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Abstract

This inquiry initiates a “comparative constructionist analysis” (Gergen, 1994, p. 138) of
decision making through a transdisciplinary lens. It explores the relational construct we identify
as breakthrough decision making, focusing on its spatiality. It investigates the design component
of Appreciative Inquiry (Al) seeking a big picture, multi-lens description of the architecture
(spatiality) of the situation of breakthrough decision making. It does so by mapping out
individual, social, organizational, linguistic, and discursive dimensions of the space and
relationships among these dimensions. In so doing, the research aims to support the potential to
develop new designs for change processes that are anticipatory instead of learning through trial
and error (Cooperrider, 2012).

The inquiry begins with the assumption of the relational constructionist approach that
breakthrough decision making is shared meaning growing from coordinated action or co-action
(Gergen, 1994). It is co-created by actors finding emerging shared purpose(s). The inquiry
focuses on three primary research questions: 1) What is the spatiality (design and architecture)
of breakthrough decision making? 2) What are the relational constructs that shape and create
breakthrough decision making? 3) How does softening “the boundaries of separation” (Gergen,
2009 p. 354) between the sacred and the secular deepen our understanding of the spatiality and
relational constructs of breakthrough decision making?

The inquiry uses a triangulation of data, methods, and researcher perspectives in order to
create “thick textured descriptions” (McNamee & Hosking, 2012, p. 47) of the spatiality of
decision making. The cartographic approach of situational analysis (Clarke, 2005) provides a

methodology for drawing together ” discourse and agency, action and structure, image, text and
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context, history and the present moment” (p. xxii) to chart the complexities of the situation of
breakthrough decision making.

The research enhances the credibility of the findings from the mapping process through
hermeneutic deepening and a linguistic analysis of the discourses of an appreciative inquiry (Al)
decision making process. The hermeneutic deepening process provides the opportunity for
asking how the parts of the situational maps fit into the wholes, and how the focus on the big
picture elucidates understanding of component parts (Van Manen, 1990). Because breakthrough
decision making is itself a universe of discourse(s) the research utilizes the linguistic tools of
tagmemic analysis (Pike, 1974) to enrich and enhance visual representations and move back
from the pre-verbal to the verbal.

This inquiry discovers twelve essential aspects of relational presence as the core
construct of the spatiality of breakthrough decision making. It challenges researchers and
practitioners of decision making to move beyond subject-object dualism and efforts to simply de-
center the subject. While deeply grounded in the relational constructionist approach, this inquiry
finds that breakthrough decision making may involve more than simply relational coordination.
The construct of relational presence, which emerges from the findings and the hermeneutic, is
sharply distinguished from consensus decision making models.

This inquiry invites consideration of whether the positive life giving core that Al seeks as
a destination, might be not only a space that we reach from time-to-time through an Al process,
but might be a dwelling place which we inhabit as our human engagements and decision making
processes reach beyond active listening to relational listening, and beyond consensus to
relational presence. In short, this inquiry seeks to deepen our understanding of what it means, in

decision making processes, to be relational beings beyond self and community (Gergen, 2009).
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Preface

The spatiality of human engagement has intrigued me my entire life. What is it that
makes certain spaces of human interaction seem special—sometimes even sacred? How does the
shape or design of that space affect what happens there? | date this intrigue back to my
childhood growing up in the village of Senafe, in the mountains of Eritrea, close to the border
with Ethiopia. The one thousand foot rock mountain that towered behind my childhood home
was named The Mountain of the Cross. Indeed, a twenty foot high cross was fixed in the solid
rock at the very summit of this mountain. It was placed there in memory of an Italian general in
command of Mussolini’s forces that invaded Eritrea. Trapped by Eritrean resistance fighters
who had few weapons, but intimate familiarity with the rocky cliffs, the General found himself
alone at the top of the mountain. He found no way down from the mountain top. The only way
down that he could find was the way he had come up. It involved navigating a treacherous rock
outcropping that was now well-guarded by Eritrean resistance fighters who prevented his escape.
Rather than surrendering in disgrace as part of an ill-conceived and poorly-managed invasion of
a country that had few defences, the General chose instead to leap to his death off the high cliff
at the summit.

That narrative was an intriguing story to tell foreigners that I guided to the top of the
mountain. But I preferred to go to the top of the mountain alone. It was a pilgrimage of sorts.
That place seemed special. In the whistling winds, | imagined that | could still hear the voices of
that conflict which occurred some years before my birth. | wondered, even at the age of seven, if
that place would be just as special were the cross not there, and the narrative of the unnamed

general was not associated with this place.
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Equally sacred space to me was the cave of the Coptic priest that I passed as | climbed to
the top of the Mountain of the Cross. Sequestered in a cave fronted by rough stones, this Coptic
priest lived year round with only some simple increments—some food, warm clothes, and a
treasured collection of sacred texts in the ancient language of Ge’ez. The language was itself
considered sacred. Business and social interactions were not transacted in that language. | often
stopped in to visit with this Coptic priest. | listened as he explained sacred mysteries in these
texts, passed down through a lineage to this holy man. His entire life was studying these texts in
this cave. This singular focus was interrupted only by periodic walks to where he could sit on a
boulder and pray for the village below—for its people and for their well-being. 1 wondered what
made this cave sacred. What were the relationships among this priest, the lineage from which he
received his transmission, the villagers below, and the cave and mountain itself that coincided to
make this space sacred?

As | grew up in a very theological home, I explored writings from the major religions of
the world. This led me to wonderment about other seemingly empty spaces that are holy places.
There is the empty cave where the Prophet Mohammed received the words of the Holy Quran,
now sacred to millions of Moslems around the world. There is the empty tomb of the risen
Christ that forms the fundamental tenant of faith for millions of Christians. | found a recurring
theme in multiple religious streams that the place inside ourselves, where we allow ourselves to
become empty, is the place where divine presence meets and fills us.

