Companies would find it impossible to shift rapidly enough to meet the challenges of new competition.  Management needed to engage everyone in the organization to support the challenge.  However, sadly enough, after the induced conformity of the Industrial Age, most of the organization had been gutted of its passion and creativity.  The employees were treated as “human doings” rather than human beings.  They wish to or know how to participate anywhere outside of “the box”.  

In response to the employee’s malaise, managers accused the workers of being incapable, uncommitted, entitled and more.  While still comforting themselves with the paternalist systems they had developed to secure control, managers shouted the language of empowerment.  The employees did not buy into the change.  The managers’ actions and systems did not match their words, a fundamental requirement for the initial engagement of the human spirit……authenticity.   
Most managers did not see their actions as part of the problem.  They were not willing to look at their behaviors nor their beliefs, values and assumptions impacting their actions and decisions. The paradigm of the Information Age was “People are the answer. Technology is a tool”.  The managers either did not buy into this paradigm or did not know how to act upon it.  After long hours away from the home and ensconced in and “ivory tower”, they had lost sight of the human side of the organization and themselves.   
New Competencies
In 1990,Peter Senge of MITs Sloan School of Management proposed   five disciplines required to survive in the demanding environment of the Information Age.  He described these as competencies as important as any technological expertise. The five disciplines were:

1. Personal Mastery:  The ability to demonstrate personal integrity.

2. Mental Models: The ability to challenge one’s own beliefs, values and assumptions.
3. Building Shared Vision: The ability to build a genuine vision of the future going beyond the vision statement. 

4. Team Learning: The ability to dialogue and continually find new meaning together.  

5. Systems Thinking: The ability to see impact of relationships between actions.
Learning and practicing these new competencies was a difficult task for many reasons but not the least of which was that each engaged individuals at a deeper level and created by necessity a sense of vulnerability.  For example:

Personal mastery required personal courage to do the “right thing” and not necessarily the most popular. In the Industrial Age, people relied more heavily on “façade management” to facilitate the drive toward short term gratification without much regard for the long-term effects. Because the environment was changing so slowly, the long-term effects were not considered. 
Mental Models were at the root of the individual belief systems and were rarely examine until the time of a personal crisis.  At that point, individuals were often forced to examine priorities and beliefs.  While this examination often represented a period of valuable personal growth, it was also a time of rout with insecurities.  Managers were often victims of what Chris Argyris referred to as “skilled incompetence.”  Their actions worked so well for them and were praised and supported so much by others, they saw no reason to examine their mental models not even in crisis situations.  Their actions were left out of the equation leading to failures.
Building a shared vision takes time, patience and a belief in its importance and valuable.  In the Industrial Age, rules drove actions and required compliance.    Now, employees were encouraged to be committed.  Commitment by nature required a vision of a desirable future.  A vision, so clearly painted,  the employee could see herself in the picture, find it desirable and chose actions leading the organization and herself closer to the future state. 
Team Learning is an imperative as groups are challenged with developing new “bleeding edge” ideas in order to remain competitive.  To be competitive, they must not just meet the customer’s needs but anticipate their needs to be successful.  With development of global organizations, a diverse group of people brought a wealth of possible ideas but sharing those ideas often resulted in a struggle to understand the broadly different beliefs, values and assumptions.  In the Industrial Age, conversation was minimized and replaced with a list of rules coming down from the top of the organization and unquestioned by the bottom of the organization.  Information was shared on a need to know basis and was the basis of power.  Learning to dialogue, seek meaning at a deeper level, was time consuming.  While often being the most effectiveness in the long-term, dialogue appeared to be in efficient in the short-term.  On the personal level, the honesty required in dialogue resulted in defensive behaviors aimed at preventing the embarrassment and discomfort avoided when practicing façade management. 
System thinking was probably the most critical skill.  If managers did not see the benefit of thinking systemically, they probably would not accept the notion of the other disciplines. Using the reductionist thinking associated with the Industrial age, organizations operated as a series of silos (departments).  Each silo provided a function in the process. Optimizing the operations of one silo often burdened another within the process but the relationship of the actions between the two were never investigated.  Because competitors were few, the negative impact on the overall process was not viewed as important. However, in the Information Age, competition was aggressive and the interactions between the silos often represented a competitive edge.  Barry Oshry, a pioneer in systems thinking at Boston University, said often the break down in interaction between the different parts of the organization was the result of a break down in human interaction, often referred to disrespectfully as the “soft stuff.

The Use of Story

As in other generations, stories emerged as a productive means of teaching and guiding the cultural change in organizations.  Many applications have been explored in each of the disciplines mentioned earlier.

Personal Mastery:  Steven Covey (Seven Habits of Highly Effective People) and others have used stories in the teaching of personal mastery.  Principles are beautifully illustrated stories.
Mental Models: David Hutchins (Shadows of the Neanderthal and Outlearning the Wolves) and others have developed stories used to guide groups through the ladder of inference and other techniques aimed at examining paradigms.

Building Shared Visions: In his book, The Springboard, Stephen Denning gave power examples of stories being used to create a shared sense of vision and purpose. 

Team Learning: Art Kleiner’s Learning Histories provided a powerful process for groups to examine successes and failures by listening to the stories of those participating in the projects.  The process encourages the participants to explore the assumptions made and beliefs acted upon while designing and implementing the project.

Systems Thinking: Daniel Kim, at Pegasus Communication, used the art of listening to and for groups telling stories of problems and from those stories the group developed causal loop diagrams leading to the discovery of critical leverage points for action.. 

Research Opportunities

While work has been active and successful in the areas discussed and more, there is still a need to help individuals and managers, in particular, examine their beliefs, values and assumptions not only in the area of project development and strategic planning but also as they relate to human relations. Do they have hidden belief, values and assumptions preventing the development of relationships needed to survive in the Information Age?   Can they learn to see differently?  Can their beliefs, values and assumptions be explored without producing defensive routine?
Using stories to stimulating dialogue about human relationships
Can a group of stories be used to stimulate a dialogue exposing personal and group beliefs, values and assumptions about human relationships?

What kind of stories would provide the best stimulus for dialogue?
How would you collect the stories?
Would associated questions about the story help in the dialogue or would it direct it in a particular way?

If questions were helpful, what sort of questions?
Does it make a difference if the story is delivered orally or written?
Would the use of stories to simulate dialogue about human relationships be more effective in one part of the organization over another? 

What sort of supporting organizational system(s) need to be in place to create a safe environment for the dialogue and sharing the learning with others?

How could the success of the dialogue be measured in a meaningful way?
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