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CoCreating Clarity:  A New Systems Story 

In his ground breaking book “The Fifth Discipline” published in 1990, Peter Senge laid out a new and 

exciting roadmap for individual, team, and organizational learning. With a masterful blend of logic, 

structure, and intuitive understanding the book explores the principles and practices of Systems 

Thinking, Personal Mastery, Mental Models, Building Shared Vision, and Team Learning. 

Tens of thousands of person-hours spent in diligent application and practice of the five disciplines of the 

Learning Organization over the past twenty years must count for something. And yet the world is more 

confusing to us than ever before – at home, at work, in our educational, healthcare, and governmental 

systems. The enormous volume and complexity of the data assailing our senses, and the constant 

stream of opinion masquerading as factual information that must be sorted increases daily in speed and 

intensity.  Along with the pressure to participate in all manner of social and professional networks, and 

to be available 24/7, the expectations on everyone to simply keep up are overwhelming.  

Some seem to manage quite well. Some cope by shutting down, ceasing to engage, choosing instead to 

filter what they allow into their lives and separating themselves from the rest. For those who persevere, 

traditional methods of collaborative problem solving often no longer serve or no longer seem appealing 

when the list of stakeholders is unmanageably large. Better to hunker down, narrow one’s focus, bound 

the problem and solve what we can control – an approach that is the very antithesis of Systems 

Thinking. In her book “Alone Together”, Sherry Turkle explores “how relentless connection leads to new 

isolation … and why we expect more from technology and less from each other.” The truth is we hurry 

past ourselves every day, searching for answers in all the wrong places out there. 

Twenty years ago Peter Senge regularly took Systems Thinking novices through an effort to understand a 

global issue. The wall of circles, flows, feedback and causal loops would eventually fall off the edge of 

the whiteboard into the abyss of overwhelm. No matter how elegant and accurate the depiction of 

influencing events and forces, no one could make practical use of it to decide and take productive 

action. There was simply too much data for a person to hold and make sense of. The complexity 

revealed in that exercise has now arrived in reality; it confronts us daily in many of the issues we are 

required to examine in our organizations, in our schools, in our communities and with our families. 

There is no dearth of information. Data is freely and instantly available to anyone with an Internet 

connection. What is in short supply is meaning – meaningful interpretation made within a specific 

context – that enables effective, sustainable, systemic action. Such meaning comes only from awareness 

of relationship, and relationship begins with each one of us expecting more from ourselves and from 

each other. All that is required is a little willingness and the courage to trust and own our inner knowing 

– a knowing that comes from more than thought; and to trust this knowing not just in ourselves but in 

our collective selves – together, in twos, threes, and in teams. 

This sounds implausible if you subscribe to the Dreyfus model of skills acquisition in linear progression – 

Novice, Advanced Beginner, Competent, Proficient, Expert; then, and only then, perhaps Mastery and 

Practical Wisdom. In the September 2011 “Systems Thinker” Vicky Schubert wrote eloquently about Co-
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active® coaching model she uses and the power of ‘Seeing Yourself Whole’.  My experience has led me 

to a complementary place and a process I call ‘cocreating clarity’ – a kind of wormhole that’s been 

hiding in plain sight. It is a way of ‘beginning’ at the ‘end’ – with the presumption of present wholeness, 

rather than wholeness only at the end of a long and arduous journey. 

Coming together in relationship and wholeness with the shared intention of cocreating clarity has the 

effect of slowing us down. With our feet firmly planted in the ‘now’, we are rebooted and begin again to 

trust what Thoreau called “our alert and healthy natures”. With this new awareness we uncover what is 

true for us in this moment, and discover new choices that come from everything we already know and 

do and infinitely more beyond that. It is a sustainable way to live with the questions and yet make 

wholehearted choices to take action – not weeks later, not months into the future, but now … and now 

… and now … and for every ‘now’ that follows. The core principles of this way of working are simple: 

1. Each one of us individually is an intelligent whole system. 

2. Together, in relationship with one another, we are intelligent whole systems. 

3. As intelligent whole systems, we create the various systems in which we live and work. 

4. Everything we need in this moment is present and available to us right here and now. 

5. We access the unknown through wholehearted willingness to join with common intention. 

6. Awareness enables the flow of collective intelligence and spiritual wisdom; discovery of the 

new, clarity of choice, and right action for the highest good of all concerned follow naturally. 

Wholeness is actual rather than potential or probable. All that is required is awareness that this is so. 

These ideas simply are. They can be lived immediately. No intermediary is needed. No tools are needed. 

