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For the past 14 years, I have had a bit of an unusual life, commuting between
two very different worlds: the world of entrepreneurs and the world of activists. I’ve spent most of that time in the world of business, for the first seven
years as a strategist with two large industrial companies, and then for the last
seven as the co-owner of a consulting firm. I’ve been able to work with top
business leaders in more than 50 countries, and with great companies like
Royal Dutch/Shell, Federal Express, and PricewaterhouseCoopers.
During the same period, I’ve been making excursions into the world of
politicians and guerillas, civil servants and community leaders, trade unionists and clergymen. I’ve been privileged to work with people who are trying
to make a difference in some of the most challenging places in the world, including Israel, Northern Ireland, Cyprus, and Colombia, as well as in two of
the countries that made the most remarkable peaceful transitions of the 1990s,
South Africa and Guatemala.
Throughout these two sets of experiences, I have found myself confronted
with the same questions. How can we change the world? How can we make
an impact for the better? How can we influence the future? And the question I
want to focus on here, how can we make sense of all of this in the world and
language of business? The best way I know to explain what I’ve learned is to
take you through these past 14 years and tell you four stories. I’ve chosen
these stories because they explain four key lessons I’ve learned, four steps toward answering these questions. Then I’ll conclude with a summary of what
I’ve learned and what I think it means for those of us in business who want to
make a difference in the world.1
Let me start, briefly, at the beginning. I was born in Montreal, into a family that believed that it was important to try to make a difference. I grew up
thinking that I needed to find my vocation, and that that vocation needed to
be connected, even in a modest way, to making the world a better place. I had
a good head for analysis and so I studied physics and mathematics at McGill
University. But I wanted to do something that was connected more directly to
making a difference in the world, and so when I went to graduate school at
Berkeley, I studied energy economics and energy policy. The big surprise I got
in switching from physics to economics was that it wasn’t as easy to predict
and control the behavior of people as the behavior of physical objects. If this
lesson had sunk in, it would have prepared me well for life in the corporate
world—but of course it didn’t.

The Illusion of Control
© 2001 by Generon Consulting.

This brings me to my first story, which I call “The Illusion of Control.” In 1986,
I got my first real job, as a corporate planning coordinator for Pacific Gas & Elec-
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The Limits of Detachment
This leads me to my second story, which I call “The Limits of Detachment.” In
1988, after I’d been at PG&E for a few years, I got a job offer from the strategy
department of Royal Dutch/Shell in London. For someone who was interested
in the larger world of corporate strategizing, this was a wonderful opportunity.
Shell is one of the largest and most global companies—it has operations in 130
countries—with a tradition of leadership that is not only cosmopolitan and
businesslike but also thoughtful and ethical.
What particularly interested me is that Shell had pioneered a sophisticated
way to approach the future that centered on a methodology called scenario
planning. The key idea was that it really wasn’t possible to forecast or control
the future, and in fact, the conceit that you could forecast what was going to
happen led to a “tunnel vision” that could be fatal. Instead, the approach was
to inquire deeply and broadly into what was happening in the world and then
to construct two or three or four scenarios about how things might turn out.
These scenarios about the world then became the basis for exploring different
options for the company and deciding on what to do. The emphasis was on
building the capacity of the company to learn; Shell played a big role in
launching the whole field of organizational learning.2
This story is about the global scenario work we did from 1991 to 1992.
One of the important principles of the Shell approach was to stretch to see
what we were not seeing. Two important techniques we used were to go on
Learning Journeys—to visit places and organizations around the world where
we could glimpse new things that were going on—and also to consult Remarkable Persons—businesspeople, academics, activists, scientists, heretics, anyone with a usefully different way of looking at what was going on. You can
imagine what an exciting and enriching experience this was for me.
Our exploration ended up focusing on the twin revolutions of globalization and liberalization. By liberalization, we were talking about opening mar-
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tric Company in San Francisco. PG&E was the monopoly supplier of electricity
and gas to all consumers in its territory in northern California. I liked having an
important job with a powerful company that did something so concrete and
useful. I was happy to be able to use my analytical skills to help figure out what
was happening in the world and what the company should do about it.
Strategy work at PG&E had a particular slant because the company was a
shareholder-owned, publicly regulated utility. A lot of the decisions about
what we were able to do and most of the decisions about how much profit we
could make were in the hands of various regulatory commissions. This was the
time when the trend toward deregulation was starting to hit the US electricity
and gas industries, so most of the strategic attention of PG&E executives was
on negotiating with the regulators. One measure of the importance of this was
that nine out of ten members of the company’s top management committee
were lawyers.
This was my first exposure to the world of corporate strategy, and to the
corporate way of approaching the future and of being in the world. What I
learned in that job was the importance of analyzing what was going in the
world, of forecasting what would happen, of advocating for the rules we
wanted, and of reacting to the rules as they were changed. I would characterize our paradigm as an orderly world in which almost all the things that mattered to us—inside and outside the company—could be controlled, either by
us or by the regulators. I liked this way of approaching things; it certainly was
invigorating from where I sat, near the top of the company hierarchy, but I
knew that it was parochial and that it couldn’t last. Deregulation was pushing
PG&E and its executives into a larger world where they would be forced to deal
with many more competitors and much less control. For myself, I wondered
what it would be like to live in this larger, out-of-control world.