My intrigue with the spatiality of human engagement that carries a sense of sacredness,
did not diminish as | grew to be an adult engaged in facilitating decision making processes with
organizations. As a mediator, | sought to find some neutral space that could be a meeting

ground for two parties engaged in adversarial discourse. That ‘neutral” space often seemed more
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death-filled, then life-filled. It brought to mind the ‘no-man land’ I sailed past on a ship passing
through the Suez Canal. It was the ‘neutral’ space between the country of Israel and two of its
neighbors where no man or animal dared to walk. It was a space guarded by guns from three
countries. Was this ‘neutral’ mediation space, which we sought to create between two
adversarial parties and a mediator fighting to hold some territory for neutrality, similarly
‘guarded’ space? Were our beliefs, assumptions, and presuppostional starting places the
weapons we used to guard this space? Had we equally created some space that no human life
could pass through?

As a facilitator, |1 saw and set multiple configurations of space designed to make meetings
and decision making processes more effective and more participatory. Circles of chairs were
drawn, then drawn closer and from the circle we sought to find consensus among parties that
brought to the circle their own firmly-held beliefs and perspectives. It was with great excitement
that | came across the approach of appreciative inquiry (Al). Here was a roadmap for helping
groups and organizations journey to their positive life giving core. This space was indeed, in my
experience as a facilitator, life-giving. It carried a sense of hope and possibility. While a
metaphorical space, it nevertheless held much the same sense of sacredness that | had
experienced in physical spaces that were sacred to many. It was my wonderment at the spatiality
of this place where groups and organizations could make decisions reflecting a shared higher
purpose that led me to this inquiry.

What are the relationships that construct this space? How is it constructed or co-
constructed? How does decision making happen that transcends self-interest? These were
questions of great significance to me as a practitioner who had worked with more than five

hundred nonprofits that often struggled to find agreement. Agreements were the ‘bright and
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shiny object’ of the facilitation-trade I plied. After all, I was hired to help groups find
agreements and to resolve conflicts. | brought my internal wrestling with these questions, first to
a Taos Institute workshop in the home of Mary and Ken Gergen. 1 left this workshop full in so
many ways. Mostly, | was full of wonder that | had found an approach that matched my
yearning for understandings that stepped outside of reductionistic and simplistic explanations of
what | knew to be mystery. Ileft the Gergen’s home with permission to stay in the mystery and
to pursue inquiry from this place.

While attending the workshop in the Gergen’s home, I stayed at the adjacent Quaker
(Religious Society of Friends) Pendle Hill Retreat Center. | received permission to sequester
myself in the library at night. There | found rare volumes of the Swarthmore Lectures from the
turn of the century. From these, | deepened my understanding of how the Quakers—long before
Al articulated the notion of the positive life giving core—made decisions from a centered place
to address social injustices. The Quaker process of discernment had always intrigued me. |
wondered about the spatiality of the Quaker meeting house, where so many of the accoutrements
of decision making processes seemed to be set aside for attentive listening and presence. How
did this quasi-religious stream of decision making practice speak to the questions | was asking?

I left the workshop in the Gergen’s home with an autographed copy of Relational Being
(Gergen, 2009). In the elevated train I rode to the airport, I chose to sit in the designated ‘quiet’
car. It was a reminder of how much Quaker processes had been a part of the life of this City of
Philadelphia since its founding. This was public space where quiet reflection was officially
sanctioned! In the quiet car, I found myself moving quickly to the last chapter of Ken’s work.
Entitled “approaching the sacred” the chapter returned me to my wonderment about sacred

spatiality in human engagement. | came to this articulation of my internal questions: What is
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the spatiality of that place where groups make decisions reflecting a shared higher purpose?
What makes that spatiality seem sometimes sacred? Gergen’s work had offered the invitation to
explore the place where the boundary in human affairs between the sacred and the secular grows
thin. 1 was about to accept that invitation.

| took the question with me to the next Taos workshop in Calgary, Alberta, Canada, and
the home of Dan Wulff and Sally St. George. In conversation with Sheila McNamee, | returned
to the question of how the spatiality of breakthrough decision making, where groups find a
shared higher purpose, might be something different than the spatiality of consensus decision
making. In consensus, it seems that parties often give up a piece of their individual truth and
simply agree to no longer disagree, in order to move on together.

Dan and Sally were a wealth of information about potential methodologies for
approaching the question. My insistence with staying with a framing of the question in terms of
spatiality gave some limitation to the options available to me. What stood out among sixteen-
some qualitative approaches we reviewed together was the mapping approach of situational
analysis (Clarke, 2005). | found few other approaches that gave some systematic way to work
with visual data and visual discourse.

A research question that focused on spatiality necessitated a methodology adept at
working with visual discourse. As a variation on grounded theory approaches, the approach of
situational analysis was not particularly favored in the stream of research of the Taos Institute.
Yet, a careful reading of Adele Clarke’s work (2005) left me convinced that it shared much of
the relational constructionist affinity for prioritizing relationships, inviting unknowing, and an
inclination to appreciate complexity rather than minimizing it. | decided to investigate the

approach further.
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Through personal communication with Dr. Clarke, | was able to explore in some depth,
how this methodology has been implemented in qualitative research studies (Clarke, 2012).
There is an enormous amount of qualitative research that uses this approach, especially in
research on health care settings. | found that while Clarke (2005) had developed, with some
rigor, an approach to bring grounded theory to a new place (fully around the postmodern turn—
as she describes it) researchers often did not follow the rigor of this approach. Situational
analysis, with its maps, often became simply an alternative (and not necessarily superior) way of
visualizing results of traditional grounded theory approaches. But, often this visualization did
not lead to deeper analysis or understanding. The analytical rigor and researcher reflectivity that
Clarke suggested must accompany this approach was often missing. Also, often missing, was
the within-method triangulation of data that Clarke advocated to be used to create a multi-lens
perspective. My experience as a researcher, told me that if situational analysis was used as it
was fully designed to be used, it could be a rich tool for inquiry—albeit one that could not stand
well alone as a single methodology in a relational constructionist approach.

