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	But	why	is	this	important?	
	
Today’s	hierarchical	organisa9ons	were	designed	to	produce	consistent	outcomes	in	
a	stable	environment	–	and	they	worked	well	for	decades.		
However,	since	the	1940s	when	Schumpter	coined	the	phrase	‘crea9ve	destruc9on’	it	
was	recognized	that	value	crea9on	came	through	new	ideas	surplan9ng	old	ones.	In	
other	words,	from	being	crea9ve.	
Now,	in	a	stable	environment	you	arguable	had	the	luxury	of	taking	your	9me	to	
consider	–	to	minimise	the	poten9al	for	any	downside.	But	50	years	on	we	no	longer	
operate	in	stable	environments.	The	pace	of	change	is	both	rapid	and	ongoing.	Hence	
crea9vity	is	no	longer	a	luxury	–	it’s	a	necessity.	
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However,	the	way	companies	are	tradi9onally	organized,	risk-taking	is	not	
encouraged.	We	know	how	to	be	crea9ve.	We	know	the	op9mal	condi9ons	under	
which	crea9vity	will	thrive.	But	here’s	the	paradox	–	people	are	not	stable,	
companies	are	not	stable,	so	by	the	9me	you	re-engineer	for	crea9vity	the	condi9ons	
you	based	your	decision	on	will	have	changed.	
	
So,	let’s	accept	that	reality	and	not	try	to	create	the	perfect	structure	but	look	
instead	at	a	fundamental	perceptual	shiO.	The	shiO	from	sePng	the	right	goals	to	
asking	the	right	ques9ons.	As	Alvin	Toffler	said	in	his	book	Future	Shock,	“The	
illiterate	of	the	21st	century	will	not	be	those	who	cannot	read	and	write,	but	those	
who	cannot	learn,	unlearn,	and	relearn.”	
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Knowledge	capital	is	increasingly	important	in	effec9ve	decision-making	in	
organisa9ons	today	and	the	use	of	Socra9c	Dialogue	has	been	found	to	have	a	
posi9ve	effect	on	organiza9onal	learning.		
However,	while	the	steps	in	the	process	are	well	documented	–	the	underlying	
mechanics	remain	uncertain.	Nelson	who	perhaps	was	the	first	to	apply	the	Socra9c	
method	in	a	modern	context	says	that	the	method	doesn’t	produce	new	knowledge,	
rather	uses	reflec9on	to	make	explicit	the	tacit.	He	describes	the	Method	as	one	of	
regressive	abstrac9on	–	moving	backward	from	a	statement	and	removing	
assump9ons	to	be	leO	with	the	essence.		
So	how	do	we	apply	the	process	to	arrive	at	that	essence?	
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My	research	was	based	on	conduc9ng	a	Socra9c	Dialogue	in	7	organisa9ons	ranging	
in	size	and	type.	
		
In	each	case	the	Dialogue	(using	a	basic	4	step	Model)	resulted	in	successful	
outcomes	which	was	confirma9on	of	the	asser9on	being	tested.	
	
However,	the	single	dimensional	Model	as	it	stood	was	not	comprehensive	enough	to	
document	a	process	that	could	be	followed	without	the	input	of	a	trained	facilitator.		
	
Based	on	observa9on	and	feedback	there	were	3	key	areas	that	required	
inves9ga9on	in	order	to	produce	a	workable	model.	
	

5	



Dialogues	bring	conflict	which	results	in	the	difficult	or	entrenched	being	passed	over	
or	agreement	being	reached	without	mutual	belief	in	the	outcome.		
This	means	the	wealth	of	tacit	knowledge	available	to	a	group	remains	tacit	rather	
than	being	converted	into	explicit	(and	therefore	useful)	knowledge.		
	
I	found	that	the	ideal	place	to	start,	is	a	discussion	on	the	ques9on	itself	with	input	
from	all	par9cipants	so	that	the	process	begins	with	an	agreement	and	thus	creates	
ownership.	
		