Arie P. de Geus
Visiting Fellow
London Business School

Commentary
by Arie P. de Geus
Scenarios have found many, sometimes surprising, applications. Herman Kahn is credited for being the first to use the Hollywood
film script or screenplay to help people
think the “unthinkable” (Kahn, 1962). In
those days, the “unthinkable” was a nuclear
conflict! Later, Pierre Wack developed the
idea of using scenarios as a strategic planning tool at Royal Dutch/Shell (Wack, 1985).
This was partly to think the unthinkable, but
mostly to teach the Shell managers “the
gentle art of reperceiving”: new ways to see
the future or, rather, ways to see new, unexplored futures.
Practitioners then began to find that scenarios are useful instruments for resolving
conflict. In this area, Adam Kahane has done
his remarkable work in South Africa, Guatemala, and Colombia. Uniting the parties-indispute in thinking through a shared future
was an effective means for creating a common language. Divided in the past, the parties united around the future or, rather, the
possible futures! The word “scenarios” is always plural, in contrast to “prediction,”
which is by definition singular.
The underlying idea in the use of scenarios is to present the “actors”—that is, the
people who need to think the unthinkable
or the managers who have to take the decisions—with “internally consistent stories of
relevant, plausible futures” (van der Heijden‚
1996). The actors have to work through the
reperceiving of their future or agree on joint
actions or attitudes to take in those futures.
Equally, all through the now 40-year history of scenario planning, the script writers
have always had to fight the human inclination to perceive one future as preferable. I
have to admit that I have mostly resisted this
tendency. It has been my view that the actors
or learners, as I like to call them, have to do
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their own learning. Also, I have been rather
suspicious that the script writers use their
acquired detailed knowledge of the possible
futures to impose what they think is the
most desirable scenario on the learners.
Nevertheless, I think that Kahane makes a
strong case that in deep-seated, often
bloody conflict situations, a shared vision of
a desirable future can become an irresistible
force for change.
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kets with free trade and deregulation, and also opening up political systems
with free information flow and elections. We constructed two stories about
how the world might unfold as a result of these dynamics:
 New Frontiers describes what happens when many poor countries liberalize successfully and claim a larger role for themselves on the world
stage—politically, economically, and culturally. This liberalization is turbulent and painful to many established interests, but it continues because
people believe that it is in their long-term interest, and that their own prosperity is ultimately linked with that of others.
 In Barricades, people resist globalization and liberalization because they
fear they might lose what they value most: their jobs, power, autonomy,
religious traditions, and cultural identity. Many economic and political
vested interests are deeply threatened by liberalization and attempt to contain it. Where liberalization is tried, expectations are not met quickly
enough. People may believe that liberalization will make them better off
in the long run, but the long run is just too long, and in the meantime, the
required sacrifices are too great.3
These were two logical, plausible, challenging narratives about how
Shell’s business environment might turn out. After we had written the scenarios, we used them as the input for many strategy workshops with different
Shell companies around the world. These sessions were useful in that they
helped Shell executives see, talk about, and act on important opportunities and
threats presented by the scenarios, including possibilities that were not previously on their radar screens. So they helped the company to learn and adapt.
One aspect of these conversations, however, left me uneasy. Most of us
who had worked on or heard the scenarios thought that, overall, Barricades
was not as good for the world as New Frontiers, even though Barricades would
be brought about by people doing what they thought was best, and would offer good business opportunities for Shell. But the general view at Shell was that
it would not be proper for us to try to act to promote New Frontiers over Barricades, except in areas close to our commercial interests, like trade policy.
This view had two roots. First, favoring one scenario over another would
make the stories less effective as a tool for stretching the executives’ thinking
and helping the company become more adaptable. Second, and more fundamental, companies should not intervene in politics; they should stick to their
own business playing field. Later, when I worked in Guatemala and heard the
appalling story of the United Fruit Company’s involvement in the 1954 coup d’état there, I understood the risks
of corporations becoming involved outside their commercial domain. At the same time, I was disturbed and—more
significantly for my story here—I was de-energized by
what seemed to me to be a somewhat detached stance
toward the world. I wondered whether there was another
way to approach the future.

I was disturbed and . . . de-energized
by what seemed to me to be a
somewhat detached stance toward
the world.