| wanted more for my inquiry than a simple mapping of data. It was my desire to go
deeply with the questions | was asking. | wanted to go deeply academically, spiritually, and self-
reflectively with the questions. The streams of scholarship that comprised my undergraduate
work in philosophy and my graduate work in linguistics called forward this depth. So did the
mentors who had inspired me in both philosophy and linguistics. The stream of practice of Al,
in which | was a practitioner, called forward a depth that comes from self-reflection and self-
awareness. | believed that in the relational constructionist context of the Taos Institute/Tilburg
University program, I could find a way to integrate my earlier scholarship in philosophy and

linguistics, into a trans-disciplinary investigation of some core questions that had intrigued me
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since my childhood. These questions now found form in the investigation of the spatiality of
decision making from a relational approach.

| was bent on finding an integral approach. There were four significant streams of
research, thought and practice, dominating my own life, that | sought to bring together in this
inquiry-quest. For each stream, | could identify a key work that had been formative for me. For
each stream, | could identify how I had searched within that stream for integrality:

1) Spiritual traditions and the search for that which is sacred in all of life and across
all streams of religious practice. A life-time of searching sacred writings had led to my two
year study of the major religions of the world and my ordination as a cherag in the Sufi
Movement International that honored all the religions of the world. The writings of the mystics
and of desert wisdom informed this journey for me. This was a richness of understanding that |
did not wish to leave behind as | journeyed into this inquiry. | wanted some way for the sacred
writings, which had so deeply touched me, to speak to the questions of the inquiry. | could not
meaningfully conduct an inquiry about sacred spatiality without inclusion of these voices.

2) Philosophy from a problem-historical and world-view perspective. My Bachelor of
Arts (BA) from Dordt College was in Philosophy and German. In this transplanted Dutch stream
of philosophical scholarship, | sought integral approaches that moved beyond duality toward an
understanding that no theoretical framing of knowledge or the world is value-free. The work of
the Dutch legal scholar, Dooyeweerd (1960) In the Twilight of Western Thought was especially
formative in this regard. | wished that the rich stream of understanding of zeitgeists and world-
views would inform my understanding of the research questions. This philosophical stream
maintained that no intellectual or methodological approach is free of a-priori value assumptions.

| hoped that | might use this perspective to understand the ontological and epistemological
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underpinnings of the predominant view of decision making. In wrapping around the
philosophical and world-view of the predominant discourse about decision making, | sought a
way that decision making might be re-designed to be more life-giving if freed from the a-priori
assumptions and dualities that constrained it.

3) Linguistics from an understanding of language in the context of a unified
approach to understanding human behavior. My Master of Arts (MA) from the University of
Michigan was in linguistics. The unitive approach of Dr. Pike and Language in Relation to a
Unified Theory of the Structure of Human Behavior (Pike, 1967) was especially formative. | was
convinced that a linguistic lens on decision making processes would enrich the inquiry process. |
found that while social constructionist thought had worked much with the lenses of psychology,
sociology, and other disciplines, little had been done with the linguistic lens on how the world is
co-constructed in relationships. The possibilities intrigued me of studying the discourse of
decision making, not merely as an abstract concept, but from the point-of-view of the language
itself of this discourse in all its linguistic complexity.

4) Appreciative Inquiry and an understanding of the positive life giving core as both
a theoretical construct and a destination for decision making practice. The Appreciative
Inquiry Handbook by Cooperrider, Whitney, and Stavros (2003) was especially formative. | was
intrigued with understanding the spatiality of the positive life giving core. | found that Al was
described, for the most part, in temporal terms. After all, the steps of an appreciative inquiry are
steps in time leading to the temporal notion of a desired future. | wondered what Al might look
like re-framed from the spatial perspective? What is the architecture or spatiality of the positive

life giving core? Of course, the distinction returned me immediately to my work in philosophy
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with Heidegger who emphasized temporality in Being and Time (1962). Was there a divergent
stream that took the ‘road less travelled’ and emphasized spatiality?

| sought in the deep waters of relational constructionism an approach that would allow
me to integrate the richness of each of these four streams into a single inquiry. 1 needed a
methodology, congruent with relational constructionism, which would allow me to bring forward
an integrative and non-dualistic perspective. | needed a methodology that allowed me to identify
interconnectedness, deeper underlying meaning, and relational wholes. The search was for me,
in many ways, a spiritual quest. My search for integral perspectives reflected a longing to live
what Parker Palmer (2004) calls an undivided life.

| asked of this inquiry to integrate philosophical and linguistic understandings. | asked it
to allow for inquiry into decision making relating not just to interaction between human subjects,
but also with the “wider phenomenal world” (McNamee & Hosking, 2012, p. 110). | wanted to
know about the relationship of the interlocutors to the cave in decision making processes. |
wanted to know if approaching the mystery of the cave might mean approaching the mystery of
the sacred. Where is the place that the sacred and the secular meet? How does the sacredness of
the cave, or the space that is empty in sacred traditions, relate to the allegory of the cave in
Plato? What is this spatiality in Western thought? In sacred traditions? In indigenous
traditions?

