Tips from the Public Sector Consortium First Friday Community of Practice dialog  June 3, 2011

The Vision Deployment Matrix and its many uses
Commentary from a Senior Manager in the Federal Government on their personal  use of the VDM for Strategic Planning in a large Washington DC  based organization.

A senior manager from the Federal Government was impressed with how the use of the VDM created energy on the part of the staff.    The staff had been introduced to the Organization Learning tools before they used the VDM.   The staff felt it was a very useful tool for planning.  The  group that worked together were volunteers from across a large organization.   The leader asked for volunteers but if key people critical to the work  did not volunteer  their participation was requested.   They met for four sessions which were  four hours each.  They spent time reflecting on what worked and what they needed to change.

There were a lot of comments from the staff on how the tool increased the team learning capacity.  They liked that senior leaders and other leaders made them a part of the planning process.  Everyone felt included; they were encouraged to think outside the box.  They felt it gave everyone a common  understanding of complex and broad based issues.

The tool was also a new way of working with the other leaders/ directors.   It marked the  beginning of a new pattern of working together

The tool increased our trust and collaboration with each other.   We realized that we could spend  a lot of time on an issue and we completed every cell of the Vision Deployment worksheet.   We moved between the cells and would sometimes go back.   Because of time constraints they  avoided word smithing.   The VDM  brought people together  in ways that were very important.  The word spread and they used the VDM throughout the organization. 

Tips from the discussion:

Always  begin describing the desired future state or vision;  it helps to create energy and aspiration.    The current reality can be an energy sink hole if you start there

If you push the desired future far enough into the future you get people engaged in something they are excited about.   They can think more collectively on behalf of the common good.    How far in future are we talking about.   From experience 8-10 years can ease the dynamic.  

When you are building your future state you are actually helping to build trust with everyone involved

The matrix provides a very easy norming process for leaders who can translate the work into how they will measure outcomes and progress as the group moves forward.   There were specific examples given from a leader who was very talented at using the VDM to measure progress towards their desired future state.

The matrix is starts with the highest point of leverage which is the description of the desired future state or Vision.  The next box is a lower level of leverage and so on down the list until you reach the lowest level of leverage:  events.   

The matrix is designed to provide different levels of perspective but its successful implementation  also requires different types of leadership.   For example if the vision is implemented by  leaders who focus entirely on results and measures you will quickly find yourself in a vicious cycle chasing measures without  real change.  The next highest level of leverage focuses on mental models the individual beliefs and assumptions that are in place. This is the adaptive part of the process and requires a different type of leadership which involves helping people often one person at a time to change  beliefs and behaviors through experience, coaching and learning.  This is what brings about the real energy and change you need to  achieve and exceed the vision.  One without the other is futile and each requires different leadership skills and capacity.  Ron Heiftz speaks about these types of leadership in his book Leadership Without Easy Answers.  

Excerpt :  Leaders are confronted with two types of problems: technical problems, which can be solved by expertise and good management, and "adaptive" problems, such as poverty, drug abuse, and racial tensions, which require innovation and learning. While the distinction is a crucial one, he says, leadership theory has only begun to address the latter. Traditional management strategies are useful in dealing with technical problems, but in situations where beliefs and values come into play technical "fixes" tend to exacerbate the problem. By definition, adaptive challenges involve a disparity between values and circumstances. The task of the leader is to close the gap. This may involve marshalling energy, resources, and ingenuity to change the circumstances. But just as often it requires that people change their values. Leadership therefore consists "not of answers or assured visions, but of taking action to clarify values." Good leaders know how to stimulate and contain the forces of invention and change, and to shift the process from one stage to the next.

Surfacing peoples’ mental models  particularly when you think about the current reality portion of the matrix can be difficult in low trust organizations.   Some recommendations may be:

•Ease in slowly and use the VDM on an issue where there is little conflict or disagreement.  This 

  will help develop trust in the instrument and in other members of the team.   

•Encourage the senior leader to share their assumptions and beliefs early in the process.   This

  will show that they  are willing to share  their mental models that may not paint a rosy picture. 

  Others may then be willing to jump in the pool. The leader is modeling that is okay to be

  honest.    

•Use focus group technology to protect people provide safety.   Have someone outside the

  organization conduct interviews to surface peoples’ real beliefs and assumptions and then
  work  off of the results.       Examples: Secure meeting to help do similar activities.  Adobe 
  connect and  virtual classroom.  People may be given the rights to populate it.

•Relocating to other organizations or cultures opens your mind to different perspectives and

   keeps you in a learning mode.

•Practice the discipline of dialog while completing the VDM.  Make sure the norms for working

  together allow people to  truly listen and hear the different perspectives of their colleagues .

  No immediate conclusions are necessary learning and change often require soak time.   

•Help people to challenge their mental models gently through inquiry and the use of the ladder

  of inference. 

Explanation of the Ladder of Inference Theory:

The Ladder of Inference describes the thinking process that we go through, usually without realizing it, to get from a fact to a decision or action. The thinking stages can be seen as rungs on a ladder.

•
Starting at the bottom of the ladder, we have reality and facts. From there, we:

•
Experience these selectively based on our beliefs and prior experience. 

•
Interpret what they mean. 

•
Apply our existing assumptions, sometimes without considering them. 

•
Draw conclusions based on the interpreted facts and our assumptions. 

•
Develop beliefs based on these conclusions. 

•
Take actions that seem "right" because they are based on what we believe. 

This can create a vicious circle. Our beliefs have a big effect on how we select from reality, and can lead us to ignore the true facts altogether. Soon we are literally jumping to conclusions – by missing facts and skipping steps in the reasoning process.

By using the Ladder of Inference, you can learn to get back to the facts and use your beliefs and experiences to positive effect, rather than allowing them to narrow your field of judgment. Following this step-by-step reasoning can lead you to better results, based on reality, so avoiding unnecessary mistakes and conflict.

Reference:  The work of Donella Meadows  http://www.sustainabilityinstitute.org/meadows 

Circumstances can motivate the use of the VDM and help you get through tough situations…….

•Examples were given of the effective use of VDM to get through a strategy for downsizing. 

  Fear  often drives people to new behavior.    At one organization the  example of doing away
  with an HR unit was a part of the message.   People’s attention on the need to change 
  moved them  quickly into the use of a planning tool.  

•Since the tool is done with a group of colleagues or peers the peer pressure can keep

  people  flying in the direction you need to go.  The peer support can often be the most

  powerful way to transition an organization to new goals or outcomes.

  Using  the VDM for coaching others or coaching yourself………

•Use the five levels of perspective to organize your own thinking.  It could be used  if you have 
  an argument in your personal life with your spouse or partner.  
 • It is helpful to think about this not just as an effective work tool.  We

   should have this up our sleeve at all times.
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