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The complexities of the challenges faced by
organizations call for new approaches to lead-
ership development. In this article, the authors
offer an approach called exploration for devel-
opment (ED), consisting of three main aspects:
navigating complex challenges, supporting com-
petent shared sensemalking, and practicing lead-
ership based on relational principles. They ex-
amine the practical possibilities of artistry in the
Jace of complexity, as focused on the making and
remaking of shared meaning. Sensemaking com-
pelencies supportive of this practical artistry are
identified as paying attention, personalizing, im-
aging, serious play, co-inquiry, and crafiing. Ex-
amples showing tools and techniques are drawn
from a series of leadership development programs
at a telecommunications company. Impacts of the
programs were assessed in context of a develop-
mental curriculum that included feedback,
mentoring, and coaching.

The work of leadership in organizations
is becoming increasingly complex. Mergers
and acquisitions, rapidly evolving technolo-
gies, and globalization are among the forces
causing this complexity, as well as caus-
ing a rethinking of what leadership is,
where to find it, and how it can be prac-
ticed and developed.

In this article we present an approach to
Jeadership development, which we call ex-
ploration for development, based on address-
ing complex challenges faced by organiza-
tions. First, we describe the basic principles
of this approach. Then we describe a pro-
gram using this approach, called Facing and
Solving Complex Challenges, conducted in
collaboration with Verizon. We review pro-

gram outcome data, limitations of the model
and our practice of it, and implications for
the field.

Exploration for Development:
Conceptual Framework

Exploration for development is an ap-
proach to leadership development that fo-
cuses on sensemaking and effective action
in the face of one or more specific complex
challenges, while simultaneously developing
organizational sensemaking and action ca-
pacities to meet future challenges. The meta-
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phor of “exploration” refers to facing chal-
lenges in a way that inventories and mobi-
lizes the community’s leadership resources,
mindfully enters into and maps unknown
territories, and thereby extends the com-
munity into new places and links it to other
communities.

There are three basic components to this
framework (see Figure 1). These are (a) navi-
gating complex challenges, (b) supporting
competent shared sensemaking, and (¢) prac-
ticing and developing leadership based on
relational principles.

Navigating Complex Challenges

Our working definition of complex chal-
lenges 1s as follows:

Complex challenges are situations or contexts
that defy existing approaches or solutions,

They are central in importance and demand |

decisive action. Yet because the organization,
team, or individual does not know how to act,
there 1s also a need to slow down and reflect.

Typically these challenges sprawl across
the boundaries of function, expertise, geog-
raphy, and role, and thus adequate frame-
works for shared understanding have not yet

emerged.The modifier “complex” describes
the typical appearance or manifestation of
the challenge. Heifetz (1994) used the modi-
fier “adaptive” to describe the most desir-
able category of response to such challenges,
and convincingly argued that facing adap-
tive challenges is the most essential work of
leadership. Adaptation—in the sense of
transformation of outlooks and behaviors as
compared with incremental technical re-
sponses—provides the opportunity of prac-
ticing leadership while at the same time fos-
tering leadership development. We observe
that our clients resonate with the notion of
navigating complex challenges as a valuable
endeavor. Addressing such challenges suc-
cessfully can produce obvious payoffs, even
to those skeptical about the value of leader-
ship development. (We avoid the word adap-
tive in our language with clients because it
can mean “merely adjusting.”)

Supporting Shared Sensemaking

Sensemaking can be regarded as the cre-
ation and use of sensory and experiential
frameworks to comprehend and engage a
flow of events (Weick, 1995). Meaning-
making can be regarded as the creation and
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use of large-scale epistemological frame-
works to define and locate the self in rela-
tion to the world (Kegan, 1994). Viewed in
this way, small acts of making sense of shared
work can lead to developmental movement
in larger frames of shared meaning, because
sense and meaning constantly inform one
another—to a degree that ultimately con-
founds the distinction we have just made.
Our interest is in this kind of shared sense
and meaning making, as practically applied
to the navigation of complex challenges in
organizations.

In previous research we have identified
six often-neglected sensemaking competen-
cies—paying attention, personalizing, imag-
ing, serious play, co-inquiry, and crafting—
for making shared sense of complexity and
chaos (Palus & Horth, 2002). We have inte-
grated these into our practice of exploration
for development. These competencies em-
phasize the synthetic, R-mode (“right brain”)
aspects of sensemaking. These are comple-
mentary to analytical (L-mode or “left
brain”) sensemaking competencies that em-
phasize definitions, routinized practice, and
formal logics (Kolb, 1984; McCarthy, 1996;
Mintzberg, 1989). Paying attention is the
selective use of multiple modes of percep-
tion when taking in a situation, to discern
the unfamiliar in the familiar and the famil-
iar m the unfamiliar (Davenport & Beck,
2001; Perkins, 1994).