The Power of Engagement
This brings me to my third story, “The Power of Engagement.” In 1991, after
I’d been working at Shell for three years, our department in London got a call
from a professor at the University of the Western Cape in South Africa. A group
of academics, businesspeople, and activists there had heard about the Shell
scenario methodology and wanted to use it to think about the future of South
Africa. I was chosen to go help them, and that’s how I ended up facilitating
what became known as the Mont Fleur scenario project.4
The context in South Africa is important to understanding this story. In
1990, Nelson Mandela was freed from prison, and the ban on the African National Congress (ANC) and the other black and left-wing political parties was
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 Ostrich is a story of the white government believing that it could avoid a
negotiated settlement with the black majority, burying its head in the
sand, and thereby making matters worse in the end.
 Lame Duck tells the story of a prolonged transition where the new government is hobbled by compromises built into the constitution and, because it purports to respond to all but satisfies none, it isn’t really able to
address the country’s problems.
 Icarus describes a strong black majority government coming to power on
a wave of popular support and embarking on a huge, unsustainable public spending spree that crashes the economy.
 Flight of the Flamingoes is a story about how the new government could
avoid the pitfalls of the first three scenarios and gradually rebuild a successful economy.
I want to focus here on the Icarus scenario. Of the four stories, it was the
most unexpected and, I think, had the most influence on thinking in South Af-
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lifted. The first all-race elections were held in 1994. So the
Mont Fleur project took place right in the middle of a complex period of many kinds of negotiations about how to
make the transition from apartheid. There was a series of
official constitutional negotiations and also hundreds of
different “forums” where multi-stakeholder groups
worked on issues of health, transport, education, economics, and so on. During this period, no one was really in
control; both the government and the liberation movement had concluded that they couldn’t impose their solution on the other and that, regrettably, some sort of
cooperation was necessary. The joke going around at the
time was that there were two ways to solve the problems
of South Africa: the practical solution and the miraculous
solution. The practical solution is that we would all get
down on our knees and pray for a band of angels to descend from heaven and make things better. The miraculous solution is that we would work together to find a way
forward. On the whole, South Africans implemented the
miraculous solution. Although the Mont Fleur project
played only a small role in this larger process, it gave me
a privileged window into what was going on and that’s
why I focus on it here.
Mont Fleur was a kind of forum that was intended to
influence the future of the country through the development of a set of scenarios about how things might unfold
over the coming ten years. The project was named after
the conference center where we met, in the mountains
outside Cape Town. When I arrived, I didn’t know any
methodology other than the one we used at Shell, so that’s
what we used at Mont Fleur. What was different about
this project, then, was not the process but the context. The
Mont Fleur work was not done by the staff of a single company but by a team
of 22 leaders drawn from organizations that ranged across the political map:
community activists, conservative politicians, ANC officials, trade unionists,
academics, establishment economists, top corporate executives, and so on.
One of the great things about working with a group like this is that they can
learn a lot about what is going on from listening to each other, and have somewhat less need than a corporate group for Learning Journeys and Remarkable
Persons to help them see what they are not seeing. It was as if each of them
had a piece of the larger puzzle picture of South Africa.
The team came up with four scenarios:
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rica. Here was a group that included the most prominent economic thinkers on
the left—including one who later became the first black Minister of Finance and
another the first black Governor of the Reserve Bank—pointing out the danger
of a black government trying to implement certain kinds of left-wing economic
policies. This scenario was being told at a time when most leadership attention
was focused on achieving a successful political and constitutional transition, not
on economics. The conventional thinking about economics on the left was that
South Africa was a rich country and that its problems could be solved by
quickly redistributing resources away from rich whites toward poor blacks, but
Icarus said that this would not be a sustainable solution.
Once the scenarios had been written, the team organized a series of workshops with different political, business, and civic groups, where the stories
were presented and the implications discussed. One of the workshops was
with the leadership of the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), a radical black political party, and at this meeting, one of the members of the Mont Fleur team,
who was the PAC’s head of economics, presented the Icarus scenario. He said,
“This is a story about what will happen if our rivals, the ANC, come to power.
And if they don’t do it, we will push them into it.” That
provocation led to one of the most productive of all the
workshops. Many years later, in 1999, when another
member of the team was appointed to be Governor of the
Reserve Bank, he said in his official inauguration speech,
“We are not Icarus. There is no need to fear that we will
fly too close to the sun.” Overall, one of the biggest surprises about post-1994 South Africa is how economically
prudent the new government has been. So at least one of
the scenarios—and probably the others as well—had a
significant influence on how the future unfolded.
Why did this scenario exercise have such a big and
broad influence? And why did I feel such an extraordinarily passionate and creative energy in the Mont Fleur workshops? The answer is obvious, although it didn’t occur to
me for years. Although the methodology of this project
was the same as the one we used at Shell, the purpose was fundamentally different. The Mont Fleur participants were not, like corporate strategists, simply
trying to adapt to the future as best they could; they had come together because they wanted to influence the future, to make it better. They were playing on a larger field. When you think about it logically, one of the reasons the
future is unpredictable is because we can influence it. The team members
didn’t see themselves as detached observers, but as active participants; most
of them had devoted their lives to fighting for a better South Africa. They were
aware of how their own thoughts and actions had an impact on what happened around them—they were reflective—as, for example, in the statement
the man from the PAC made about the dangers in his own
party’s policies.
The Mont Fleur project showed me the enormous potential that cooperative, multi-stakeholder processes had to
change the world. But it also raised several new questions
in my mind. I noticed that some members of the team were
uneasy with the consensus of the group and especially with
the attempt to agree on a shared vision of the future they
wanted, as it was articulated in Flight of the Flamingoes.
They were concerned that they had compromised, that they
had not been true to the ideas and ideals that were important to them; they worried that they had collaborated with
the enemy. Obviously, South Africans had taken enormous strides toward reconciliation and peaceful resolution of their terrible differences, but I wondered
what it would take to break down the barriers further.

The Mont Fleur participants were not,
like corporate strategists, simply
trying to adapt to the future as best
they could . . . they wanted to
influence the future.
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This Mont Fleur experience catapulted me into a new life. I knew that the
energy I felt in helping the South Africans to help their country meant that I had
found my true vocation. I ended up resigning from Shell, moving to South Africa,
marrying the project coordinator, Dorothy, and with a few friends, opening the
consulting business that has grown into Generon. In the years that followed, we
worked with large companies, governments, non-governmental organizations,
and multi-stakeholder civic groups in Africa, Europe, Asia, and the Americas.

