Questing for a Visioning

©Herb Stevenson, 10 August 2004

Vision Process

“[Vlision is generally used to describe a form of organizational vision
that wins the commitment and compliance of those people who are needed
to implement it.” (Johnson, 1999, p. 336). Research indicates, that to be
effective, the vision should incorporate the following features:

1. The “...vision includes a visual image of a future state that would

not exist without the creative activity of the people concerned.

2. The concept of sharing in the creation and development of the
vision.
3. The vision will involve beneficial effects for people affected by it

and also incorporate personal values of the participants.” (p.
336).
Moreover, it appears that the organizational vision must include

several qualities in order to be successful. These qualities are listed below:

1. “It shows a future achievement aim that can be readily visualised
[sic].

2. It receives contributions from a variety of sources.

3. It attracts the involvement of individuals with the specialist skills
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needed.

4, It can be communicated easily and in detail

5. It is powerfully motivational in effect.

6. It intends to serve an important need for other people.

7. It is in accordance with the personal values of the prospective

supporters.” (p. 337)

Furthermore, a vision is a shared image or picture that represents
what will occur or will be different in the world because the organization
exists if the organization is successful. It is worded in the present tense so
that it seems to be happening in the moment. It can describe the emotional
benefits of achieving the vision. More often, however, the emotional benefits
are implied as the vision tends to create different emotional responses for
each individual. (Carver, 1997; Campbell, 1997)

Vision Components

The vision statement is the formal document that includes a desired
future that is explained in a mission statement, a glossary of key terms, and
a set of guiding or core values that support the mission statement. (Wall,
Sobol, & Solum, 1992, pp. 32-33). In corporations, ..."mission
statements—sometimes called value statements, credos, or principles—are
the operational, ethical and financial guiding lights of companies. They are
not simply mottoes or slogans; they articulate the goals, dreams, behavior,
culture, and strategies of companies more than any other document.” (Jones
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& Kahaner, 1995, ix) It is common for an organization to have a statement
of vision as well as mission statement that conveys how the organization will
create the vision.

Symbolic representation of the vision can be very powerful if it
captures the intended meaning. Corporations invest heavily in the
development of corporate symbols that can convey the desired meaning of
the corporate vision and mission. For example, use of “the Rock” to
represent the stability of Prudential as a company is widely recognized.

Consequently, the vision statement, composed of a vision, a
supporting mission statement, and core values, is the primary force for
meaning-making throughout the organization. It creates a common
understanding of what distinguishes the organization from other
organizations (Abrahams, 1995; Lipton, 1996)). It creates a special identity
(as compared to other organizations)®. This special identity taps into the
power of unified diversity. More specifically, at the core of every individual
within the organization will be a shared or common understanding that may
not be expressed in words beyond the vision statement itself. However, the

meaning of the vision statement touches parts of the person that is unique

! “Organizational identity is (a) what is taken by organization members to be central to

the organization; (b) what makes the organization distinctive from other organizations (at least in the
eyes of the beholding members); and (c) what is perceived by members to be an enduring or
continuing feature linking the present organization with the past (and presumably the future). (Gioia,
1998, 21)
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to them individually and yet binds them organically to everyone else?. In
many ways, it is the creation of a community comprised of many individuals
held together by common meaning (Lewis. 1997).
Core Values

Over the last few decades, organizations have recognized that the
vision must be steeped in common understanding and meaning. This led to
conscious development of core values that would support the vision and how
the organization hopes to be in the world. A value is an enduring belief
pertaining to preferable personal or social behaviors and outcomes from
such behavior (Rokeach, 1973). “It is the absolute or ‘black or white’
learning of values that more or less assures their stability and endurance”
(Bumpus & Munchus, 1996, p. 169). “Collectively.... value systems provide
an inner, often invisible, governance system which can allow individuals and
their organizations to stay on course in turbulent times” (Kriger & Hanson,
1999, p. 302). More basically, “*[c]Jommon values are the glue which binds an
organization together; they motivate and create a sense of community”
(Brytting & Trollestad, 2000, p. 55).