Personalizing is tapping into life experi-
ences, passions, and values to develop in-
sights and new perspectives on complex
challenges (Bateson, 1989). Competent per-
sonalizing also requires disengagement of
such personal experiences and filters when
appropriate. [maging is the representation,
evolution, and communication of ideas
through the use of all kinds of images—pic-
tures, stories, metaphors, shared displays, and
visions (Morgan, 1986; Schwartz, 1991).
Serious play 1s the generation of knowledge
through free exploration, improvisation, ex-
perimentation, limit-testing, levity, and sport.
Play becomes serious when it is contained

within the purposes of co-inquiry (Csiks-
zentmihalyi, 1990; Schrage, 2000). Co-in-
quiry 1s sustained dialogue to address a
challenge within and across the communi-
ties that have a stake in its reconciliation
(Bray, Lee, Smith, & Yorks, 2000; Cooperri-
der, Sorenson, Whitney, & Yaeger, 2000;
Dixon, 1998). Crafting is the synthesis of
issucs, objects, events, and actions into inte-
grated, meaningful wholes. What is often miss-
ing in orgamzations is the recognition that art-
istry 1s a vital aspect of knowledge creation in
the face of complexity (Nissley, 2002).

Practicing Relational Leadership

The basic relational idea is that individu-
als are constituted by their relations (Gergen,
1994). The notion of relational leadership can
be summarized by asserting that “people
sharing work create leadership by construct-
ing the meaning of direction, commitment,
and adaptive challenge” (Drath, 2001, p.
153). If we take “people sharing work” as
the nexus of leadership, then leadership de-
velopment must enlarge the capacities of in-
dividuals and collectives to make sense of
their work together and to collaborate effec-
tively. The relational approach requires that
we view connections among individuals,
collectives, and connections among collec-
tives as targets for development. Trait, situ-
ational, and transformative theories of lead-
ership have worked mainly on the individual
side of this spectrum (Day, 2001). The rela-
tional framework leads us to ask: How do
people working together in teams, groups,
organizations, and communities bring lead-
ership into being (Drath, 2001)? Our intent
is to invite people in the organizations we
work with to explore the possibilities for
leadership at all levels of connection, build-
ing an integrated structure of leadership.

The ability to consistently apply a fully
relational understanding of leadership may
be associated with postformal stages of
meaning-making such as Kegan (1994) de-
scribed as interindividual or Wilbur (2000)
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described as infegral. However, most man-
agers operate at carlier stages (Fisher, Rooke,
& Torbert, 2000). Therefore it is important
to affirm people in their present epistemolo-
gies while supporting development as appro-
priate to their challenges (Palus & Drath,
1995).

Collaboration With Verizon

The Center for Creative Leadership
(CCL) has a history of collaborating with
Verizon and its predecessors (GTE, Bell At-
lantic) in providing leadership development
programs. These programs have typically
been based in the CCL paradigm of assess-
ment for development, using the ACS Model
(Assessment, Challenge, Support; Browning
& Van Velsor, 1999): that is, providing psy-
chometric assessment and 360° feedback
aligned with challenging developmental
experiences in a supportive context. Dur-
ing the last 7 years or so, there has been
increasing interest by Verizon regarding
possible next-generation leadership devel-
opment interventions.

There are several reasons for Verizon’s
interest in new models. Assessment for de-
velopment has been so successful that many
managers have become saturated in feed-
back. Although still a valuable management
tool, 360° feedback no longer provides a
novel or transformative experience. Open-
enrollment programs and individual-leader
programs are less appealing in a context of
mergers and RIFs (reductions in force), in
which there is a desire for experiences that
build community. Shorter programs are
needed in consideration of faster-paced work.
There 15 demand for interventions that di-
rectly address urgent business challenges and
link directly to bottom-line measures.

Facing and Solving Complex
Challenges

A series of experimental programs called
Facing and Solving Complex Challenges

(FSCC) was conducted by CCL in collabo-
ration with Verizon. Participants were direc-
tor level or higher and identified as high
potential. Class size (four programs to date)
ranged from 13 to 24. Typical class compo-
sition has been managers who work within a
single large division. One might expect these
managers to know cach other, but typically
they do not because of recent mergers and
functional and regional silos. Program length
is 2 days, followed by an action learning
phase lasting about 8 weeks. Objectives for
Verizon were to (a) provide individual de-
velopment for high potential leaders, (b) pro-
vide collective development among peer
leaders {e.g., networking within and among
functions), and (c) enact action learning
projects with high potential for payoff.