With these goals in mind, | came to the mixed-methods approach of this inquiry. | chose
situational analysis (Clarke, 2005) as an available method for mapping--especially visual
discourses. If used with rigor and reflexivity it could illuminate what might have been invisible in
traditional grounded theory approaches. | found the attentiveness of situational data to silence

both in the data and in the situation itself, to be a great strength of this methodology.
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The linguistic analysis | sought could be found in the tagmemic approach of my mentor
in graduate studies in linguistics—Dr. Ken Pike. His approach, which included meaning in
referential hierarchies (Pike & Pike, 1983), provided an intriguing way of elucidating the
discourses that comprise decision making and Al processes. Inclusion of the linguistic
perspective offered a lens that held the possibility to enrich relational constructionist scholarship
that referenced linguistics in framing presuppositions, but seemed to make little use of it as a
methodology for analysis.

A hermeneutic deepening process (Van Manen, 1990), as a methodological approach,
gave me a way to pull on my philosophical undergraduate scholarship. It also allowed me to
bring in the sacred writings of the major religions of the world as a way of deepening
understanding. After all, hermeneutics had its roots in the interpretation of sacred texts. This
would be a way to integrate the different methodologies. The use of semi-structured interviews
with open-ended questions would enhance the credibility of the findings. It gave a way of
bringing in the voices of co-researchers with experience in decision making in both
organizational and less-bounded settings.

The relational constructionist approach, as an epistemological and ontological starting
point, gave cohesion to these methodologies. It invited just such a multi-lensed, multi-voiced
inquiry, and transdisciplinary approach. It gave invitation to a dance that could be fluid
movement of emerging meanings and understandings. If offered a spaciousness that not only
allowed, but encouraged, new designs for decision making that unseated old assumptions and
presuppositions. | did not know where the journey of the inquiry would lead me, but relational

constructionism invited me to open to this unknown and explore this mystery.
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| return to the pilgrimage | made to the Mountain of the Cross as a young child exploring
the mystery of the mountains behind my home in Eritrea. In repeated journeys to the mountain
top, my brothers and | remembered the Italian general who had jumped because he could find no
way out. It is the mystery of the child that we wondered: ‘What if there was another way’? In
exploratory hikes, over a period of years, we found that there was, indeed, another way down! It
was neither obvious nor easy. It was a narrow sloping ledge that required careful navigation. It
was an admittedly dangerous way to come down from the mountain, but it was an alternative
pathway. We imagined the alternative narrative that the general might have found this pathway,
which was not the predominant one, and found his way down from the mountain. If he had, the
cross would never have been placed at the top. Yes, it was a challenging pathway, but, oh, what
a view it provided!

| take this metaphor into the start of this inquiry. | look for the alternative pathway of
inquiry—the pathway less travelled. The discovery of this pathway is a communal activity. Had
the general trapped at the top of the mountain had collaborators, he might have found the
alternative pathway. In this inquiry, | look for the pathway that leads to life-giving ways
forward. I look for a pathway that offers an alternative way out from the death-trap of dualistic
and reductionistic views of decision making that leave stakeholders vacillating between
prioritizing efficiency and prioritizing participation, while never counting the escalating costs of
the damage done to relationships in decision making processes that prioritize preconceived
outcomes over relationships. | look for the pathway that it the alternative to the one that has no
way out of dichotomies.

| look for the pathway that--like the view from high on the mountain--offers a big-picture

perspective of the rich landscape of the village of human relationships seen from the birds-eye
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view. In this inquiry, I join with the Coptic priest who lived with the panoramic view of the
village below his cave in the mountain. With him, I journey to the edge of the mountain, and
offer a quiet prayer for the well-being of the human village below and its inhabitants, both
human and non-human. It is my prayer that in our human engagement in decision making we
will find practices, spaces, and relationships that are life-giving, sustaining, and sustainable and
honoring of all our relations.

In Relational Being, Ken Gergen (2009) writes: “That which is essential to all that we
hold dear cannot be owned, penetrated, or articulated. In the consciousness of the relational we
come to find a sacred potential” (p.391-392). | begin this inquiry holding consciousness of the
relational in decision making and with the silent prayer that together as co-researchers we might

find its sacred potential.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

There are compelling reasons to consider new design possibilities for the architecture of
breakthrough decision making. David Cooperrider’s highlighting of the critical importance of
exploring deeper the design phase of Appreciative Inquiry (Al) is reflective of his sense that we
must move from reactive learning from our mistakes in organizational and decision making
contexts to greater anticipatory skills if decision making processes are to be effective in times of
profound change (Cooperrider, 2012). Gergen (2009) suggests that relational being may require
softening “the boundaries of separation” (p. 354) between the sacred and the secular.

The relational constructionist approach opens exciting opportunities for moving beyond
the limitations of empiricist and positivist frameworks to understanding breakthrough decision
making in richer and deeper complexity (McNamee & Hosking, 2012). This lens invites us to
look at a large body of literature and at diverse streams of decision making practice from the
“multi-hued” (Gergen, 2009, p. xxiv) view of “decision-making as relational coordination” (p.
320). In this view, decision making is a “fluid field of meaning making” (p. 321) that shapes the
spatiality or architectural design of decision making streams of practice. But, this lens also
ignites the possibility that if we have designed the spatiality of decision making in a particular
fashion, we can also agree to reshape that design for the purpose of “sustaining the... possibility
of co-creating the good...toward a position of responsibility for relationships themselves” (p.
354). This is in keeping with the “overarching principle of wholeness” (Watkins & Stavros,
2010, p. 164) articulated by Al. It is also in keeping with the relational constructionist search
for “relational wholes” (Gergen, 2009, p. 137). This inquiry steps outside of the boundaries of
traditional organization development (OD) perspectives to consider decision making from a

transdisciplinary perspective. It seeks a way to move decision making beyond the on-going
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tension between a drive for efficiency and a desire to increase participation in decision making
processes.