Five Minutes That Changed History
My last story, “Five Minutes That Changed History,” is about a civic scenario
project that we led in Guatemala from 1998 to 1999.5 The process we used was
based on the original Mont Fleur model, as we had improved on it in the intervening years. The situation in Guatemala was in some ways similar to that in
South Africa and in some ways different. Guatemala had suffered the longestrunning and most brutal civil war in Latin America, more than 36 years, with
more than 200,000 people killed or disappeared, mostly at the hands of the
government. The government and the guerillas had finally signed a peace
treaty in 1996, and the society had now begun the difficult work of rebuilding.
We worked with a group of 45 leaders drawn from every sector of Guatemalan society: government ministers, former guerilla leaders and military officers, business owners, university presidents, journalists, human rights
leaders, mayors, students, and others. They were at a higher level and were
more diverse than the Mont Fleur group. Guatemala is the country in the
Americas with the largest percentage of indigenous people (more than half),
and the team included a strong contingent of Mayan leaders.
In the first phase of the work, constructing the scenarios, this team met
three times at beautiful Lake Atitlán in the highlands. The results of this phase
were at one level similar to Mont Fleur: a set of three scenarios about what
might happen in Guatemala over the coming years.
 The Illusion of the Moth. The moth’s path is dangerous; it flies toward
whatever light it sees and is therefore often dazzled and burned. In this
scenario, economic conditions do not improve, and diversity and
interculturality are not really taken to heart, so discrimination of all types
persists. National reconciliation is shallow, and polarization and social
conflict continue. People cry out for political messianism and authoritarianism. Labor instability and unemployment rise, and international cooperation decays. The economy is characterized by short-termism. Tax
revenues are not sufficient to pay for social necessities. The national spirit
is pessimistic, mediocrity prevails, the rule of law is absent, and impunity
remains. Overall, the process is one of people being worn down, with
expectations unmet and solidarity eroded in the face of selfish agendas.
 The Zigzag of the Beetle. The back-and-forth flight of the beetle is erratic
and directionless. In this scenario, advances in political, economic, and
social life occur side by side with regressions. There is economic growth
along with unequal participation in its benefits; interculturality along with
exclusion and discrimination; and citizen participation along with apathy
and lack of representation. Environmental degradation increases. The
state is incapable of achieving real fiscal reform. Reconciliation and dialogue coexist with deep wounds and fear. Overall, the pattern is one of
mixed results and no clear progress.
 The Flight of the Firefly. Each firefly illuminates its own way and also that
of others; together, a group of fireflies pushes back the darkness. In this
scenario, Guatemalans come to terms with their history and construct a
model where tolerance and educational transformation create interculturality and eliminate discrimination. Holistic development is reflected
in a nation with its own identity, and with pluralism, fairness, the rule of

REFLECTIONS , Volume 2, Number 3

Ged Davis
Vice President
Shell International Limited

Commentary
by Ged Davis
For somebody who has a strong desire to
change the world, it is not unnatural to ask
the question: “How can the world be
changed?” And as a scenario practitioner,
one is forced to address the more subsidiary
question: “What role, if any, might scenarios
play?” Scenarios, as alternate stories about
the future, can be vehicles for all sorts of
ideas. Depending on one’s mental maps,
they may be viewed as outrageous, inspiring, challenging, or boring.
The simplest analysis of the world assumes that it can be understood by trends
alone. Unfortunately, simple extrapolation
has a rather poor track record. A simple
analysis recognizes that the past and the
present are inert, so we can expect some
things to persist. What these things might be
is something worth knowing. But the future
is a blank sheet, and knowing what can
change is also very worth knowing. When we
can distinguish between what might persist
and what might change, we can use this to
expand our understanding of how the world
works. This is important for both activists and
entrepreneurs because “a trend is a trend until it bends,” and at the bends are risks, excitement, and opportunities for change.
To make a difference, we need to impart
information that has the power to change
future and current actions. As Gregory
Bateson points out, for this to happen, we
need a “difference that makes a difference.”
This is the starting point for useful scenarios, since we do not change the world
but only the opinions and visions of people.
Scenarios, if they are insightful and have an
impact, can change people’s view of how
the world works and even encourage them
to rethink their own roles. In this sense, scenario practices lean heavily on psychotherapy theory and practice developed in
the past 50 years.
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Of interest in Kahane’s work is not just
the final scenarios that are a basis for questioning vision and the generation of options, but the processes that he has
designed to force catharsis and new understanding in the group of scenario explorers
and builders. A scenario practitioner would
like to know more about who was selected
to join the teams, who should have been
but was not, and the processes for interaction and synthesis of ideas.
Generally, as scenario practitioners, we
are interested in the future of complex, open
human systems, but most of the tools that
planners use presume we know the structure
of the system we are studying and can predict outcomes. The problem, of course, is
that human systems are not physical systems (which, as modern physics tells us, are
also not always predictable). The image that
actors have of the system they are in is every bit as important as our understanding of
the system itself. Human systems invariably
hold in the present the seeds of many potential futures. Kahane’s “Illusion of Control”
is, in practice, the illusion of closed, predictable human systems. One rarely comes into
contact with such systems.
I wonder how detached Shell’s scenarios
have been. From the early 1970s, they have
rested on insights (that is, “uncomfortable
realities”) about how the world works. Their
aim has been to challenge prevailing groupthink, to derive challenging planning assumptions, and to provide a catalyst for
generating new options and benchmarking
business visions. Changes in a large corporation can take time. The 1989 scenarios on
which I worked with Kahane produced two
scenarios: Sustainable World, which introduced the company to the potential of climate change and sustainability as policy
issues, and Global Mercantilism, which
highlighted rapid market liberalization and
the emergence of a customer-focused energy industry. These anticipated the direction of the policy agenda in the 1990s and
were an element in the development of
Shell’s vision to embrace sustainable development and move closer to the customer in
the gas and power businesses.
The 1992 global scenarios, New Frontiers
and Barricades, were the first to explore the
post-Cold War era and anticipated the risks
of rapid globalization. In some respects, they
were not detached—New Frontiers was visionary (“a globalization that works for all”),
and Barricades explored a world reacting
against these global forces.
Shell has, over the years, supported
scenario work in a number of countries in
order to aid open debate on future possibilities. The Mont Fleur scenarios in South
Africa have been the most publicized and, in
some ways, the most successful, presuming
that the participants learned much about
how the whole system works. The scenarios
demonstrate the power of using one’s hopes
for the future as a basis for mediation in the