As prework we ask each person to com-
plete a worksheet describing a complex chal-
lenge they face as a leader, which they will
then work on in the program. We also ask
the senior management team of the division
to articulate a complex challenge faced by
the division, one that will be explored to-
gether by program participants. Thus a cen-
tral device of the program is to engage the
perspectives of both mid- and top-level man-
agers and then to deal with the new patterns
and insights that emerge.

Dialogue

We understand dialogue as conversations
that deliberately pursue deeper levels of
shared sensemaking around difficult issues
(Dixon, 1998; Isaacs, 1999). By “deeper,”
we are referring to something like Argyris’s
(1990) ladder of inference: the layers of as-
sumptions, beliefs, reasoning, and data un-
derneath professed statements. We use dia-
logue to bring more of these layers into
conscious play, so that the challenge may be
addressed in more of its entirety.

In our practice we like to move into dia-
logue without much fanfare in terms of
theory or hard-and-fast rules. Typically we
ask the group to move into a circle of chairs
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without tables. We suggest a few simple
ground rules such as: don’t interrupt; bal-
ance the use of advocacy and inquiry (ques-
tions); explore differences constructively;
and build shared meaning.

But dialogue can be difficult. Moving up
and down the ladder and doing something
productive with the result can seem at turns
tedious, frustrating, or pointless. It is diffi-
cult for people to slow down. For this reason
we have been developing a more focused and
pragmatic approach, which we call mediated
dialogue.

Mediated dialogue.  Mediated dialogue
refers to the technique of “putting something
in the middle” of the dialogue circle (Palus
& Drath, 2001). In the program we enlist
objects and images that are literally or meta-
phorically connected to the challenge at
hand. The objects serve to mediate the cre-
ation of metaphors and stories; they serve to
mediate perspective taking and imagination.
Most importantly for the purposes of dia-
logue, the objects help people make sense of
deeper levels and new dimensions of their
shared challenges. For example, we ask the
following question in the program prework
letter:

What are your own personal leadership prin-
ciples or values? Where do they come from?
Bring one or several personal photographs to
the program that illustrate in any way where
in your own life these values resonate, or where
they come from. These might include snap-
shots of some recent experience, images from
an old photo collection, etc.

These photos become the basis for a non-
threatening, introductory experience in the
direction of dialogue (which we deepen con-
siderably as the program proceeds). Near the
start of the program participants introduce
themselves in small groups of 5-6, taking
turns putting their photos in the middle of
the conversation. We give them no particu-
lar guidelines for dialogue at this point, ask-
ing only that they share their leadership val-
ues and creative sources and consider any

patterns that emerge in their group. We then
make a place to display the photos for the
duration of the program. Thus the photos
remain at least implicitly in the middle for
the remainder of the program, as reminders
of values, often becoming a gathering place
for conversation during breaks. Subsequent
dialogues in the program address shared
challenges using Compendium and Visual
Explorer methodologies as described later.

Practical lessons regarding dialogue.
We have learned some lessons about the
practice of dialogue and how to make it more
effective in the context of FSCC. An casy
entry into dialogue, as in the previous ex-
ample, seems helpful. Making the initial dia-
logue personally oriented seems to invite
such an entry.

One practice, useful when the dialogue
gets difficult, is to ask the group to alternate
statements of opinion or fact with questions.
Thus if one person states an opinion, the next
comment offered by anyone should be in the
form of a question; for example, “Has any-
one else seen that?”

We noticed during the Compendium ses-
sions (described below) that the direction of
the dialogue regarding shared challenges
sometimes shifts about halfway through the
allotted period, roughly 45 min into a 90-
min session. An initial “bandwagon” at some
point will get challenged by a seemingly
minority voice that proceeds to gather sup-
port. For example, one dialogue about
companywide challenges started with a lot
of pointing at senior management—what
they were thinking, second-guessing them,
and so on. Then one person said that she took
it as her job to interpret the vision as best as
she could and charge ahead. The dialogue
then shifted from “them” to “us”: What do
we or can we take responsibility for? What
is our path forward?

We know of at least three ways to help
this shift in dialogue. One is simply to ask,
“What are we missing in this conversation?”
Another is to ask the voices that have been
so far most quiet to move their chairs a bit
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forward, and those that have been loudest
(“You know who you are”) to move back and
remain silent for 10 min. We also have had
success with the question, “Do you have any
favorite Visual Explorer images (described
below) among those you previously dis-
cussed, which reflect any of the important
issues in the present dialogue?”