All that is needed is our willingness to begin. Any issue, challenge, or opportunity that is current and 

specific will do nicely . 

To paraphrase G.K. Chesterton "The problem with cocreating clarity is not that it has been tried and 

found wanting, but that it has been found difficult, and left untried." It is often easier to focus ‘out 

there’ on all the people and all the things that are ‘obviously’ at 

fault. But if we turn that spotlight inwards or at the very least to 

shine it just a little bit closer to home as the first order of business 

cocreating clarity comes into its own, with the emphasis on the 

‘co’. We do the work together. 

Descartes taught us that relationship is nothing, Checkland and 

Senge reminded us that relationship is something, and cocreating 

clarity dares to suggest that relationship is everything. It is our 

collective intelligence that opens us to the discovery of new 

insights. Some might call this the flow of transpersonal or spiritual 

wisdom. What we call it matters far less than the willingness to 

experience it. This is not about believing anything. Nor is it about 

repeating affirmations or mantras that make you cringe inside 

Descartes taught us that 

relationship is nothing, 

Checkland and Senge 

reminded us that 

relationship is something, 

and CoCreating Clarity 

dares to suggest that 

relationship is everything.  
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because you know they are not true for you right now. It is about awareness – sensing, feeling, thinking 

– and acting upon what we discover and know to be our unique truth.  

Essences of the Five Learning Disciplines 

Appendix I of ‘The Fifth Discipline’ recently caught my attention. In it Peter offers a visual summary of 

the five Learning Disciplines, depicting each of them as a pyramid (Figure 1) with three distinct levels – 

the Practices at the base, the Principles in the middle layer, and the Essences at the apex.  

 

Figure 1 – Learning Discipline Pyramid 

The Practices are what you do and the Principles are the guiding ideas and insights. He describes the 

importance of both understanding the principles and following the practices if one wishes to master any 

of the disciplines, and names the Essences (Figure 2) as “the state of being that comes to be experienced 

naturally by individuals or groups with high levels of mastery in the disciplines.” 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 – The Essences of the Learning Disciplines1 

Senge goes on to say “At the level of the essences, the disciplines start to converge. There is a common 

sensibility uniting the disciplines – the sensibility of being learners in an intrinsically interdependent 

world … but the differences become increasingly subtle. … Though subtle these distinctions are 

important. 

                                                           
1 From “The Fifth Discipline”, Appendix I: The Learning Disciplines 

 

LEARNING DISCIPLINE 

Essences 

Principles 

Practices 
Doing 

Being 

Thinking 

Disciplines Essences 

Systems Thinking Holism, Inter-Connectedness 

Personal Mastery Being, Generativeness, Connectedness 

Mental Models Love of Truth, Openness 

Building Shared Vision Commonality of Purpose, Partnership 

Team Learning Collective Intelligence, Alignment 
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Figure 3 – Five Disciplines Pentagon 

And so we might depict this convergence by collapsing each pyramid into a two-dimensional triangle, 

then laying the five triangles side by side with their apexes pointing inwards (Figure 3). 

When we look at the Learning Disciplines this way, we see that together they create a seamless union of 

three concentric pentagons. The unity of the essences is evident, at the center of the pentagon, and 

represents the core of who we are – our essential being. What if the magic really is in the middle? What 

if there is no limitation in the structure of our fundamental essence? What if all that’s required of us is 

to choose to see ourselves whole, accept this wholeness, and maintain our clarity as to what is a valid 

characteristic of that essence, and what is not? 

Perhaps it really is time – twenty years on – to apply the principles of the Learning Disciplines to the 

Learning Disciplines themselves and hence to ourselves. Rather than relegating the self to the bounded 

container of Personal Mastery, what if we made this our first and deepest focus? This would seem to 

make logical sense when we notice that it is after all the human system that makes all the organizational 

systems we live with – at work and at home – and that we struggle mightily to fix, to improve, to 

optimize and to transform. 

There is a story about a father trying to read his newspaper one morning, while his young son clamored 

for attention. Noticing a full page ad showing a picture of the Earth, he tore out the page, ripped it into a 

dozen pieces, and gave the ‘puzzle’ to his son to solve. He was sure he’d have a good long while now to 

read. Not five minutes later, the child was done. “How’d you do that so quickly?’ the father exclaimed, 
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beyond surprised! “Well”, the child replied “I couldn’t see how the pieces of the world fit back together. 

It was too hard. But I saw there was a picture of a man on the other side. So I put the man back together 

and the world came back together by itself!” 