law, and genuine consensus. A democratic state grants equal opportunities to all. A fiscal pact reduces gaps between sectors. Citizen participation and productivity increase. Sustained and fair economic growth create
real reconciliation and spreading optimism.
Once these stories had been agreed on, the second phase of the project
began, using the scenarios to engage the nation as a whole. Here the work
started to look different from the South African project: more purposeful and
ambitious. The team used the scenarios not just to stimulate debate but to provoke concrete action intended to change the future of their country. Team
members played a role in the 1999 national elections as candidates, political
platform drafters, and non-party public figures; they worked on educational
reforms in universities and in the public school system; they organized local
development projects in Quezaltenango, the second largest city; and worked
on reknitting the country’s torn social fabric through replicating the team’s
dialogue process with hundreds of business, Mayan, academic, NGO, media,
military, church, and worker organizations.6 The Visión Guatemala project,
which is still ongoing, is a significant chapter in the postwar rebuilding of Guatemala.
Where did this higher level of collective, concrete action to change the
world come from? I would give a macro and a micro answer to that question.
At a macro level, the project convenors and participants were willing, unlike
in Mont Fleur, to attempt to agree explicitly not just on what might happen in
Guatemala (the scenarios) but what they wanted to happen (the vision, that
is, the Flight of the Firefly scenario); this is why the project was given the name
Visión Guatemala. Perhaps this was due to the fact that the project took place
after the brutal war and also after the conclusion of the peace negotiations
(whereas the Mont Fleur work took place during the South African negotiations), so the time was right to try to work together and be seen to work together toward common goals. Perhaps it was due to a different orientation of
the project leaders or my different orientation.
My micro explanation is that the future of the project’s success was settled
during a five-minute episode in the first workshop. On the second evening of
this meeting, the team gathered after dinner in a circle, and told stories about
experiences they had had that they thought related to what had happened, was
happening, or might happen in Guatemala—in other words, to share their personal window onto the dynamics that the scenarios were intended to illuminate. For example, one businesswoman, who is a prominent fighter against
judicial impunity, told the story of her sister’s assassination by the military.
She had gone from office to office trying to find out what had happened, and
the first military official she had spoken with and who had denied everything
was the man sitting next to her that evening in the circle. So people showed a
lot of openness and courage.
Then, first thing the next morning, when we had gathered again, one man
who had not spoken the night before said that he wanted to tell a story about
his role in the exhumation of mass graves from a village massacre. He talked
about what it had been like for him to find the corpses of children and pregnant women, and to work with the villagers to figure out what to do. When
he finished his story, the whole room was silent for about five minutes. I had
no idea what to do, so I didn’t do anything. Something happened during this
silence. One person said later that there had been a spirit in the room; another
said that this had been a moment of communion. I do not consider myself very
sensitive to these extraordinary phenomena, but if you crank up the volume
like this, even I can hear it. I heard it then.
I believe that the subsequent success of the team in doing the hard work
of agreeing on the scenarios and vision and then acting on this agreement can
be traced to that episode. I would say that this was the moment where the
group’s shared will and shared commitment became clear, when everyone
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Here, then, is how I would summarize what I have learned from these four
experiences. The people I have met who are most effective at changing the
world have two qualities. On the one hand, they are extraordinarily committed, body and soul, to the change they want to see in the world, to a goal larger
than themselves. On the other hand, they are extraordinarily open to listening
to what is happening in the world, in others, and in themselves. Do you know
the joke, “How many psychiatrists does it take to change a light bulb? Only one,
but the light bulb has to want to change”? My paradoxical conclusion is that
to change the world, you both have to be committed to changing it and be able
to listen to how it wants to change.11
The South Africans and Guatemalans I worked with have been able to
make history because they have lived this paradox. They have had the courage to commit their lives to effecting the changes they wanted to see. At the
same time, they have had the courage to engage with others, even their enemies, to give up the illusion of being in control, to venture beyond detachment, and to surrender to the process. It is through holding this two-part
intention that they have been able to help a better future be born. On the surface, these two intentions are in contradiction, but at a subtle, deeper level
they are not. Martin Buber expressed this perfectly when he wrote:
Free is the man that wills without caprice. He believes in the actual, which is to
say: he believes in the real association of the real duality, I and You. He believes
in destiny and also that it needs him. It does not lead him, it waits for him. He
must proceed toward it without knowing where it waits for him. He must go
forth with his whole being: that he knows. It will not turn out the way his resolve intended it; but what he wants to come will come only if he resolves to do
that which he can will. He must sacrifice his little will, which is unfree and ruled
by things and drives, for his great will that moves away from being determined
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present. They showed that, although each of
the main proponents had a partial and incoherent view of the whole system, a more
balanced, holistic understanding was a better basis for joint action.
Such insights can, at the personal level,
create enormous energy for change by releasing the individual from self-imposed
constraints. This catharsis can be the basis
for a new world view and a new sense of
the possible. When scenarios are aligned
with personal stories, they can become
powerful agents of change.
Kahane states that “you have to be committed to changing the world and able to
listen to how it wants to change.” The pragmatist in me senses that to be successful,
we also need to have a good dose of reality,
that is, an insightful understanding of “how
the world works.” We need to have a sense
of the scope of our influence to be able to
focus on those things for which we have the
most leverage.
But do we need scenarios to change the
world? The first thing we need is a deep love
and caring for the “world” we want to
change—to heal, to make it more whole, and
in David Bohm’s words, to make it more coherent. Second, we need to trust our intuition about the world, knowing that we
know more than we think we know.
Scenarios may not make us individually
more caring, intuitive, or visionary, but the
processes for building them and using them
may better our collective understanding of
the world and each other’s visions. If we
know “how things work” and we can share
in the larger vision, we can motivate ourselves for great actions. We can then truly
change the world. If we achieve this with
our most pressing problems, then scenarios
will have made a valuable contribution to
human development.