Visual Sensemaking

People are visual creatures living in a vi-
sual world. Yet organizations typically func-
tion in a narrowed range of the visual: text
on screens or paper; talking heads in spare
conference rooms. In our practice, we use
various visual methods designed to help par-
ticipants make sense of complex challenges,
and that also point to expanded options back
on the job. We refer to this in general as vi-
sual sensemaking—using methods and me-
dia in the visual realm to make shared sense
of complex challenges.

Visual Explorer. Visual Explorer (VE)
15 a tool we created to facilitate visual
sensemaking, based on our rescarch on ne-
glected sensemaking competencies (Palus &
Horth, 2002). Most people have trouble
spontaneously producing images in the same
easy manner as language. VE provides a set
of 203 images printed in color on standard-
size paper. The images have been selected
according to a number of criteria that may
be summed up as ambiguous, provocative,
and diverse, while lending themselves meta-
phorically to the complex challenges of busi-
ness and life in general.

Early in the program we do an exercise in
which we ask people to browse the images
(all Taid face up in the hallway) and select
two: one that “stands for, literally, or meta-
phorically, or emotionally, or intuitively, the
way your challenge is now,” and one that
stands for “what the path forward with your
challenge might be like.”

Participants then gather in groups of 4-5
to have a dialogue about their challenges,
using the imadges as mediating objects. A

volunteer goes first and starts by describing
his or her first image in detail;: What is the
image? What are the details? What is myste-
rious or surprising? and so on. Then that per-
son describes the challenge (and not until
then) and how it connects with the image.
This same volunteer does the same for the
second image. Then each person in the group
responds to the images the volunteer has just
described, first describing what they see in
the image—especially if what they sec is any
different from what the volunteer has de-
scribed. Then the respondent makes his or
her own connections to the challenge the
volunteer has described, using language
roughly in the form, “If that were my image,
I'would connect it to your challenge like this.
... What [ notice in that image, and the as-
sociations I have are. . . . ” Overt problem
solving, advice, and criticism are not al-
lowed. Finally, the originator of the image
takes it back, sharing any new insights thus
gained. The process proceeds by each per-
son thus voluntecring to place his or her im-
ages and challenges likewise in the middle
of the dialogue.

The results of this exercise in FSCC have
been rather positive, in the following ways.
People often say something like, “I was
doubtful about the pictures, but we were able
to talk about our challenges in depth.” One
kind of comment gets at this idea of visual
sensemaking: “People in our group tended
to see very different things in the same im-
age—and that was okay.” For us this indi-
cates perspective taking, which in typical
discourse 1s a metaphor for what literally
happens in the visual field. Another set of
comments is along the lines of, “It was fun.
We laughed. The connections we made led
to a lot of puns and jokes.”” Also common is
this set of 1deas: “We came up with some
metaphors we otherwise would not have. It
seemed casy to tell stories to go with the
images.”

For example, consider this initial chal-
lenge statement and how it was then pro-
cessed within the VE dialogue: “How do we
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restructure to increase penetration of our
largest customers in terms of becoming a true
ICP?” Figure 2 shows the two images se-
lected by this participant with her interpre-
tation of each.

Collage. Collage is a mindful collision
of images. Near the end of the program we
ask participants to make a collage represent-
ing the topic, “How might I (or we) address
this challenge in the weeks and months to
come?” We provide a table full of images
along with glue sticks, markers, and rolls of
paper. The images are ones we have torn from
all kinds of magazines, and we also provide
stacks of trade and business magazines from
which to clip images. All the VE images are
still available including the ones they chose
during the initial session. We ask that this be
done rather quickly, 30 min or so, working
intuitively with the totality of insights gath-
ered during the program or from anywhere.

The collages then become the something-
in-the-middle for small-group dialogue.
What the collages mean, even to the makers
of them, then becomes clearer. A challenge
for the facilitators has been having enough
time left, late in a short program, to have a
proper dialogue session and roll up the in-
sights. By this time in the program, partici-

pants have become somewhat adept at re-
sponding to visual images intuitively and on
the fly.

Compendium. We have integrated into
FSCC a sensemaking support system devel-
oped and used at Verizon, called Compen-
dium. Formally understood as a type of
hypertext augmented collaborative modeling
(HACM; Selvin, 1999), Compendium is a
way to visually map and connect ideas and
then store, recycle, and reuse such knowl-
edge. Ideas are shown as text-filled icons on
a screen. Conversations are mapped as they
unfold (a process known in the HACM field
as dialogue mapping), producing a much
richer record than normal minutes. Because
it is done on a computer, the ideas can be
connected in many ways: by just being clus-
tered together, by graphical lines that join
ideas, and by sharing keywords. Compen-
dium enables groups of people to construct
knowledge on the fly. It allows teams to com-
bine informal, exploratory discussion with
formal problem-solving frameworks. Com-
pendium makes the resultant knowledge
available for ongoing reuse and expansion
by means of a robust database and a variety
of display and reporting formats (e.g.,
hyperlinked HTML pages; MS Word; a vi-

This shows the building of a traditional brick struc-
ture— not flexible; people working at individual tasks;
no collaboration. It has a static feel, with little or no
movement. This represents our current environment—
traditional products presented in “product centric”
way, a standardized approach.