Many of us go to workshops for personal development, retreats for spiritual development, and some 

even study for months with a chosen ‘guru’. Some will recall the February 2003 Systems Thinker article 

on Human Dynamics2  – a body of work that powerfully applies Systems Thinking to the human system – 

and some have participated in Seagal/Horne’s workshops. 

Many of us go to a weekly Yoga class; or run, walk, or garden regularly to ‘center’ ourselves; and some 

even have a daily meditation practice. How many of us think about or feel free to bring such practices 

into the workplace? The great divide between “that’s my spiritual practice” and “this is my work/life’ 

appears to be established as a necessary and appropriate separation. We mostly check that ‘part’ of 

ourselves at the door without question. 

How do we integrate the living of the Five Disciplines into our everyday lives at work and at home? What 

if the world really will come back together naturally and easily when we put ourselves back into the 

picture whole? What if we allow the whole that is larger than the sum of the parts to fully emerge? 

What if we are ready to begin with a presumption of mastery? –  simply picking up the obstacle or the 

challenge we face, and rather than meandering with it searching for answers across the outer surface of 

the pentagon, we choose to follow it through the incisive questions that bring us directly to our inner 

core of strength and knowing? 

 

A New Story 

Lynne McTaggart, journalist and author of “The Field” (2008) says “We tell ourselves stories in order to 

live. And probably the biggest story we have ever told ourselves is the scientific story – we always think 

of science as this ultimate truth, but science is just a story.” Newtonian law was scientific fact until 

turned upside down in 1926 by Quantum Mechanics/the Uncertainty Principle. Are we ready to tell 

ourselves a new story?  Are we ready to act upon it?  

Many have researched and written about such approaches for some time now. In 1997, Eckhart Tolle 

wrote “The Power of Now” and further popularized his message in 2005 with “A New Earth”. The secret 

is that there is no secret. It’s all here now and we are cocreating our experience each moment – 

individually and collectively. In 2005 Peter Senge with Otto Scharmer et al. published “Presence” urging 

individual and collective levels of awareness as prerequisite to right action. This was followed in 2009 by 

Scharmer’s “Theory U: Leading from the Future as it Emerges”, in which he encourages cocreation of a 

future that depends on each one of us. In 1999 I was part of a core team of researchers sponsored by 

the Fetzer Institute, who made a pragmatic study of the phenomenon of Collective Intelligence and 

                                                           
2 http://cocreatingclarity.com/pdf/HD_21stCentury.pdf 

http://cocreatingclarity.com/pdf/HD_21stCentury.pdf
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Spiritual Wisdom. In 2001, we published our findings and case studies in “Centered on The Edge”3, 

followed by “The Power of Collective Wisdom” in 2010. In all of this research relationship is central. 

Today the reality of these words from an April 1995 Systems Thinker article4 appear clearer than ever: 

 “We are beginning to believe that a root cause of many of our business problems lies in the 
breakdown of personal relationships. Although our first inclination in business is to blame prof-
itability problems on poorly executed strategy or a lack of management skills, we believe that 
the cause may well be the absence, avoidance, or breakdown of authentic connection and 
communication between human beings.” 

 

We are all familiar with breakdowns in communication. We complain about them a great deal and we 

assign blame for them. Avoidance of communication is less visible, less discussable, far more insidious, 

and often designed to control people and outcomes. And not least of all, the absence of communication 

while appearing to be more benign, may well have the farthest reaching destructive effects. Today I 

would add that communication and relationship between self and Self is no longer a ‘nice to have add 

on’ but the central untapped answer to the challenges in organization of all kinds. 

Cocreating clarity turns your attention away from the large, scary, global issues and focuses you at the 

quantum level that lives inside of you and on the actions that are within your power to take, both 

individually and collectively. What happens next can be surprisingly global in nature. Why is this such an 

important step?  – to walk the talk first at the micro level, close to home? Historian Howard Zinn, 

speaking about how the Civil rights act actually came to be signed in 1964 says “I lived in the South. No 

one heroic act did that; but there were acts that multiplied from tiny acts, almost unnoticeable acts that 

were seized upon by others and emulated by others, and built and built and built until the South was 

convulsed by change. If people understood that change comes about by millions of tiny acts that seem 

totally insignificant then they wouldn’t hesitate to take those tiny acts.” 

 

Complexity to Clarity 

Cocreating clarity is an invitation to first take those tiny acts. It is a 

holistic, organic approach that has emerged in direct response to the 

root cause problem statement articulated in 1995 and is centered in 

relationship and the essential wholeness and unity of people – self 

and/or others. It is a demonstration of the simplicity and power of the 

willingness to face things as they are right here, right now – individually 

and collectively – and to experience beyond doubt that you always have 

access to the answers you need. 

