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1. Reacting: quick fixes

3. Reframing: values, beliefs

2. Redesigning: policies

4. Regenerating: sources of 
commitment and energy

Source of energy, 
inspiration 
and will

Manifest 
action

Thinking

Process, 
structure
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Key Movements of Transformational 
Leadership

Diagrams from 
presencing.org



The role of dialogue and generative conversation in 
allowing diverse perspectives

• The ability to perceive or think differently is more 
important than the knowledge gained

David Bohm (Emeritus Professor of Physics, 
University of London) On Dialogue (1996)

• A conversation with a Centre, not Sides. Dialogue as 
a conversation in motion

William Isaacs (1999) Dialogue and the Art of 
Thinking Together



• Conversation may not yield new meaning. But new 
meaning will not take hold without conversation
Mark Strom  Arts of the Wise Leader (2010)
1st Road, 2nd Road

• Michael Cowan & Bernard Lee: Conversation, Risk and 
Conversion
Conversion is what happens whenever authentic 
conversation occurs. Community is the place where 
conversation continually provokes conversion



Based on Isaacs 1999 Dialogue and the Art of Thinking Together, modified

Conversation

Embedded 
patterns of:
Seeing, Thinking
Feeling

Suspend

Defend

Reflective
Dialogue Generative

Dialogue

Skillful Discussion

Debate

Critical
Choice



Conversation is 
relational:

Conversations help us find 
what we didn't know we knew

Knowing is 
relational:

We know more 
than we can tell

Based on Strom 2014 Lead with Wisdom



Confidence

Community

Co-design

Questions

Conversation

Certainty

Command

Control

Answers

Communication

1st Road

2nd Road
Based on Strom 2014 Lead with Wisdom



08 ARTS OF THE WISE LEADER 09 PART 2 
CONVERSATION

A useful distinction:  
Conversation is not the same as communication

Communication is sharing created meaning.
Conversation is creating shared meaning.

Communication – sharing created 
meaning – suggests there already exists 
some knowledge that others need to 
know. We need to communicate: clearly, 
concisely, relevantly. This is crucial in 
every kind of enterprise. Sometimes 
things are straightforward, and the last 
thing we need is a never-ending process 
of consultation that’s supposed to get us 
to consensus.

Genuine conversation opens up the 
possibility of forming new knowledge in 
interaction with others. If communication 
is crucial to operations and execution, 
then conversation is crucial to strategy 
and design. Actually, it is also just as vital 
to operations and execution.

As communication is to managing, so 
conversation is to leading.

I don’t want to be precious about 
definition. At a certain level 
communication and conversation 
function as synonyms. Yet the distinction 
is not just playing with words. It is 
particularly useful as we begin to consider 
the different assumptions about knowing 
and meaning that seem to map across 
communication and conversation.

In broad terms: Communication tends to 
assume that knowledge and meaning are 
things to be discovered and passed on. 

Conversation tends to assume that 
knowledge and meaning arise in the ways 
people choose (or not) to engage with 
each other. In conversations we see how 
closely meaning is tied to relationship.

Meaning is not a fixed thing to 
be grasped 
Knowledge and meaning are not things. 
They are not ‘out there’ waiting to be 
discovered. Rather, knowledge, knowing 
and meaning are aspects of relationship. 
When we bring ideas or things together, 
we see something new. 

This dimension of meaning is of course 
at its most profound in interpersonal 
relationships. We know, and meaning 
emerges, as we encounter others and 
choose to engage in their lives – their 
assumptions, ideas and especially stories. 

Few instances of knowing are as 
profound as the emerging bond of 
mother and child. Consider that a 
newborn child:

Knows his mother…
Comes to know himself in his 
mother’s knowing of him… 
and that his mother comes to know 
herself in her knowing of her son.

In A General Theory of Love, 
Thomas Lewis, Fari Amini, and Richard 
Lannon offer a theory of how love 
impacts the brain.[2] First, they outline 
the ways that experiences lay down 
neural pathways within the brain. Second, 
they develop the hypothesis that limbic 
connections are established between 
people. Lastly, they illustrate the profound 

neuronal impact of love and of bodily 
demonstrations of love. 

This is what happens between mother 
and child. Neuroscientists can identify 
and describe how the child’s neural 
pathways come to mirror the mother’s 
pathways, even if they can’t explain it. 
Their theories fill out what we know 
instinctually: that love, or lack of love, lays 
down patterns in a child that will shape 
how he grows and knows for the rest of 
his life. 

In broader terms, it seems somehow 
that all our knowing occurs in and for 
relationship. We don’t know things 
outside of relationships. And this is 
why conversation is so important, even 
in workplaces. We only develop new 
possibilities to the degree that we engage 
with our colleagues. 

We can’t make explicit everything 
we know. We ‘live’ in our knowing of 
ourselves and the world like a fish lives 
in water.

Communication Conversation

Sharing meaning Creating meaning

Based on Strom 2014 Lead with Wisdom