How to Change the World

knew why they were there and what they had to do.7 Several members of the
team have referred to this episode as the turning point in the project.
I think that it is easy to understand why the team was able to achieve a
deeper, more real consensus—less of the feeling of having compromised that
one of the Mont Fleur participants expressed—through the telling of their personal stories. Social psychologist Solomon Asch wrote that “consensus is valid
only to the extent to which each individual asserts his own relation to the facts
and retains his individuality; there can be no genuine agreement . . . unless
each adheres to the testimony of his experience and steadfastly maintains his
hold on reality.”8 We can only move into the future together with confidence
if each person has told his or her truth about the past and present.9
Another way of describing what happened when the story of the mass
graves was told is that the whole of the Guatemalan reality became visible in
the part represented by that story. With this way of listening, each story can
be heard as a hologram, rather than merely as the piece of a puzzle. 10 Several
years earlier, my wife Dorothy and I had facilitated a strategy workshop for the
Synod of Anglican bishops of Southern Africa. At the beginning, when we
asked for proposed ground rules for the workshop, one bishop suggested that
we listen attentively to each other; then a second one said that we should listen with empathy; and finally a third one offered that we should listen to the
sacred within each of us. Holographic listening opens up the possibility of
such a communion and oneness.
What I learned from this fourth experience is that we have the greatest
capacity to make a difference when we dare to open ourselves up, to expose
our most honest nightmares and our most heart-felt dreams. The Visión Guatemala team members had the impact they did because they were willing both
to commit themselves to their vision of the future and to surrender to it.
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to find destiny. Now he no longer interferes, nor does he
merely allow things to happen. He listens to what grows, to the
way of Being in the world, not in order to be carried along by it
but rather in order to actualize it in the manner in which it,
needing him, wants to be actualized by him—with human
spirit and human deed, with human life and human death. He
believes, I said; but this implies: he encounters.12

© Barry Pell
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What relevance does this conclusion from the world of
activists have for the world of entrepreneurs? The key to
seeing the connection is to understand that great activists
and great entrepreneurs have one essential quality in common: they both see that there is something wrong, something missing, something that doesn’t fit in the world, and
they work to fix it, to fill the gap, to create something new.13
They have the ability and will to see what is happening and what is needed, and
then to actualize it, to bring it forth. Charles Handy calls them “the new alchemists” because they have the ability to create something out of nothing. 14
The civic experiences I have had, in dramatic settings like South Africa and
Guatemala, have allowed me to see concretely how this generativity occurs,
clearly and in bright colors. But it also occurs in business, just in more muted
tones. If I look at business through this lens, then I can see that you have to do
two things if you want to be a great entrepreneur. I’m not necessarily saying
that this is the only way to be a great entrepreneur, but it is one way.
The first thing to do is to commit yourself to changing the world. The key
to tapping into your own best energy and creativity, as well as to the best energy and creativity of those around you, is to commit yourself to serving a
larger purpose. The energy I first noticed at Mont Fleur revealed something
both about the larger commitment of those South Africans and also about
what this larger work evoked in me. People are at their best not only when
what they are doing is in line with their personal purpose, but when their personal purpose is in line with a higher purpose.
This alignment is the root of both generativity and entrepreneurialism. In
Michael Lewis’s book about Jim Clark, the entrepreneur who founded three
multibillion-dollar companies—Silicon Graphics, Netscape, and Healtheon—
one of Clark’s colleagues says: “The passion, the fire was there. There was a
feeling that we were about to change the world. And we all knew that was
how you made money, by changing the world.” 15 An entrepreneur makes
money by discovering something that doesn’t exist—a “white space”—and by
changing the world by bringing it into being.
The questions to ask yourself are: How does my company’s product or
service meet a real need in the world, make the world better? How does committing myself to this bring out the best in me; how is this my vocation, my
destiny? If it isn’t, you’re not in the right business: not in
a business to which you can bring the extraordinary levels of commitment and energy and creativity that a business needs in order to succeed.
The second thing to do if you want to be a great entrepreneur is to listen to what wants to change in the world.
This imperative is in tension with the first because it
means being passionate about an idea and also being open
to other ideas. Charles Handy says that entrepreneurs are “self-promoting and,
at the same time, self-questioning.” So you need to have more than commitment; you have to be able to sense what is trying to be born in the world, to
what you must commit yourself. And by “sense,” I mean more than just “analyze”; when the legendary hockey player Wayne Gretsky said, “I skate to where
I think the puck will be,” obviously he was referring to a kind of knowing that

. . . if you want to be a great
entrepreneur, . . . listen to what wants
to change in the world.
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 You have to be able to see the world, to observe precisely, as we did at
Shell, through your own and other people’s eyes; to see new possibilities
and new scenarios through the eyes of customers, of other players, of
competitors, of heretics.
 Second and more difficult, you have to be able to see yourself in the mirror,
as some of the Mont Fleur participants did; to see your own role and influence, your own part in the dance; to be reflective; to see your own seeing.
 And third and most difficult, you have to be able to glimpse the place
where looking at the world and looking at yourself are the same, as the
members of Visión Guatemala did, to see the underlying oneness.
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involves more than analysis. These other ways of knowing are especially important for entrepreneurs in the emergent, speeded-up new economy.
The sensing and listening and seeing that you have to do have three dimensions:

Where to Start
This brings me to the end of my remarks and to my final point, which is about
where you have to start if you want to change the world. You can see that the
conclusion I have reached so far implies that my capacity to change the world
depends on my level of personal development: my sense of my own vocation and
my commitment to it, the range of my seeing and sensing, and so on. So another
way to interpret my four stories is that the keys to changing the world were always there, as much at PG&E and Shell as in South Africa and Guatemala, but
that I was too immature to see them. A more positive way of putting this is that
my capacity to help bring forth change in the world has grown as I have grown.
I can see in my current work when my way of leading—what I do, how I
am—helps something new and better be born, and when it holds it back or kills
it. What I am saying is that if you can’t see yourself in the picture, then, by definition, you have no lever to change the world. To turn the old slogan on its head:
if you’re not part of the problem, you’re not part of the solution. An activist who
is committed to changing the world, but who can’t listen to what wants to change
in the world, is a fanatic. An entrepreneur who is committed to changing the
world, but who can’t listen to what wants to change in the world, is a tycoon.16
So generativity requires reflectiveness. Our capacity to see and change the
world co-evolves with our capacity to see and change ourselves. This is the
holographic principle again. Goethe put this beautifully when he wrote, “Man
knows himself only to the extent that he knows the world; he becomes aware
of himself only within the world, and aware of the world only within himself.
Every object, well contemplated, opens up a new organ within us.”17
Let me summarize with a story about a rabbi who, like me, set out to
change the world. He found that he wasn’t making much progress, so he tried
to change his country. This was also too difficult, so he tried to change his
neighborhood. When he didn’t have success there, he tried to change his family. Even that was easier said than done, so he tried to change himself. Then
an interesting thing happened. When he had changed himself, his family
changed. And when his family changed, his neighborhood changed. When his
neighborhood changed, his country changed. And when his country changed,
the world changed.
So now you know where to start.
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Leading: Giving Yourself for Things Far Greater Than Yourself
To be human is to give yourself for things far greater than yourself (Chittister, 1998);
To lead is to give yourself for things far greater than yourself.

Nancy J. Adler
Professor of Management
McGill University

When I was 11 years old, my Austrian mother explained to me that when she was my
age, she had wanted to have at least 6 children. Yet by the time she met my American
father, just 8 years later, she no longer wanted any children. Losing most of her friends
and family during World War II to Hitler’s terror had convinced her that the world was
not a fit place to raise children. Luckily, especially from my perspective, my father convinced my mother that, within the family, the two of them could create a bubble of
love, and within that bubble, their children could grow up in safety and happiness, protected from the inhumanity raging outside. Having grown up within the bubble of their
love, and in sunny southern California rather than war-torn Europe, I never doubted
that our role on earth, as human beings and as leaders, was to expand the bubble to encompass the world: or, as the rabbis would exhort us, to return to our original task of
Tikun Olam, the restoration of the world.
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Of course, none of us can claim that the twentieth century exited on a safe, secure,
or loving note—a note imbued with peace, wisdom, compassion, and love (Adler, 1998).
As we ask ourselves which of our twentieth-century legacies we wish to pass on to the
children of the twenty-first century, we are humbled into shameful silence. Yes, we have
advanced science, technology, and commerce, but at the price of a world torn asunder
by a polluted environment, cities infested with social chaos and physical decay, an increasingly skewed income distribution that condemns large portions of the population
to poverty (including people living in the world’s most affluent societies), and rampant
physical violence continuing to kill people in titularly limited wars and seemingly random acts of violence. No, we did not exit the twentieth century with pride. Unless we
collectively learn to treat each other and our planet in a more civilized way, it may soon
become blasphemous to even consider ourselves a civilization (Rechtschaffen, 1996).
And yet why not a more peaceful, sustainable, and compassionate society in the
twenty-first century?1 Why not a global civilization that we could bequeath with pride
to our children and our children’s children? Naively idealistic? Perhaps, but only if we
ignore the wisdom and approaches of Adam Kahane and like-minded colleagues around
the world. Only if we renege on our role as leaders and simply adapt to the future,
rather than collectively attempting to improve it. As US Secretary of State Madeleine
Albright admonishes us, “We have a responsibility in our time, as others have had in
theirs, not to be prisoners of history, but to shape history” (Albright, 1997).
After a quarter-century of conducting research and consulting on global strategy
and cross-cultural management, I have increasingly focused the past few years on the
small but rapidly increasing number of women who are among the world’s most prominent business and political leaders—women who have served as their country’s president or prime minister or as CEO of a major global firm.2 Perhaps it is not surprising
that at this moment in history, countries around the world, most for the first time, are
turning to women leaders rather than to the traditional cohort of men. People want a
change; they no longer want the narrow, circumscribed leadership of the twentieth
century nor its outcomes. They hope and imagine that women will bring a more inclusive and compassionate approach to leadership.3
In Nicaragua, for example, former president Violetta Chamorro’s ability to bring all
the members of her family together every week for Sunday dinner achieved near legendary status. Symbolically, her dinners gave the nation hope that it could heal its civil
war–inflicted wounds and find a peace that would reunite all Nicaraguans (SaintGermain, 1993). Why such elevated hopes from a Sunday night dinner? Because of
Chamorro’s four adult children, two were prominent Sandanistas, while the other two
equally prominently opposed the Sandanistas, not an unusual split in war-torn Nicaragua (Saint-Germain, 1993). As Chamorro’s children told their stories around her diningroom table, others in the country began to believe that they too could “reach a deeper,
more real consensus—including unity and peace—through the telling of their personal
stories.” Implicitly, the Nicaraguans believed that by listening attentively to each other,
with empathy, they could hear the sacred within each person, their core humanity and
that of the nation. It is no coincidence that the symbol of hope, peace, and unity was a
dining-room table and not a boardroom table (Hassink, 1996, 1999). Kahane underscores that such holographic listening—in which each story reflects the whole, rather
than merely contributing a piece to the puzzle—opens up the possibility of communion
and oneness, of transcending history to create a new future: “We have the greatest capacity to make a difference when we dare to open ourselves up, to expose our most
honest nightmares and our most heartfelt-dreams.”
As Kahane points out, leaders who make a difference are extraordinarily committed,
body and soul, to the change they want to see in the world, to a goal much larger than
themselves. In her personal commitment, Chandrika Kumaratunga, the president of wartorn Sri Lanka, has become a prism for the paradoxes of extraordinary leadership that
Kahane describes.4 When she was only 11 years old, her father, who was the country’s
founding father and its first prime minister, was assassinated, many believe due to his
policies, which advantaged the Sinhalese and stripped the Tamil of their cultural rights.
Her mother, who also served as prime minister, furthered the country’s ethnically divisive
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policies. Later on, Kumaratunga’s husband, a politically involved citizen and noted actor,
was murdered in what many believe to have been Tamil-initiated violence. With the constant and very real threat of death to her and to her children, why did Kumaratunga
choose to stay in Sri Lanka and run for office? And once she won, how did she find the
courage to tell her mother—whom she later appointed to serve as prime minister—and the
country that she was going to attempt to find a peaceful solution to Sri Lanka’s seemingly
interminable civil war by sitting down with the Tamil and listening to their story?
Kumaratunga, with both her father and husband murdered, chose to go outside the
patterns of history and say, “Enough! There has to be a better way.” Her attempts to
move Sri Lanka toward peace and unity have by no means met with unequivocal success. Yet Kumaratunga persists, even in the face of constant death threats and a bomb
explosion that has already claimed one of her eyes.
Kahane reminds us that leaders who influence history do so because they live the
paradox. They have the courage to commit their lives to effecting the changes they
want to see. At the same time, they have the courage to engage with others—even their
enemies—the courage to give up the illusion of being in control, to venture beyond detachment, and to surrender to the process. Will Kumaratunga be able to commit to
changing her country while remaining open to how each faction wants to change? Will
she be able to maintain the paradox? To paraphrase Martin Buber (1970):
Does Kumaratunga believe in destiny and also that destiny needs her; that destiny
does not lead her, but rather waits for her. Can she proceed toward her country’s and
her own destiny without knowing where it waits for her? Will she be able to continue
going forth with her whole being? Destiny will not turn out the way her resolve intended it; but what she wants will come about only if she resolves to do that which
she can. Will she be able to neither interfere nor merely allow things to happen?
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While the answer will only be written in the months and years ahead, we know that
Kumaratunga has demonstrated enormous courage to date to begin the journey.
This past summer, my Jewish nephew Aaron married a deeply religious Catholic woman
Karen. Although told that their wedding ceremony and life together would be rooted in
both spiritual traditions, both families questioned the reality of the young couple’s pronouncement when the invitations arrived announcing that the wedding would take place
at Holy Family Catholic Church with a Catholic priest, and no rabbi, presiding. Only as the
priest opened the service in Hebrew with a Jewish prayer, did the tension begin to recede.
In one of the most moving and profoundly meaningful wedding ceremonies I have
ever attended, the priest celebrated Aaron and Karen’s unique individuality, including
their two distinctly different spiritual traditions. He made no attempt to minimize or ignore the differences between Judaism and Christianity. After the bride and groom had
exchanged vows, the priest reminded us of the hatred that has all too frequently separated Jewish and Catholic communities. He then asked each of us to see Karen and
Aaron as symbolic of the love that could unite the two traditions, the love that could
replace the all too common hatred. What more powerful symbol of global leadership:
love replacing hate, love bridging distinct individuality, love uniting bride and groom on
their wedding day, love respecting and bridging differences among all peoples at all
times. Kahane reflects that our capacity to see and change the world co-evolves with
our capacity to see and change ourselves. As the marriage ceremony changed Aaron
and Karen into husband and wife, so too did it change all of us into people who more
deeply understand what it means to unify diversity without extinguishing individuality.
Paraphrasing Goethe: People know themselves only to the extent that they know the
world; they become aware of themselves only within the world, and aware of the world
only within themselves (von Goethe, 1985).
To be human is to find ourselves behind our names (Krieger, 1998).
To lead is to find ourselves behind our names.