“Today’s organizations, both profit and not-for-profit, have to balance

an increasing array of conflicting forces and values. Stakeholder demands

: “...identity not only constitutes a way of seeing or classifying myself that distinguishes

me from other people, but it also simultaneously allows me to see myself as similar to a class of
individuals with whom I most closely associate myself or with whom I would like to be associated.”
(Gioia, 1998, 19)
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are diverse and numerous. No individual is in a job without conflicting
demands—for innovation and stability, for quality and efficiency, for goal
clarity and flexibility, for short-term results and long term effectiveness”
(Kriger & Hanson, 1999, p. 302). Moreover, within this malaise of conflicting
interests, “[a] fundamental issue in organizations is that ‘right” human
relationships are essential for effectiveness in our work systems”(p. 305). At
issue as discovered by many organizations is that if the organization does
not “stand for something” through a set of organizational values, then "“it
stands for nothing.” In other words, organizational success is dependent
upon organizational values that convey a deep concern for the employees as
individuals and that reinforces the meaning and purpose of the organization
(Kouzes & Posner, 1995). “With people-oriented values, successful
organizations were found to use employee groups to solve problems,
promote cooperative interaction, and have employees influence important
issues” (Tjosvold, Dean. 1998, p. 44).
Visioning Process

As a process, developing an organizational vision has been done in a
variety of ways. Some organizations have an individual or a team develop a
vision statement, comprised of a statement of vision, a mission statement,
and/or set of core values. Some base the vision statement on their intuition
and personal knowledge of their organization and the external environment,
while others complete extensive research of the internal strengths and
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weaknesses, the competition, if applicable, and the external environment,
including the economic, political, and social climates. Once the vision is
developed, it is shared with other individuals for review, revision, and
acceptance. In some organizations, this process may involve officers and
directors. In other organizations, it might involve all levels of management,
and in others, it may involve representation from all ranks within the
organization (Abrahams, 1995; Carver, 1997; Nanus, 1992; Wall, Sobol, &
Solum, 1992).

An alternative method of developing a vision is to quest or search for
the vision as done by indigenous and religious leaders for thousands of
years. As a process, it relies on what is inside the people seeking to develop
the vision and yet can incorporate the findings of the various qualitative and
quantitative research methods?®. Harrison Owen has brought a variation of
this form of visioning process into modern organizational meetings through
his development of the process called Open Space Technology. (Owen,
1997a; 1997b). Similarly, Weisbord and Janoff’'s Future Search (2000)and
Cooperrider’s Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider, et.al. 2000) along with the

many other forms of whole-scale change models seek to tap into this

° A native American description of this statement provides a deeper perspective. “In the Turtle
Mountains, North Dakota, Harry Boise...was with me eight months. At his request, I allowed him to
teach the old Chippewa and Cree Indians there the modern scientific attitude with its view of
things....The chief among his pupils was old Sakan’ku Skonk (Rising Sun).....But Rising Sun, speaking
the conclusion of all, pronounced ‘the scientific view’ inadequate. Not bad, or untrue, but inadequate
to explain, among many other things, how man is to find and know a road along which he wishes and
chooses to make this said progress unless the Great Manitou by his spirit guides the mind of man,
keeping human beings just and generous and hospitable.” (McG. 6-7)
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method of questing for a vision. More recently, Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski,
and Flowers (2004) have further refined the application of this form of vision
questing to organizations through the process of presencing as depicted in
their U-Model. In this situation, the U-model, it is clearly indicated that the

focus of the model is to quest for vision.

Figure 1: Gestalt Awareness Process

Active, Directed Awareness

Open, Undirected Awareness

Goes to the world
Forces something to emerge

Uses Structures/framework to guide what
you wish to see, hear, etc.

Focuses questioning; strives for a narrow,
sharp field of vision

Attends to things in terms of knowledge of
how they work, what is present and missing
in a normative sense.

Searching of sensory modalities

Supports work by content values and
conceptual biases

Lets the world come to you

Waits for something to emerge
Investigates without being organized or
“prejudiced” in any way as to what you
wish to see hear, etc.

Maintains widest peripheral vision; little
foreground and everything of equal

importance

Is naive about how things work; hopes to
find something new about how things work

Receptive use of sensory modalities

Values are process-oriented, tend to be
content free.