What does that place look like where organizations reach breakthrough decisions? This
research begins with the premise that what constitutes breakthroughs in decision making
processes is itself a relationally constructed sense of the significance attributed to a process by its
participants and/or observers. For the purposes of this inquiry, the researcher understands
breakthrough decision making in the sense of decision making that involves “profound change”
that “...combines inner shifts in people’s values, aspirations, and behaviors with “outer” shifts in
processes, strategies, practices, and systems” (Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, Roth, & Smith,
1999, p. 15). It is change that not only involves doing something new, but it is also generative in
the sense of building capacity for charting a new course or doing things in a new way on an on-
going basis. It is change that may well be inspired by “consciousness of a profound presence
beyond articulation...suffused with a sense of the sacred” (Gergen, 2009, p. 389).

For Al, this place of profound change is the “positive life giving core” (Cooperrider,
Whitney, & Stavros, 2003, p. 112). The positive life giving core is that place where
organizations and groups can imagine and create a desired future (Cooperrider & Sekerka,
2003). While much research has focused on the four-stage (4-D) (Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2003)
or 5-D (Watkins & Stavros, 2010) process or journey of reaching this destination called the
positive life-giving core, less focus has been given to understanding the nature and design of this
destination where “unions emerge” (p. 239) and “life-generating potentials merge” (p. 235).
Descriptors we do have of this destination often convey a sense of mystery and even
“...consciousness of a profound presence, beyond articulation...suffused with a sense of the

sacred” (Gergen 2009, p. 389).
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It is of little wonder that this mysterious place is difficult to describe. We are entering an
arena that has been described as “unmapped territory in the study of behavior, processes,
structures, and dynamics in organizations” (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003, p. 361). Yet the
“principle of awareness” (Stavros & Torres, 2008, p. 102) that has enriched Al practice provokes
us to take a “stepping back™ (p. 79) to reflectively “examine and comprehend the underlying
dynamics of appreciative inquiry...” (Cameron et.al., 2003, p. 8).

This inquiry looks at the spatiality or architecture of the place where profound change
happens in a decision making context. By spatiality we mean “lived space” or “felt space” as
described in the hermeneutic phenomenological approach articulated by VVan Manen (1990, p.
102). This research asks: What is the architecture or spatiality of the life giving core that
organizations reach through the Al process? The researcher proposes a reflective examination of
this lived experience (Van Manen, 1990).

If people, in organizations, act as if they are “under the direction of a single organizing
center” (Asch, 1952), how might we deepen our understanding of just what this center is and the
role it plays in breakthrough decision making? Is the place of the center described in sacred
traditions, the same place as the positive life giving core? Might the journey to the center, or the
positive life giving core, be enhanced by better understanding its architecture? If one knows
what the destination looks like, it may be easier to reach. If we understand breakthrough
decision making as a relationally constructed process of shared meaning, we can look toward
empowering the re-design of this spatiality so that it supports emergence of shared higher
purpose(s). The inquiry hopes to identify how decision making might move beyond the impasse

of the tension between efficiency and participation as seemingly oppositional goals. Finding a
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way forward from this impasse may answer why decades of efforts to promote consensus
decision making as a way to maximize participation have often been disappointing.
Background to the Study

Breakthrough moments of meeting that compel organizations and groups to “...realize
their greatest good” (Emmons, 2003, p. 88) have occurred throughout human history. Long
before Al began describing this place of shared action for the greatest good as the positive core
(Whitney & Cooperrider, 1998) and brought to organization development (OD) the image of the
positive core as the “life-giving” force (Cooperrider et al., 2003, p. 4), organizations and groups
have sought a centered place of decision making to bring forward the best in human relationships
and collective action.

To cite just one example, Quakers involved in relief work at the turn of the century
sought “...to gather up the threads of divine leading as disclosed through others” (Wilson, 1949,
p. 52) to address human suffering and social injustice. Before the Quakers, in both faith-based
and secular movements, visionaries, mystics, and gathered communities have felt the “...beating
of the Heart at the centre of all things and dimly...understand how that heart cannot fail for its
purpose since ...we simply do belong to one another” (p. 76). This beating of the heart has been
the birth rhythm and impulse for countless movements for freedom and social justice.

Accounts of breakthrough decision making are found throughout history. OD consultants
wrestle with strategies and approaches to bring organizations to the point of breakthrough
decision making, sometimes identifying as “heroic” (Koestenbaum, 2003, p. 6) those leaders
who are able to lead organizations to this point. The emergent perspective of systems thinking

and organizational learning (Senge, 1990) articulated that breakthrough decision making has less
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to do with leadership and more to do with a generative process that involves presence and
purpose (Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, & Flowers, 2004).

In the current research and practice context, breakthrough decision making is more about
a process or journey, and less about the product or destination. Systems thinking and
organizational learning were developed by Senge (1990) and others with the understanding that
organizations have intelligence. Senge’s (1990) seminal work heralded the Fifth Discipline as a
new way of looking at decision making in organizations. Less than a decade later, the focus in
organizational learning and decision making shifted from discipline to presence (Senge et. al.,
2004).

Building on the notion of emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995) Al goes the next step
in identifying appreciative intelligence (Thatchenkery & Metzker, 2006) as the source of
creativity and leadership of individuals operating in an organizational context. Al profoundly
shifted the entire paradigm of organizational facilitation with its discovery that organizations
move in the direction of their inquiry. Starting from the place of assets and strengths brings
organizations to an entirely different place than does starting with the perspective of deficits and
problems to be solved (Cooperrider et al., 2003).