                                                           
3 http://cocreatingclarity.com/pdf/COTE_closing.pdf 
4 http://cocreatingclarity.com/org_change.htm 

A root cause of many of 

our business problems ... 

may well be the absence, 

avoidance, or breakdown 

of authentic connection 

and communication 

between human beings … 

http://cocreatingclarity.com/pdf/COTE_closing.pdf
http://cocreatingclarity.com/org_change.htm
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With willingness present, here are a few simple guidelines – 

1. Start with the current and specific challenge, issue, or question present now. Avoid ‘what-ifs’ 

2. Work with futures, larger concepts, and global issues to make explicit their connection and 

relationship with what is present and the actions needed now. 

3. Work with the past to translate it into the explicit, concrete reality of what has resulted here 

now in your immediate sphere of life influence. 

4. Work with feelings to embrace them, feel them, and discover the next action they reveal. 

5. Slow things down and pay close attention to what is happening now. 

Life is speaking to us in every moment. When we listen with willingness to ourselves and to each other, 

we discover the myriad surprising revelations that show us what is needed next. You are the expert on 

your challenges at home and at work.  Meeting each other – individually, in pairs, and in teams – 

wherever you are, cocreating clarity walks you back to trusting yourselves and acting from that place.  

The power of cocreating clarity lies in its foundation – a lived 

certainty of our innate intelligence, collective wisdom, wholeness, 

and connectedness, present and available right here and now. It is 

a total and active acceptance of the fact and practice that it is not 

what we think stops us that stops us, rather it’s what we think 

stops us that actually stops us. Despite evidence that many 

organizations are beginning to see the profitability of leadership 

coaching, the inner journey remains an area at best shrouded in 

mystery, and at worst relegated with skepticism to the irrelevant 

pigeonhole of all things New Age. Cocreating clarity is a Trojan 

horse that makes the inbound journey look like any regular day at 

the office, or at school, or at home. Only you know what you’re doing differently and results can be 

surprisingly effective, sustainable, and delivered in record time.  

The only remaining question is “Are you willing? If you are, then get started right now. Pick the current 

and pressing issue – perhaps the one you and/or your team have been avoiding – an unresolved story 

that plays out in the same endless loop with little result, a new and exciting challenge you just can’t 

seem to get started on, a festering conflict that weighs you down, or a daunting decision you’ve been 

turning over with no clear answer. 

 

Key practices for awareness of present wholeness, and opening to collective wisdom discovered in 

research done by the Fetzer Institute include Listening Deeply, Clearing, Holding the Space, Trusting 

Intuition, Non-attachment, Not Knowing, Non-judgment, Movement, Whole-body Sensing, Metaphor,  

and Discernment5.  Explore these if they draw you in. When you’re ready, take a deep breath and 

exhale, ground yourself feet firmly planted, relax into your core essence, set your intention to join in 

wholeness and discover what is true for you now, and begin. 

                                                           
5 http://cocreatingclarity.com/pdf/COTE_Principles.pdf 

…it is not what we think 

stops us that stops us, 
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Here are some starter questions you might use. Writing down the answers can be helpful – 

 What are the facts of the situation? Observe and describe what is present now. 

 What are my assumptions about the situation? Recognize and accept them. 

 How am I feeling about the situation? Sense, notice, and feel them. 

 What is it that I really want now? 

 What one thing do I wish I could do to move forward right now? 

 What is holding me back? 

 What am I most afraid of? 

Yes, you’ve seen all these questions before. There’s nothing new 

here save the actual doing of it! Clarity means never having to say 

‘It’s their fault!’  When we acknowledge and own our choices – 

noticing that choice is ever present – we return to a natural 

alignment that frees up immense amounts of energy for living 

more fully in the now.  

 

Willingness 

In “Systems Thinking, Systems Practice” (1981), Peter Checkland warned us: 
 

“Systems Thinking is different because it is about the framework itself. Systems Thinking does 

not drop into its pigeonhole, it changes the shape and structure of the whole framework of 

pigeonholes. This questioning of previously unnoticed assumptions can be painful, and many 

people resist it energetically.” 

Today’s challenges demand that we go even further and embrace a new, concrete, pragmatic option 

that is available to all of us today. And so I add this paragraph to Checkland’s – 

Cocreating clarity is different because it invites us first to turn the spotlight away from the outer 

framework of pigeonholes – systems of every kind which we have so carefully worked to 

examine, map, understand, and control – and onto the vast inner framework which in actuality 

generates the outer. It invites us to tell ourselves a new – true – story, open to new possibilities 

and cocreate new experiences. This questioning of what we think we know may be the hardest 

work we have ever done, and many people resist it energetically. 

