
The Art of Project Leadership™
The Skillful Use of Language

For Effective Action
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Agenda

• Historical Context
• What do we mean by Leadership
• Brief inquiry into what works
• Language Action Structure
• Linguistic structures supporting LAT
• Conclusion



Evolving Nature of Projects



Leadership

• Responsible creation of 
• a new future situation 
• through the actions of others by 
• holding a human structure (embodied 

narratives of context, networks of 
commitment and mood) 

• where appropriate action 
• will emerge.



Structured Emergence™ in a 
Human system

• Embodied narratives of context, 
• Embodied narratives of networks of 

commitment, and 
• Mood
• All about language



Project Management Roles



What to Learn



A Question to Consider

• Pair up with a partner
• Taking turns, speak about the following:

– Recall a great leader,
• In what ways was this person a great 

communicator?

• You have 5 minutes



One minute to go



Language For Action



Compliance and Commitments

• Compliance
– Industrial age

– People at the top designed
– Work organized by tasks

– Orders

• Commitment
– Knowledge age
– Designed by those who do the work

– Work organized by situation
– Requests, promises, context and mood



Customer 
Concerns

Provider 
Concerns

Customer

Provider

1)  Preparation
(context)

2)  Negotiation
(value)

3)  Performance4)  Assessment

Request / Offer

Commitment

Declaration of Completion

Assessment of Satisfaction

1 Flores, Fernando

Atom of Work
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B: Promise B: Assert A: Declare

B: Reject
A: Withdraw

B: Counter

A: Reject
B: Withdraw

A: WithdrawA: Accept

B: Renege

A: Withdraw

A: Counter

A: Declare
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B: Revoke

1 Flores, Fernando and Winograd, Terry (1986)

Conversation For Action



Conversation For Action

•Conditions of Satisfaction
–Explicit
–Implicit

•Trust
•Mechanical model
•Consistent distinctions
•Linguistic context
•Mood
•Selfish Altruism



Conversation For Action 
Breakdowns

•Missed COS
•Poorly formed request
•Insincere promise (no negotiation)
•Missing declaration of completion
•Missing expression of satisfaction
•Incoherent “worlds” (distinctions, narratives)
•Abdication by customer



Speech Acts

• How we coordinate
• Request
• Promise
• Assertion
• Assessment
• Constitutive Declaration



Types of Conversations

• Conversations for Design
• Conversations for Speculation
• Conversations for Action
• Conversations for Clarification
• Conversations for Specification
• Conversations for Orientation
• Conversations for Disclosure



Shared Worlds



Linguistic Reality

• Reality is socially co-constructed
• A project is not “real”, but lives in language
• As opposed to Cartesian reality
• Background of obviousness
• Ready to Hand
• Reciprocal Co-Ontogenic Structural 

Coupling



Distinctions

•Declaration of foreground “element”
•Operational vs. descriptive
•Arise from concerns



Ontology

• Linguistic world
• Discourse
• Complete (bounded) and coherent 

(internally)
• Set of distinctions



Narratives

• Linguistic world with action
• Background of Obviousness
• Invention
• Innovation
• Business context, strategy, plan etc.
• A Story comes from a narrative



Conversation

Mechanism to 
• Coordinate actions
• Co-create reality 

– Distinctions,

– Ontology
– Narratives

• Influence mood



Conversation Structures



Metaphor and Precision Language

• Metaphor gets you close but not quite 
there.

• Precision Language needed for coherence



Four Field Structures of Conversation

Talking Tough
• Debate, clash

• I am my point of view
• Listening = reloading

Talking Nice
• Downloading

• Polite, cautious
• Listening = projecting

Reflective Dialogue
• Inquiry

• I can change my view
• Empathic listening

• Rule - reflecting

Generative Dialogue
• Presencing, Flow

• Slow Down
• Collapse Boundaries

• Listening from future self

• Rule - generating
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Enacting Emerging Futures

Reenacting Patterns of the Past

Scharmer and Isaacs



Mood

• Biological background hum

• Selects Narratives
• Narratives creates opening for certain actions

• Moods appropriate for type of conversation, e.g.
– Action

• Commitment, resolve, urgency

– Speculation or Design
• Openness, exploration, playfulness



Conclusion

• Leadership is becoming more important
• Leadership is about people not things
• Language is the fundamental building 

block for leadership
• Language Action promotes autonomy and 

innovation
• Rigorous design of conversation improves 

success



Additional Support

• Packet
– Roles and Essential Skills

– Literature on courses

• Email digest (Business card in bowl)
• PMO Study (Business card in bowl)
• Additional literature for those interested in 

our services