Figure 2.

“Taking flight” into the air, with freedom, and a strong
sense of movement. Physical touching represents a
collaborative approach. There is a feeling of excite-
ment and apprehension—and tension. This represents
a nonstandard approach to our largest customers—a
requirement for flexibility, but based on strong train-
ing, skills, and expertise. We need to build these skills
in the organization.

Images of a challenge and a possible path forward.
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Figure 3. Compendium dialogue map.

sual map of nodes and links). Originally de-
veloped as a methodology for cross-func-
tional business process redesign, and for
addressing “wicked problems” (Rittel &
Webber, 1973) pertaining to telephone op-
erations (e.g., Y2K planning among diverse
stakeholders), Compendium has been ap-
plied on more than 70 projects in a variety
of organizations.

We use Compendium in FSCC to facili-
tate and map the plenary dialogues. Figure 3
is an example of one such map. This map
shows the results of participants first brain-
storming reframed statements of the com-
plex challenges facing their division as a
whole, then clustering those into themes. The
group selected one or two VE images (as used
in earlier small-group dialogues) to repre-
sent the theme. A version of the map was
printed as a Word document and used as a
shared set of talking points the next morn-
ing during a 2-hr visit from the president of
the division.

Compendium provides participants a ro-
bust database in support of their action learn-

ing projects. This database can be easily
searched, built upon, and formatted in a num-
ber of ways for their own use as well as pre-
sentation to others. This advantage first be-
came apparent during the division president’s
visit, Participants were able to use the fea-
tures of Compendium to prepare for this
somewhat tricky encounter, in which they
would be surfacing difficult issues to discuss
with top management. At the same time, they
were able to invite the president into the
middle of the dialogue, by displaying the tex-
ture of their deliberations from the previous
day. Likewise, this database, when combined
with similar ones from other programs, has
much to contribute to a broader understand-
ing of this organization’s complex chal-
lenges.

Compendium has been useful in chang-
ing the rhythms of the dialogue: slowing it
down at times, speeding it up by introducing
focal questions, drawing attention to parts
and possible connections. It has also helped
by making the content of the dialogues tan-
gible, durable, and reusable in ways that ea-
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sel sheets and Post It Notes do not. Integra-
tion of the VE images into the Compendium
maps (Figure 3) has been a positive move in
the integration of our visual sensemaking and
dialogue methodologies. At its best, this all
combines to offer a kind of creative lever-
age that can be understood as knowledge art
(Selvin & Palus, in press).

Compendium helps invite the business
context into the room and to maintain atten-
tion to it in an engaging way. This attention
to the context makes it easier for the devel-
opmental work to flow without it seeming
unnatural or forced.

Practical lessons regarding visual sense-
making. New technologies are allowing
new modes of visually based collaboration
(Kirschner, Shum, & Carr, 2002)—but do
not overlook “hand tools” such as glue and
scissors. All these varieties of shared display
(Conklin, 2002), from paper-based VE to the
computer-based Compendium methodology,
provide welcome surfaces on which to
project, share, manipulate, combine, store,
and revisit ideas.

Participants often say something like,
“How could I ever do anything like this
back on the job?” One answer is that we
expect most of our participants will not
change behavior much in this way, as the
result of a short program. It is good
cnough that they obtained fresh insights
on their complex challenge from their col-
leagues in 2 intense days of work. It is
good enough that they practiced some
skills of dialogue such as perspective tak-
ing. A scientist with an entrepreneurial
bent offered another kind of response: “It’s
up to us to invent our own ways of work-
ing better using visuals and images. Work-
ing this way gives me some ideas. Nobody
saw anything like PowerPoint 10 years
ago, now we all use it.” One participant
told us after the program that he has de-
veloped a key presentation that he draws
each time, chart by chart in front of his
audience, adapting it as he sees fit. He
says, “It’s fresher and more personalized

Sfrom “restructure

this way, and more compelling for the au-
dience. I get more of their attention this

3%

way.
Reframing

After the complex challenges have been
articulated and subject to dialogue, we offer
an exercise called reframing. Reframing
means asking, “Have we drawn the right
boundary (frame) around this challenge or
problem? Are we solving the right problem?
What if we looked at it from another per-
spective?” Reframing comes from the tradi-
tion of creative problem solving, expressed
in the Osborne—Parnes Creative Problem
Solving Model, in which having the right
problem statement makes all the difference
(Osborne, 1953; Parnes, 1992).