Resistance arises because cocreating clarity returns us to full autonomy and ownership, indeed 

authorship, of our own lives. If we are not willing, or at least open to being willing, it will make us angry. 

The table (Figure 4) that follows is a word collage depicting the parameters of this larger more holistic 

framework that cocreating clarity invites us into, naming some of the essential distinctions to be found 

within. It is critical to remember that this is a static depiction of a dynamic process – the flow of 

cocreation has no boundaries – not time, space, or any other – seamlessly moving back and forth across 

the three columns and inclusive of all.  These words have been chosen just for today to symbolize 

Clarity means never 

having to say 

‘It’s their fault!’ 
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meanings and experiences that in essence are impossible to name, or at least for which we do not yet 

have a common language. Suspend disbelief, read and receive with an open heart; for even in this, it is 

your relationship with the words that cocreate their meaning.  

CARTESIAN THINKING SYSTEMS THINKING COCREATING 

You – Teacher You – Team You – Infinite 

Teaching/Learning Collaboration CoCreating 
Teaching – seeing others as lacking 
Learning – seeing others as having 

Collaborating – seeing others for what 
they bring (knowledge, skill, expertise) 

CoCreating – Seeing others in 
wholeness, as who they truly are 

Hierarchical Collegial  Oneness 

Top Down Networked In Unity and Relationship 

One-Way Two-Way All-Way 

Known (by the Teacher) Knowable (Known in the Group) Unknown 

Top-Down Peer-to-Peer Infinite through One and All 

Printed, Electronic material Tangible result Intangible result 

Imparted Discovered Revealed 

Data Strategies Innovation, Ideas 

Thoughts Thinking Surprised Knowing 

Separate In Community In Wholeness 

Lecture, Q&A Discussion/dialogue Dialogue, Receiving 

Answers Issues Possibilities 

Binary Right and Wrong Bounded Set Limitless 

Left Brain Left + some right brain Wholehearted Rational Intuition 

Outer Outer + some inner Inner and Outer, Transpersonal 

Time Bound (Past) Time Bound (Present + Future) Timeless (Outside of Time) 

Information Collective Intelligence Spiritual Wisdom 

Status Quo Adaptation Transformation / Anticipation 

Static Form Dynamic Form Formless 

Absorb/Prepare Plan Accept/Receive 

Authorized Controlled Allowed/Surrendered 

Prescribing Responding Generating 

Observation Vision Intention/Desire 

Preparing Doing Being 

Learned Bounded exploration Continuous coming to know 

Bounded Temporary expanded boundaries Continuous expansion, Openness 

Contract implicit Cooperation Extension of Accomplished Self 

Individual thinking/learning Team thinking/learning Receiving 

Preserving Conserving Multiplying 

Maintaining Adding Expanding 

Scarcity Efficiency Abundance 

Holding, Competing (finite) Maximizing, Competing (finite) Sharing without Boundaries 

Information Experience Inner knowing 

Serious Study Hard work Flowing with ease 

Reacting Preventing Creating 

Outside-In Exchange Seamless Giving and Receiving 

Figure 4 – A Word Collage 

Wholehearted Practice 

Cocreating clarity begins with the recognition of our innate connectedness as whole systems ourselves, 

both as individuals and in relationship with each other.  Choosing not to engage in itself creates the 

clarity that we prefer to dwell in the safety of our stories about the world – a perfectly acceptable 
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choice, so long as we acknowledge and own it. Choosing to engage is hard work and liberating. And the 

rewards are great. We accept our Personal Mastery – not in order to teach it to others or to fix them – 

rather to live our own unique essence each day, trusting – as Systems Thinkers must do – that this 

naturally translates into the very best for everyone around us, as well as for the entire planet? Now 

there’s an idea! A tired old one you say? – Gandhi’s well-worn ‘Be the change you want to see in the 

world?’  I agree – and insist that it is tired only because it hasn’t been tried. 

Cocreating clarity is the choice to return to a deeper and more inclusive awareness of our 

connectedness and interdependence, along with the responsibility that this entails. We take that ever-

present wormhole directly to living the Essences of the Five Disciplines that Senge told us about so many 

years ago. It is in this fresh state that new options are discovered and the freedom of our own best 

choice and action is recovered. 

Try cocreating clarity with someone, or with yourself. Start with the presumption of wholeness and 

accomplishment. Have fun with it and see what happens. Everything you need is already present. 

Choose to do it wholeheartedly or not at all. Trust yourself.  And if it scares you, do it anyway. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