While the stream of Al practice has given much focus on how to get to this place, less
attention has been given to describing or characterizing this place. What is the positive life
giving core discovered by organizational stakeholders as the place from which breakthrough
decision making happens, and organizations and groups find untapped energy, renewed purpose,
and new direction? Ken Gergen (2009) articulates the question this way: “The difficult question
is: What gives life to an organization? What brings about the kind of committed engagement

that inspires its participants, and enables the organization to become the best it can be?” (p. 310).
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This inquiry focuses that question in this way: What is the spatiality of this place of committed
engagement where organizations become the best they can be? How is this spatiality co-
constructed in the streams of practice of decision making?
Statement of the Problem

There is plentiful research on practices and methodologies to support organizations in
their search for breakthrough decision making. To cite just a few, the Appreciative Inquiry
Handbook (Cooperrider et al., 2003) has been a seminal resource for Al practitioners and
facilitators. In the systems thinking stream, Peter Senge’s (1990) The Fifth Discipline has crafted
the art and practice of the learning organization. Future Search presents itself as an action
guide to finding common ground in organizations and communities (Weisbord & Janoff, 1995).

Across multiple academic disciplines, facilitation streams, and spiritual traditions, there
are disparate descriptors of a place where organizations and gathered communities and groups
arrive when they reach the place of breakthrough decision making. This researcher finds that
organizational stakeholders can readily recall and describe a time when their group process, that
might have seemed stuck or unfruitful for a long period of time, came to a place where
everything came together. As a result, there was a meeting of minds, a shared consensus, or a
sometimes sudden certainty that the group needed to move forward together in a new direction.
This place of breakthrough decision making is part of the lived experience (Van Manen, 1990) of
participants in group processes, stakeholders in organizational decision making, and change
facilitators.

The burgeoning literature on OD, organizational learning, organizational scholarship,
leadership, and systems change, has lacked a common language and shared descriptors for

describing the spatiality of that place where organizational stakeholders are able to reach
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agreement from a shared sense of higher purpose. To state the problem within the context of the
practice of Al, there are refined methodologies and approaches for facilitating organizations to
move toward their positive life giving core but fewer accounts of what the positive life giving
core looks like.

The shortage in current literature of descriptors of the spatiality of breakthrough decision
making is perhaps, in part, an outcome of post-traditional approaches to OD. While traditional
approaches to decision making have focused on change as an outcome of a linear and managed
process (Lewin, 1951) and the result of planned change (Lippitt, Watson, & Westley, 1958), Al
has early on viewed change as an on-going process which may have no easy-to-define end
(Whitney, 1998). This is in keeping with the relational constructionist perspective that would
view breakthrough decision making as relationally constructed and occurring within a historical,
social, and cultural context that defies universalizing the experience (Gergen, 1994).

Yet, it is the researcher’s perspective that the richness of the relational constructionist
approach is not that it rejects product for process but that it provides a lens capable of
considering both product and process integrally. In fact, one’s understanding of the outcome
(breakthrough decision making) is surely enriched by our deepened understanding of the social,
historical, linguistic, cultural, and contextual complexities that are integral to the change
(decision making) process. It is the understanding of this researcher, that even the notion of
breakthrough must be understood in a relational constructionist sense of a shared meaning of a
place where groups arrive that defies simplistic or universal definition.

Practitioners of Al have a tradition to describe the place of breakthrough decision making
as the positive life giving core. Practitioners have agreed to this communal construction (Gergen,

1994) of a shared experience. The positive life giving core is accepted as a metaphor we can live
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by (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) for the destination of the Al process. In this agreement for the
naming of the shared experience of journeying to a destination, might we also find shared
agreement in a metaphor for description of the destination itself? Further, is there the possibility
to imagine a familiarity with the architecture or spatiality of this place that might lead us to begin
to experience it as our dwelling place, rather than a place that we reach from time to time
through an intentional journey or process? Is it possible to occupy this place so that we live
organizationally and communally—including in our decision making processes—from this
centered place?

Why should it matter to practitioners to find deepened understanding of the spatiality of
breakthrough decision making? Decision making in the modern OD contest has vacillated
between seeking efficiency and seeking increased participation. This inquiry asks how a new
understanding of decision making might support interactions and processes that are generative of
transformational change that enhance shared visions and manifestations of sustainable desired
futures. At the on-set of this inquiry, the sense is that neither efficiency nor participation matter
much if not serving our “ultimate relatedness” (Gergen 2009, p. 391) as human and non-human
occupants of this planet.

We are lacking for a big picture of this place that transcends our discreet streams of
decision making practices. How did group decision makers experience this place, long before
OD became a consultation practice? Might we learn more about the spatiality of breakthrough
decision making by taking the “multivoiced” (McNamee & Gergen, 1999, p. 12) perspective that
reaches across the fields and experiences of psychology, sociology, linguistics, organizational

leadership, systems theory, and spiritual traditions to find both what is common and what is
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distinctive in our experience across the ages in arriving at the place of breakthrough decision
making?
Purpose of the Study

The primary purpose of this study is to explore a deepened understanding of the
relational constructs (architecture) of the space where organizations make breakthrough
decisions reflecting congruency among values, actions, and a shared higher purpose—that is
purposes that rise above the pragmatic needs of organizational and group operations to “...focus
on doing work that makes a contribution to the wider world” (Wrzesniewski, 2003, p. 301). For
this reason, the inquiry is concerned with both relationships and spatial configurations of
relationships that are both delimited from deep-seated dualities of sacred and secular. The
inquiry seeks to discover “...the divine as a process in which we exist and from which we cannot
be separated” finding that which is sacred, “...not distinct and distant, but immanent in all
human affairs” (Gergen, 2009, p. 393).