First we give a short tutorial on how to
brainstorm. Next we have small groups brain-
storm alternative challenge statements for
each person’s complex challenge. These take
the form of “How to . . . [create more cus-
tomers/fire bad customers/etc.]?” or “In what
ways might we . . . [redefine our business/
make our product obsolete/etc.]?” Then we
do an activity called “walk and talk” in which
participants pair up and go on a walk around
the grounds for about 20 min, describing
some of the alternative challenge statements
to each other, and settling on the one they
wish to carry further and work on.

Let’s go back to our prior example (per
Figure 2). Here is how the same participant
reframed her challenge: How do we create a
structure that enables us to become an ICP
fo meet our customer’s business require-
ments? And here is how she described the
significance of the reframing: The change
to “create a structure”
changes the focus from tweaking what is al-
ready in place to building something new,
perhaps from the ground up.

Practical lessons regarding refram-
ing. It still seems quite true that people
often spend enormous energy solving the
wrong problem. Facing complexity requires

”
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a variety of frames: zooming in, zooming out,
seeing this aspect or that aspect, and tying
smaller views into larger ones. Some partici-
pants have told us that the problematic part
of their challenge “disappeared” upon shift-
ing frames——what seemed to be an intrac-
table problem was rendered either insignifi-
cant or temporary with a different frame.

Story Making

Human cognition, emotion, and action are
fundamentally narrative or “storied” in na-
ture (Bruner, 1969). So too is leadership
(Tichey, 1997). Stories are an important part
of sensemaking, not only the telling of the
story but also the making.

Tichey (1997) described the key types of
leadership stories as addressing the questions
“Who am 177 “Who are we?” and “Where
are we going?” In FSCC we focus on the first
of these, partly because of time constraints
and the fact that the program cohort is not a
well defined “we.” “Who I am” is central to
personal identity (McAdams, 1997), and
personal identity—both forming it and lo-
cating it as constituted within a web of rela-
tionships—is essential to human develop-
ment (Kegan, 1994). One of the ways we
work with such identity stories is dialogue
around personal photos as described earlier.

Another method we use for story making
and telling is character stories. We have seen
that one can quite rapidly create a powerful
self-revealing story by telling the story
through the eyes of another character in the
situation. This writing “trick” allows a bit of
distance from oneself, thus obtaining self-
perspective. The imaginative aspect frees the
writing and utilizes the skill we call serious
play. The instructions are something like this:

Write a story about some important learning
event in your life. You might be inspired in
this by something in the photo you brought
with you. But write it from the first-person
point of view of some person or character in
the story other than yourself. Write it as if it is
happening now— present tense. Above all, try

to capture the source of courage, strength, sig-
nificance, and meaning as you relive these
moments through the eyes of something or
someone who is not you. You only have 30
minutes for the writing! It may seem impos-
sible—but an event and the character have al-
ready popped into your head. If you can’t think
of anything, just keep writing, “I can’t think
of anything” until you think of anything else
to write and then write it, even if it’s nonsense
[a technique called free writing (Goldberg,
1986)]. Then just keep just the bits that tell
the story.

Participants then tell their stories in their
small groups. They are free to opt out of the
telling for any reason. One story began this
way, told through the eyes of one of many
people this manager helped to safety at the
World Trade Center:

Itis just before 9 a.m. on a crystal clear day
and [ am organizing my tasks for the day ahead.
I suddenly hear a loud boom and the building
moves under my feet. | know in my heart that
something very bad has just happened. . . .

Practical lessons regarding story making.
One of the main benefits of story making is
the interpersonal connections made within
the cohort. Putting something tangible and
personal in the middle of a conversation is a
way to foster such connections quickly and
in surprising depth. The issue of vulnerabil-
ity as a leadership attribute (Bunker, 1997)
comes up, in a good way, as we get into the
telling of the character stories. For some
people, the ease with which the character sto-
rics come pouring out is a positive shock: I
never thought [ could write like that.” Or,
“I'm astounded at the creativity of my peers.”

But for some people the task seems to fall
flat; they do not readily make the connec-
tions between this activity and leadership
development. Our dilemma, as with much
of this work, is how much to declare the sup-
posed lessons and takeaways of the activity,
and how much to let the participants make
sense of the lessons within and among them-
selves. With developmentally more mature
people (as these groups have mostly been),
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we opt for the latter as producing more pow-
erful learning.