(Nevis, 1987, 11)
Vision Questing

Vision questing is a different process than the visioning done in most
corporations and organizations. Using the Gestalt awareness process model
shown above in Figure 1, corporations and organizations tend to lean more
towards an “active, directed awareness” model to establish a vision whereas

vision questing would be an “"open, undirected awareness” model. In truth,

Page 7 of 21



the actual questing process involves both forms of awareness, whereas
initially the open, undirected awareness functions as the questing process
that leads into the active, directed awareness that becomes what will
eventually manifest the vision throughout the organization®. Questing is an
emergent process® that portrays how the world will be different because this
organization and all of its uniqueness exits, and the mission is the action
statement supporting the vision.
Questing for a Vision

Over the last several decades, vision statements and vision questing as
a process have become sterile and inverted in their application to most
organizations and nearly all for profit corporations. Sterility has surfaced
through the lack of the organization’s ability to provide meaningful vision
that can evoke and emote serious commitments to a single compelling
picture. Inversion has evolved through the lack of full body, in the moment,
presence. In other words, most vision statements are created by thinking

heads that drag their body along for the ride. These fact creating and

4Senge, et.al (2004) refer to this process as the seven capacities of the U movement. The
process initially consists of suspending, redirecting, and letting go of pre-existing forms of
perceptions/awareness. They refer to the transformative process as presencing. It transforms the
individual, group or organization’s existing will that maintains the pre-existing perceptions/ awareness
so that the individual, group, or organization can enable the future to emerge. The emergence
surfaces through the four remaining steps of the U-movement process of letting come, crystallizing,
prototyping, and institutionalizing the new awareness or form of perception.

5

Complexity science would refer to this process as "emergence, which refers to the
arising of novel and coherent structures, patterns, and properties during the process under
observation” (Goldstein, 1999, 49), i.e., the visioning process.
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interpreting processes negate the fact that unless meaning is created that
evokes and emotes commitment, at best, the organization will elicit some
form of compliance, albeit temporarily and without personal involvement
beyond doing just enough to keep the job or to prevent notice from
management.

Over the last two decades, while learning about my native American
heritage, I noticed that questing for a vision involves fourteen basic or
fundamental processes that explain the process of questing for a vision. The
fourteen fundamental principles are Zen-like in their presentation in that
they may seem enigmatic and filled with paradoxical riddles, but when
assessed and practiced as a whole, the principles enable a quality of insight
into self and other that is more than the sum of its parts. This broader and
deeper sense of understanding begins the process of reawakening an
awareness of relational perception that has been overshadowed by
conventional analytic problem solving.

(1) Visioning is a personal process that is begun in isolation;
however, it is fundamentally conversational and social.

Implicit to this principle is that we are never truly alone. Even in
isolation, we are accompanied by internal thoughts and compelling pictures
of one's self. These thoughts and pictures lose their power to dictate how to
see the world, however, when they are extracted from the social and cultural
environments that initially gave them their authoritative meanings. Still, the
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individual's self-removal from the external environment is temporary; the

intention is to return, to make the reverse transition that brings him or her

once more into relatedness, but with deeper insights and new conceptions of

possibilities. In corporate organizations, this transition could show itself as a

shift from dictates to curiosity, from argumentative discussions to open

dialogues.

(2) Even though it may seem that nothing is happening at the time,
the experience itself changes the person, group, and/or
organization.

The vision questing process encourages distancing oneself from
"normal," everyday vision; it inspires a sense of having opened one's eyes
for the first time. Initially, personal and social constructs of what constitute
"reality" cloud the individual awareness of "what is." Yet as the questing
principles disrupt these constructs by breaking perceptual mirrors of the
past, a new, broader way of perceiving evolves. Often, this experience of
moving beyond the mundane brings with it a deep, internal knowing that
surfaces through the creation or emergence of compelling internal pictures,
similar to the deep sense of self a child experiences when lucidly day-
dreaming about his or her future—as a jet pilot, perhaps, or a champion of
the community, or a time-traveler.

(3) The experience enables us to become more of who or what we
are, and therefore changes how we are in the world.
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Questing allows our innermost qualities to surface within our
awareness, and therefore within our day-to-day world. This surfacing and
embrace of the deepest and perhaps most hidden integral elements of
personality and character correlates to the fundamental principle of the
Paradoxical Theory of Change, which postulates that the more fully we are
able to be who we already are, the more we will change.

(4) Visions come to children, and to adults who can make
themselves like children.

This principle echoes the late Kathy Dannemiller's Whole-Scale Change
premise to bring open-mindedness together with open-heartedness. This
"child-like," passionate world is one wherein judgment is suspended and
playfulness is possible, even necessary. It is that place where "what is" is
defined through moment-by-moment experience instead of through various
pre-existing internal constructs or through dictates from the outside and
from the past. It is a place where both naivete and cynicism lay at rest and
strategic thinking is to understand that what lies within the silence is without
thought.