It is the secondary purpose of this study to deepen understanding of the spatiality and
experience of breakthrough decision making with new words, new images, new pictures, and
new descriptors. What are the constituent elements of lived and felt space of breakthrough
decision making, and their relationships? This inquiry explores these questions in order to “offer
meso-level interpretations of the situation” (Clarke, 2005, p. xxii) of moments of meeting at “the
positive life giving core” (Cooperrider et al., 2003, p. 112) that “...may unlock the possibility for
positive spirals and thus may contribute to change in organizations” (Worline & Quinn, 2003, p.
139). By describing and accessing the spatiality of the place of breakthrough decision making,
the study is purposeful toward enhancing an ability to find this place, to arrive at this place, both

as facilitators and stakeholders in organizational and group decision making.
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A deepened understanding of the relational, cultural, symbolic, visual, historical and
linguistic components of that situation where breakthrough decision making happens may
enhance engagement in processes where “inquiry and change, for all intents and purposes, are
simultaneous events” (Stavros & Torres, 2008, p. 60). The inquiry explores breakthrough
decision making in its broadest relational context—Ilarger than the organizational context. In so
doing, it may enhance our ability to live an undivided life (Palmer, 2004) or a more integral life,
also in our decision making processes. It may enrich our understanding and appreciation of what
it means to be a relational being (Gergen, 2009) in a decision making context.

Lens of the Study: Relational Constructionism.

Sine it is the purpose of this inquiry to open possibility for the re-design of the spatiality
of decision making, it is imperative that it begins with a lens that allows for this possibility.
Peter Block (1998) suggests that “we need to redesign concert and convention to be a communal
undertaking” (p.91). Relational constructionism is the lens that allows for such a communal re-
design so that decision making—beyond being about convening—can be equally intentional
about creativity.

A relational constructionist lens allows this inquiry to step outside of the received view
(Woolgar, 1996) of the science and art of decision making. The received view of decision
making does not allow for such a re-design. The received view of decision making is locked into
a world-view that constructs decision making in terms of subject-object dualism. In this view,
decision making strictly involves a subject, an object, and an agenda (or information and
knowledge) exchanged between a subject and an object. While postmodern approaches seek to

de-center the subject, they are, for the most part, unable to step outside of dualism.
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Relational constructionism brings forward “a radical reconstruction of subject-object
relations and a radical shift in basic assumptions and related practices” (McNamee & Hosking,
2012, p. 28). It is for this reason that this inquiry begins with the lens of relational
constructionism. If the inquiry fails to bring forward an alternative paradigm for decision
making outside of subject-object dualism and if it fails to lay out alternative assumptions about
decision making and alternative practices for the re-design of decision making, it has failed to
bring forward a contribution to the relational constructionist understanding of what it means to
be relational beings (Gergen, 2009) beyond self and community in decision making.

What might this radical reconstruction of subject-object relations and basic assumptions
mean for this inquiry? First, it means that the notion of the organization as a bounded entity with
fixed characteristics and the notion of the individual subject as the receptacle for individual
knowledge will be abandoned. It is an epistemological and ontological choice to do so.
“Relational constructionism explores the ways in which differences in assumptions generate
different forms of practice” (McNamee & Hosking, 2012, p. 17). In this case, this lens causes us
to explore how the assumptions of the received view of decision making that is bounded and
constrained by subject-object dualisms, shapes and unfolds the predominant view of decision
making.

Relational constructionism invites a different set of assumptions. In this different set of
assumptions, meaning is relationally constructed. It is an on-going and flowing process.
Knowledge is moved beyond the context of an individual subject. Social reality, organizational
structure, organizational life, and decision making processes all emerge as the result of

“communal construction” (Gergen, 1994, p. 1).
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It is critical to understand, at the outset, the fundamentally different approach of

relational constructionism to mainstream positivist and dualist approaches. The differences will

be profound for this inquiry into the spatiality of decision making. Table 1.1 highlights these

fundamental differences in epistemology, ontology, and approach to inquiry.

Table 1.1. Fundamental Differences Between the Relational Constructionist and
Mainstream Approaches to Ontology, Epistemology, and Inquiry into Decision Making

Area

Mainstream Approach

Relational Constructionist Approach

Participants in Decision Participants are rational

Making

beings engaged with each
other as subject-objects.
Participants are bounded
beings.

Participants are integral beings who
know existence only in the context of
relationships. Participants are multi-
beings.

Sites of Decision
Making

Decision making is contained
within sites such as
institutions and organizations

The sites of decision making are as
varied as the sites of relationships.

Organizations as
Contexts for Decision
Making

Organizations are rational
systems created as intentional
contexts for identified
purposes

Organizations are more or less fluid
contexts for the movement of people,
ideas, and expressions of multiple
realities.

Decision Making
Culture

Culture is the environment of
decision making processes
that needs to be controlled.

“‘Culturing’ is a continuously
unfolding process” (Gergen, 2009, p.
322) of meaning making.

Discourses of Decision
Making

The discourse of decision
making is hegemonic and
outcome/process driven

The discourses of decision making
are multiple, complex, ever-evolving,
and ever-emerging.

Power in Decision
Making

Power is vested in single
individuals or groups of
individuals.

Power is in the multi-voiced
engagement in creating shared and
emerging meanings.

Inquiry into Decision
Making

Inquiry involves a researcher
adding new knowledge to a
fixed body of knowledge.

Inquiry is a collaborative process that
in itself is social action and may be
considered spiritual practice.

Group Behaviour in
Decision Making

Group behaviour is a mirror
of individual behaviours,
collectivized.

Group behaviour is evidence of the
co-creation of discourses, narratives,
and shared meanings.

Relationships

Relationships are understood
in terms of cause and effect.

Relationships are primary both
ontologically and epistemologically.

Change Processes in
Decision Making

Change grows from necessity
and cause and effect.

Change is an integral component of
the relational flow of meaning.
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The way in which relational constructionism shapes a different approach to decision making is
further highlighted in the literature review in Chapter Two.
Primary Research Questions

There are three closely connected and interrelated research questions at the core of this
investigation:

1) What is the spatiality (design and architecture) of breakthrough decision making?

2) What are the relational constructs that shape and create breakthrough decision
making?

3) How does softening the boundaries of separation between the sacred and the
secular (Gergen, 2009) deepen our understanding of the spatiality and relational
constructs of breakthrough decision making?