Networking Fair

Near the end of the program, participants
cach create an casel sheet listing their name,
current (reframed) challenge statement, a list
of what capabilities and resources they could
offer their peers in the program, and a list of
capabilities and resources they might like to
borrow from their peers. These go up on the
wall, and about an hour is spent in network-
ing amidst this shared display—offering
help, soliciting advice, writing their names
as resources next to needs they might be able
to fill, and generally building on the rela-
tionships started in the prior 2 days.

Practical lessons regarding the network-
ing fair. This is a great thing to do over
morning coffee. Often this activity precipi-
tates intense business conversations that last
longer than the allotted time—and we let
them finish, because networking is a primary
goal of the program. The personalized dia-
logues and storytelling of the day before,
along with the luxury of having enough time
to linger over networking, create a context
for forming deep interpersonal connections.
Facilitators photograph cach networking
sheet with a digita] camera; the images arc
transcribed for use after the program as a
networking resource for participants and as
a summary of the developmental strengths
and needs of this cohort.

Action Learning Teams

Exploration is not complete until one re-
turns with something of value. Action learn-
ing is our way of projecting the efforts be-
gun in the program back into the workplace.
Action learning methodologies are well
documented in theory and practice (Dotlich
& Noel, 1998; Revans, 1982) and were al-
ready in use at Verizon when we began our
work. Action learning in FSCC is derived
from Verizon practices.

Action learning in FSCC typically con-
sists of the following steps:

« exploring collective challenges in the

program

» naming and framing a specific chal-

lenge for each team of 6-8 people to
carry forward

+ working with an executive team spon-

sor to refine the challenge definition
and forming a plan of attack

+ team meetings on task, with optional

facilitation by CCL or Verizon leader-
ship development faculty, interspersed
with efforts at fact-finding, action
steps, and so on

* teams report to, and dialogue with, the

senior executive team for review and
determination of further steps (6-8
weeks postprogram)

Practical lessons regarding action
learning. The intensive relational nature of
the 2-day program seems a good preparation
foraction learning. There is excitement about
having ongoing access to the senior team
while tackling important work with high vis-
ibility. However, there is also a sense that the
participants are already stretched thin, and
now there is additional work to be done.

It has been difficult to keep momentum
on the projects after the dialogue with the
senior team. Ongoing follow-up and support
are intended, but funding and time for such
activity have been limited. It is clear that there
is a need for at least networking meetings
(social and work) to keep the expanding pro-
gram cohort in touch with each other.

FSCC Outcomes

In collaboration with Verizon, we conduct
various assessments of program outcomes,
including course-end feedback, postcourse
e-mail and online surveys, and monitoring
of action learning projects. An internal Web-
based survey (conducted entirely by Verizon)
was administered to all participants in two
programs, each conducted entirely within the
same division. Of 30 such participants, 17
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responded (57%). The mean postcourse sur-
vey response interval was approximately 3
months for the first cohort (7 responses) and
I month for the second cohort (10 responses).
The survey covered all aspects of a Verizon
leadership development initiative, which also
included 360° feedback plus coaching, a de-
velopmental planning process, and men-
toring, as well as FSCC. Participants were
asked to rate these aspects and were pre-
sented with open-ended questions regarding
suggestions for improvements (see Table 1).

Responses to the open-ended survey ques-
tions indicate some ambivalence about the
action-learning component. On the plus side
there is enthusiasm for working on impor-
tant challenges under direct guidance from
the senior leadership team. The negatives
include competing time pressures, the dif-
ficulty of finding a suitable topic, and ne-
gotiating the political dimensions. The dif-
ficulties of sustaining follow-through are
frustrating for many.

Discussion

Questions guiding our practice include,
What’s working? What could be improved?
What’s the impact? And of course, Why does
any of this work or not?

Table 1
Responses to Scaled Survey ltems

Leadership development Mean
element response
FSCC program 3.9
Action leaming 3.6
360° feedback process 44
Coaching session 3.9
Developmental planning 32
Mentor process 3.6
Note.  Rating labels are 5 = extremely

valuable, 4 = very valuable, 3 = valuable, 2
= somewhat valuable, 1 not valuable.
“Action learning” was given a separate item
from Facing and Solving Complex
Challenges (FSCC) in the survey, hence the
responses for FSCC are likely to focus on
the initial 2-day program experience. Only
the one cohort who had already completed
the action-learning component was shown
this item, resulting in seven responses.

Almost all participants rated this program
as valuable after a 1-month or more period
postprogram. They rated it at least on a par
with other developmental activities recently
offered them at Verizon, exceeded on aver-
age only by 360° feedback. Most took away
usable insights about their own leadership
challenges, and most seemed to have en-
hanced their network. We look to the action
learning teams as a source of tangible evi-
dence of such gains, but the teams for the
most part have not (yet) driven their projects
fully to conclusion. We recommend a more
systematic approach providing structured
support for cross-functional teaming and
networking.