(5) Vision comes when we are humble and pitiable.
Vision questing in its earliest form has been called "crying for a vision"

n6

and "lamentation."® More recently, vision questing is described as being

° Lamentation is often defined as a prayer, song, piece of music, or poem passionately
expressing grief or regret. Applied to the visioning process, it was the stark awareness that the
individual had lost sight of their original purpose in life—how the world is different because they exist.
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receptive and vulnerable without being totally exposed, often described as
being at the boundary of oneself, or making contact with the Self or Other at
the edge of deep discomfort. These characteristics mark a place where the
veiled defenses of how to be in the world are lifted—like the moment just
before one acknowledges that the emperor has no clothes. Because it is an
experience, words fail and we realize a sense of smallness that may not have
been known till known.
(6) Vision's power comes as we listen to our own, internal stories.
We all carry within us domineering voices from the past as well as the
unwritten yet indelibly known rules of being a member of a family, a
community, or an organization. Gestalt theory refers to these internal
constraints as introjects—image-creating and behavior-controlling concepts
that we have "swallowed whole," that is, taken into ourselves on faith or
demand without our conscious and/or reasoned input. These introjects are in
many ways unconnected to the present, yet they are still impacting every
moment of one's life. They are personal and/or social constructs that we
have maintained as ways to "do" ourselves or ways "to be." Vision questing
encourages these internal stories to surface, to come into awareness. As we

give voice and ear to these internal stories, they tend to fade into the

This often translated into an awareness that the person had forgotten a part of what originally and
uniquely defined them as a human being, Often this was experienced as having lost sight of who he or
she was. Applied to organizations, most do not have even the slightest awareness that they have lost
sight of who or why the organization exists except in terms of the bottom line.
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background and older and more deeply personal stories can begin to be told

and, in the process, reborn.

(7) Vision's power comes as we learn to communicate with our
deepest selves.

Our deepest self is often the site of terrible fears and "unspeakables."
By allowing these two negative aspects to fully and clearly emerge, we can
decide upon and release what is no longer applicable. Organizations that are
able to break down cultural norms that hide within the day to day activities
like water is to a fish, soon have a new pair of eyes from which to see and
therefore a new voice from which to speak. Often, old dreams and hopes
surface from these deepest selves, reminding us of a forgotten self, of who
and what we really are as an individual, family, group, or organization.

(8) Vision's power comes when we can honor those dreams that
energize the very essence of who we are and how we want to
be in the world.

Forgetting or repressing one's heartfelt dreams in the interest of
complying with social expectations or cultural norms banishes and damages
the soul. Remembering the dreams of the soul soothes us deeply, and
reminds us of our sense of purpose and of that which creates meaning in
one's life. Organizations often lose their dreams when complexity and
unconsciousness replaces what has heart and meaning with restrictive
policies and procedures that are held together by the unwritten and rarely
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talked about rules of how we do things here.
(9) Vision's power comes to us when we can be open to something
greater than ourselves.

In religious and highly personal terms, what is greater than ourselves
is the power of God, Spirit, Buddha, or any other worshiped or revered
Being’. In organizational terms, the essence of this feeling of the existence
of something greater than oneself is tied also to a sense of relatedness with
others. In the U.S. Marines, for example, this sense is named Esprit de
Corps: the spirit of the corp— the body of individuals sharing membership in
this social, purposeful organization. The complementary action of those who
share an understanding of being in relation with, and dedicated to,
something greater than themselves is known as service. Senge et.al. (2004)
refer to this process as presencing®. Joseph Jaworski refers to this process as
“being an instrument of life itself, to accomplish, in a sense, what life or God
, or however you want to put it, wishes for me to accomplish...This is the call

to service that most of us deny throughout our life...this call to give

" With the recent fallout at Enron, WorldCom, etc. some might argue that money in the form

of profits and executive compensation has become the god of many organizations with capitalism
being the primary religion. In fact, the invisible hand of capitalism as originally described by Adam
Smith clearly suggests spiritual underpinnings albeit amorally.

® Otto Scharmer states that “presencing is about pre-sensing and bringing into

presence—and into the present—your highest future potential. It is not just the future in some
abstract sense but my own future possibility as a human being...The key is that your highest future
possibility is related to your own highest purpose or intention. It's more than an intention you build for
yourself, for your life, perhaps even before you are born...The important point is that in exploring this
future potential, you aren’t exploring a future someone else has written for you. It's more intimately
connected with your evolving, authentic Self—who you really are.”(Senge, et. Al. 2004, 226-227)
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ourselves to something larger than ourselves, and to become what we were
meant to become.” (Senge et. al., 2004, 227- 229)
(10) Vision's power comes as we listen to the stories around us.