I	found	that	by	taking	a	staged	approach	to	ques9oning	increased	the	flow	of	
dialogue	considerably.	I	used	the	construct	of	Boswell	(2006)	who	iden9fied	three	
ques9on	types:	concrete,	abstract	and	crea9ve	that	progressively	move	from	lower	
level	enquiry	to	higher	level	abstract	and	crea9ve	thinking.		
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Organisa9onal	rigidity	was	iden9fied	as	a	barrier	to	crea9vity	and	while	early	on	I	
made	it	clear	that	roles	should	be	suspended	by	viewing	all	par9cipants	as	colleagues	
as	rank		tends	to	inhibit	the	free	flow	of	informa9on.		
	
To	overcome	this	rigidity		par9cipants	felt	it	was	important	to	iden9fy	a	champion	
from	within	the	organisa9on	who	is	at	a	high	enough	level	to	influence	culture	and	
legi9mise	the	process.	The	role	of	this	person	is	to	be	a	crea)ve	leader,	encouraging	
and	suppor9ng	crea9vity	in	teams.	
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The	Socra9c	process	should	result	in	a	co-opera)ve	inves9ga9on	that	ends	with	a	
consensus	rather	than	an	interroga)on.		
	
While	pre-preparing	all	the	ques9ons	is	not	desirable	or	feasible,	it	is	important	to	
recognise	and	react	to	dynamics	of	the	group	whose	members	apply	their	own	
contextual	filtering	process	before	answering.		
	
It	follows	then,	that	cogni9on	should	also	be	considered	as	an	element	of	the	
model…	
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The	most	widely	accepted	theory	of	cogni9on	is	Bloom’s	taxonomy	which		iden9fys	
six	levels	of	cogni9on:	knowledge,	comprehension,	applica)on,	analysis,	synthesis	
and	evalua)on.		
	
By	consciously	applying	this,	asking	a	complex	ques9on	too	early	can	be	avoided	and	
as	a	result	also	avoiding	confusing	par9cipants	and	ul9mately	frustra9ng	the	process.		
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Based	on	feedback	and	subsequent	inves9ga9on,	the	addi9on	of	two	extra	layers	in	
the	Model	made	it	much	easier	to	keep	focused	as	the	facilitator.		
Firstly,	in	terms	of	prepara9on,	it	suggested	considera9on	of	not	only	ques9ons	that	
might	be	asked	but	also	staging	them	at	the	appropriate	level	in	both	type	and	
cogni9on.		
	
Secondly,	having	a	visual	of	the	Model	available	during	the	discussion	gave	
immediate	guidance	for	the	type	of	ques9on	required	at	different	9mes	in	order	to	
s9mulate	discussion	or	tease	out	linkages	in	the	evalua9on	stage	that	resulted	in	
more	crea9ve	thought.	
In	a	separate	workshop	with	a	group	of	team	leaders,	the	final	itera9on	of	the	4E	
model	was	presented	and	explained	and	as	a	result	all	the	par9cipants	expressed	
confidence	in	terms	of	their	ability	to	facilitate	its	use	in	their	organisa9ons.	
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The	purpose	of	this	research	was	to	test	the	viability	of	a	Socra9c	approach	as	a	tool	
to	champion	crea9vity	in	an	organiza9onal	context.	The	4E’s	Socra9c	Model	was	
found	to	be	an	effec9ve	tool	in	producing	crea9ve	outcomes	in	the	context	of	an	
organiza9onal	team.		
It	achieved	this	through:	
Producing	a	crea9ve,	ac9onable	outcome	in	all	seven	organiza9ons	studied.	
Crea9ng	an	environment	where	crea9vity	is	encouraged	by	producing	condi9ons	that	
are	conducive	to	crea9vity,	namely:	

	personal	freedom	–	to	provide	an	opinion	in	a	non-threatening	environment,	
	encouragement	–	to	think	crea9vely	outside	normal	opera9ng	constraints,	
	recogni9on	–	that	each	team	member’s	opinion	is	valid	and	valued,		
challenge	–	to	go	beyond	the	common	wisdom	and	create	something	new	and	
innova9ve.	

Modeling	a	culture	that	encourages	crea9vity	and	tolerance.	
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