Notes

1. The McGill-McConnell Program for Leadership in the Voluntary Sector has the goal of
creating a more peaceful, compassionate, sustainable society. Many of the ideas expressed in this commentary reflect the philosophy of the program and the approach
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that the author took as a part of the team developing and delivering the first module,
the Reflective Mindset. For more information, contact the McGill-McConnell program
at Tel: 514-398-4060.
2. For a more in-depth discussion of women serving as global leaders, see Adler, N.J. “Did
You Hear? Global Leadership in Charity’s World.” Journal of Management Inquiry 7
(1998): 135–143; “Global Leaders: A Dialogue with Future History.” International Management 1 (1997): 21–33; “Global Entrepreneurs: Women, Myths, and History.” Global
Focus 11 (1999): 125–134; “The Women’s Global Leadership Forum: Enhancing One
Company’s Leadership Capacity.” Human Resource Management 39 (2000): 209–225.
3. To date, given the novelty of women in very senior leadership positions, there is no
proof that women will in fact lead in different ways from men.
4. For a further discussion of Chandrika Kumaratunga’s leadership as prime minister and
executive president of Sri Lanka, see Burns, J. “After Years of War, Hope in Sri Lanka.”
New York Times (August 24, 1994): A11; Burns, J. “In Sri Lanka, Glimmer of Peace After
Years of War.” New York Times (April 16, 1995): 8; Editorial “Sri Lanka’s Cycle of Tragedy.” New York Times (August 19, 1994): A26; Burns, J. “Sri Lanka’s Leader Presses Drive
to Take War to Rebels.” New York Times (November 13, 1995): A3; Piyasena, S. and B.
Parmanand. Chadrika and The Electoral Revolution in Sri Lanka (New Delhi: Navrang,
1995); “Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga” as found on the Internet at
www.slfp.lk/CBK.html on October 20, 1999; “Kumaratunga, Chandrika Bandaranaike,”
The International Who’s Who 2000 63rd edition (London: Europa Publications Ltd.,
1999): 874; “Special Report/Sri Lanka/Interview: I Can Take a Lot of Risks: President
Kumaratunga on War, Peace and Solitude.” Time Internationa l as found on the Internet
with Electrical Library on October 20, 1999; among others.
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