Part of the success of most large-scale change is accomplished through
storytelling. Listening to the stories of others begins to open our minds and
hearts, if we will only sit with the story without judgment, allowing ourselves
to be aware of how the story is affecting us physically, mentally,
emotionally, and spiritually. Being eager to respond immediately with our
own story can distance us from the storytelling other. The story we listen to
well, without judging or forecasting, can touch our heads and our hearts in
unforgettable ways. Once this occurs, we begin to hear a familiar story
within ourselves that may have been forgotten or simply waiting until now to
be re-membered.

(11) Vision's power comes when the story of a person'’s life joins the
circle.

Building sufficient common and heartfelt ground for a clear and
compelling picture to surface enables the person to regain a sense of
community with all of mankind and with nature, and to assume responsibility
for one's place in the world. As the vision of the individual and/or
organization surfaces and joins with others', a deep sense of belonging is
engendered. Such belonging becomes the "container" that holds and
protects the shared vision. This container is community and it can not be
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dictated.
(12) Vision's power comes when a person realizes a story that
already exists.

Often, vision is experienced as a deep knowing, akin to double loop
learning where new meaning is created by looking at the structure of how
and why things are done instead of changing what is done. This knowing is
similar to the 100" Monkey phenomenon, where once a critical number of a
species learns a new skill or awareness, often associated with the number
100, the learning moves through the morphogenetic field and all of the
species knows. Although the vision is inevitably something that already
exists, the awareness of it as a deep knowing is new. Much of what makes a
true vision so powerful and so compelling, then, is in fact its unfolding of an
awareness of what has always existed.

(13) Vision's power comes when we add a new episode to that
story.

The personal vision illuminates how the world is different because of
one's single self, and brings us to a realization that "fate" is not what
happens to us, but is what we are when we are true to ourselves. Hence, the
personal vision expresses a stage of "coming into one's own," wherein the
individual has stepped fully into who he or she is as a mature and
contributing member of a community. The organizational vision, similarly,
kindles the awareness of how the world will be different because of the
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organization's existence in it. The organization's visioning experience is akin
to coming to understand the fullness of its existence in very basic but
powerful terms—in terms of the people who will be fed or the pollution that
is created and not just in terms of the number of jobs provided, or in
organizational quality of life, or in amount of profit gained. Vision provides
exquisitely human depth to the organization and an awareness of its innate
responsibility to itself and the rest of the world.
(14) Vision's power comes when the story of a person’'s life becomes
that of life as a whole.

The questing process results in a sense of interrelatedness, captured in
the Lakota phrase Mitakye Oyasin, which means "all one tribe" or "all my
relations." This interrelatedness comes as a sense of oneness or wholeness
with all facets and beings of life. It is a deep knowing that each action of
each individual or organization has significant consequences for the whole of
life. Such understanding shifts the focus, of the individual or of the
organization, to a truly world view.

Evolving Process

Visioning is transforming. Whole-scale change models, such as
Appreciative Inquiry, Future Search, Open Space Technology, and the U-
Model recognize that the “space for creativity in an organization is a dialectical

state of tension between over control, embodied in the legitimate system, and

chaos, embodied in the shadow system...New knowledge is constructed in
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‘communities of practice, the shadow system of learning organizations. Knowledge
workers join communities because they have something to learn and something to
contribute.” (Coleman, 1999, 35, 37) To tap into this new knowledge, vision must
be quested and not reinvented from existing forms of thinking or knowing. The
fourteen points can be used as guidelines or guiding principles. As a process
that is investigating an open undirected form of awareness building, it is
contradictory to try to solidify each of the fourteen points into an exact
procedure to be used in the visioning process. Rather, it functions more as a
set of principles superimposed over the visioning process. Beneath these
superimposed principles, the actual process involves using open-ended
questions, free association, and dialogue. Like the original visioning process,
the most effective processes have been where the individuals or organization
are taken from their traditional habitat and brought back to nature. Not a
natural settings with lodging and scenic views and golf courses. But, a
natural setting where old patterns can be broken, old fears faced and
dissolved, and the blanket of mother nature can provide the comfort needed
to re-member who we are. Therein, visions emerge that remind of how the
world is different because we exist.
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