The high rating of the 360°-feedback ac-
tivity indicates perhaps two points. First, even
as it 1s being pushed to its limits, assessment
for development is still an important para-
digm for manager and leader development.
Second, Verizon has been experiencing so
much velocity and change that most manag-
ers have lately not experienced the same on-
going level of 360° feedback as they might
have a few years ago.

Participants tell us that “what works” in
this program is taking time (but not too much
time) for deep reflection about critical issues
in the company of peers. Most seem to ap-
preciate the attention given to their own ne-
glected competencies for sensemaking; like-
wise, the attention given to their creativity
and artistry as made relevant to leadership.

An area for improvement is making lead-
ership development more systemic (Fulmer
& Wagner, 1999; O’Connor & Day, 2002).
Although Verizon is attempting to do that,
the most immediate objective is one of en-
hancing the capacities of high-potential in-
dividuals. A more relational approach would
also seck to enhance systemic capacities for
shared sensemaking (Weick & Meader,
1993) within the organization.

One way of making this work more sys-
temic is to use Web-based e-learning tech-
niques. When we applied the exploration for
development model at Xerox, Web-based
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learning (a facilitated, collaborative Web site
for action team members) was rated by par-
ticipants and facilitators as being quite use-
ful (Pulley, Sessa, & Malloy, 2002).

Why was this program rated as less valu-
able than their 360°-feedback process? We
do not know all the reasons of course, but in
broad terms 360° feedback is a “tidy” mana-
gerial process sharply focused on self-im-
provement. Exploration, in contrast, is more
than a bit messy and open-ended. Its rewards
are less punctuated and predictable. In do-
ing this kind of work, one had best be pre-
pared for participant discomfort in the form
of “Where are we going? Let’s dictate a so-
lution to this challenge and move on to the
next.” We take this as an imperative to be
thoughtful and clear in our own design, and
then at a higher level to integrate assessment
and exploration into a systemic approach to
development. We believe that thorough as-
sessment for development provides strong
support for exploration for development.

An important issue of our time is the
struggle for attention. Every one of our
participants is moving at an extremely fast
pace, attending to many things at once.
Many of them in fact have framed their
leadership challenges as how to move even
faster, and how to be better at multitasking.
Two quotations we offer in the program
resonate quite strongly with participants.
The first is a paraphrase of poet David
Whyte: “The tragedy of answering com-
plexity only with velocity is that after
awhile you can’t sec anybody or anything
moving slower than you.” The second is
about what Microsoft researcher Linda
Stone calls continuous partial attention.
According to editorialist Thomas Fried-
man (2001, p. A27),

It means that while you are answering your e-
mail and talking to your kid, your cell phone
rings and you have a conversation. You are now
involved in a continuous flow of interactions
in which you can only partially concentrate
on each. . . . [Stone observes:] That has be-
come incredibly spiritually depleting,

In the words of one participant: “Multi-
tasking is a great skill for operations. At the
same time, it can be an impediment to in-
sight.”

The focus of attention in this program
moves participants from looking at their
problems as complicated—having myriad
parts requiring operational efficiency and
analysis—to exploring them as complex—
slowing down for a long moment, look-
ing afresh, seeing patterns and connec-
tions, discerning the greater wholes, and
seeking synthesis.

Attention 1s collective as well as indi-
vidual. In our view, an important reason why
this methodology hangs together is the em-
phasis on dialogue. The traditional focus of
leadership development is the efficacy of the
leader. In exploration for development,
sensemaking is a relational affair, and dia-
logue is a method for sharing, shifting, and
sustaining attention, making connections,
and building communities. One partici-
pant commented: “The big shift took place
when we realized our complex problems
had commonality.”

Implications for the Field of
Leadership Development

Good leadership and management are in-
fused with artistry. An understanding of this
has recently moved beyond simple truism to
yield robust insights, applications (Mintz-
berg, 1989; Vaill, 1989), and theoretical
frameworks (Nissley, 1999). We understand
leadership as making sense of complexity
and chaos, and shared sensemaking as acs-
thetic in nature (Palus & Horth, 1996). The
aesthetics of sensemaking are of great prac-
tical importance. It pays to use robust tools
and inviting media that “handle” well. One
of the most important insights here is that
“art” does not necessarily mean “the arts” as
commonly understood (Dissanayake, 1995).
Practically everyone has some advanced ca-
pacity for shared sensemaking, but it tends
to be what we have called knowledge art, or
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what Booth (1997) called everyday art, rather
than fine art or “genius art.” Such capacity
needs fresh eyes to notice and nurture it:
Leadership for complex challenges starts
with a renewal of perception.
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