What is the spatiality (design and architecture) of breakthrough decision making?
What is the spatiality of breakthrough decision making? The question itself provides the crucial
beginning and meaning and the framing of this research. The way in which the investigator
poses the question as one of design, will “determine what fundamental events, relationships, and
activities will bear on the problem” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 41). The question for this inquiry is
posed as one of architecture. It asks about the spatiality of an event that has been constructed in
a relational context throughout the ages

Several aspects of the question of spatiality are these. Is the architecture of breakthrough
decision making larger and/or different than that place where individuals negotiate to give up
components of their belief(s) and/or position(s) in order to reach consensus? Is there decision
making spatiality that is larger than consensus decision making? How is it different in terms of

both process and outcome? How is this spatiality constructed and how is it reached?
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What are the relational constructs that shape and create breakthrough decision
making? A relational constructionist question and approach are applied in this study to
understand breakthrough decision making in its full complexity and contextuality (Hosking &
Pluut, 2010; McNamee & Hosking, 2012). The relational approach finds that individualism,
rationalism, and positivism, which isolate humans from their communities and contexts, cannot
adequately account for shared human experience. As articulated by the relational constructionist
approach, all meaning grows from coordinated action or co-action and is co-created intentionally
by actors finding shared purposes (Gergen, 2009). This study seeks to understand breakthrough
decision making, not as an abstract concept with universal characteristics but as a relationally
constructed event.

As an Al practitioner, the researcher inquires: What is the landscape of the positive life
giving core that organizations reach through the Al process? What are the descriptors that begin
to identify that transformational moment when individuals, organizations, and groups share a
deep and compelling sense that they must move forward together in a particular direction? What
are the similar experiences of mystics, organizational leaders, and community stakeholders when
the “consciousness of a profound presence” (Gergen, 2009, p. 389) in a decision making process
compels “courageous principled action” (Worline & Quinn, 2003, p. 139)? It is our desire to
sketch a preliminary map of this “unmapped territory” (Cameron et al. 2003, p. 361). In asking
this research question, the focus of the study is to ask how decision making practice might be
enhanced and deepened through this research lens of spatiality and relational constructs.

How does “softening the boundaries of separation” between the sacred and the

secular deepen our understanding of the spatiality and relational constructs of

breakthrough decision making? This inquiry responds to a specific question raised by Gergen



RELATIONAL PRESENCE IN DECISION MAKING 39

in Relational Being (2009). This inquiry begins where the last chapter of that book ends. It asks
if developing an understanding of relational being—also in decision making—Ieads us to
approaching the sacred. This question moves the relational constructionist approach beyond its
early understanding of socially constructed reality (Gergen, 1994) as involving “shared meaning”
(p. 254) among human actors. It suggests that the journey of relational responsibility may
ultimately leads us to the place of “approaching the sacred” (Gergen, 2009, p. 372) in decision
making.
Secondary Research Questions
Asking these questions opens the door to exploration of a number of additional related
questions in regard to breakthrough decision making. These are questions that have been asked
before. But a deepened understanding may emerge when they are freed from the constraints of a
dualistic frame of sacred versus secular.
1. What is the importance of transcendence of self and organization in breakthrough
decision making?
2. How is silence (stillness, reflection, self-awareness) a component of the discourse of
breakthrough decision making?
3. Where does breakthrough decision making touch a meeting place that is larger than the
compromises that lead groups to give up individual positions to reach group consensus?
4. What is the role of hope, faith, and positive expectancy in breakthrough decision
making?
This inquiry turns to these questions from a unitive approach (Pike, 1954) believing that stepping

outside of dualism may deepen understanding.
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Transcendence of self and organization. As a component of organizational transformation,
breakthrough decision making has been largely viewed from an anthropocentric perspective.
Early systems thinking seated it in rational intelligence. POS, as an approach “concerned
primarily with the study of positive outcomes, processes, and attributes of organizations and their
members” (Cameron et al., 2003, p. 4), understands breakthrough decision making and
organizational transformation as an outgrowth of positive emotions. This inquiry asks whether or
not transformation has, as its core, positive emotions that are first individual traits or qualities,
and then are infused by actors in an organization into the organizational processes. Or, is the
seat of transformation elsewhere?

This research asks whether the arena of inquiry is larger than the “dynamic interplay between
organizational context and individual behavior” (Wrzesniewski, 2003, p. 307) or does
transcendence in breakthrough decision making involve “something qualitatively different”
(Pratt & Ashforth, 2003, p. 325-326)? It is a question with which POS in its early renditions
wrestles but to which it frames no ready answer that significantly moves beyond its
anthropocentric starting point in positive emotions (Cameron et al., 2003).

The role of silence (stillness, reflection, self-awareness). How and why does the
principle of awareness (Stavros & Torres, 2008) enrich the Al process? How does being “self-
aware, other aware, and socially aware” (p. 79) relate to and grow out of streams of reflective
practice and deep discovery embraced through the ages? What is the role of silence and
reflective processes in the dialogic process of journeying to our positive life-giving core? How
might Quaker practices of corporate discernment and silent meeting for worship (Fendall, Wood,

& Bishop, 2007), as a context for decision making, enhance understanding in this area?
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This inquiry understands corporate discernment in the Quaker sense of a reflective
practice by which organizations find a way forward for shared decision making that reflects a
shared sense of higher purpose (Fendall et al., 2007). Reaching for a “group discernment” (p.
37) that is larger than consensus, the Quakers have sought a hidden wholeness (Palmer, 2004)
that finds a “mystical connection” (Abbott, 2010, p. 52) to divine leading that grows out of
silence to find shared voice. Quaker discernment has been practiced over centuries in
meetinghouses around the world, yet Quaker’s are often reticent to describe the practice.