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Abstract
Increasingly organisations of all types are under pressure to live up to the values
they profess in their vision and value statements. However, surfacing the values that
underpin organisational cultures can be very difficult because these values are
deeply embedded. Currently many organisations rely on storytelling to both
communicate company values top down and, on rare occasions, to map
organisational stories from the bottom up and to elicit underlying values. This paper
argues that applied theatre methodologies that combine narrative strategies with
embodiment techniques are potentially more effective than storytelling alone in
addressing the gap between professed values and lived values. The work of
prominent applied theatre theorists and practitioners is used to illustrate how the
combination of narrative and embodiment practices can assist organisations to keep
their promises by designing social change interventions that close the gap between
what they say and what they do.
Keywords: applied theatre, organisation development, vision and values statements,
social change, narrative strategies, embodiment
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Introduction
I am having tea with the General Financial Manager (GFM) of a large private health
care organisation. He is worried about his team’s culture. Instead of exhibiting the
stated company values of being performance driven, having a team approach,
promoting trust and respect, and being oriented to the client, there is constant
bickering among team members, a reluctance to offer support, too much blame
shifting and finger pointing and increased dysfunction in their relationships with
their internal clients i.e. the hospital staff on which they rely for reports and co‐
operation. This results in employee dissatisfaction and they have a high staff
turnover.
‘Can you help transform our team culture so that we can keep the promises
we make in our vision and values statement?’ he asks.
Over the past eight years in my work with organisations, the need for closing the gap
between what organisations say they want to do and what they in fact deliver has
become imperative given the heightened global awareness of the increasing wealth
gap between the rich and the poor (Ruben 2016), the slow pace at which
organisations are moving to reduce practises that are harmful to the environment
(Slaper and Hall 2011) and increasing employee dissatisfaction and disengagement in
many organisations (Gallup Inc. 2015). In organisation development circles there is a
clear sense that a fundamental paradigm shift is needed in the way in which
organisations give expression to strategic objectives. Unofficial dominant narratives
that derive from the culture of selfish capitalism (De Graaf, Wann, and Naylor 2014)
and industrial age values undermine the ideals captured in corporate vision and
value statements so that companies pay lip service only to these statements
(Williams, Haarhoff and Fox 2014).
Into this gap between the aspirational values of vision statements on one hand and
the embodied values of the organisational culture on the other, steps applied
theatre as an experienced interface between fiction (aspirations) and reality
(embodied behaviour). By navigating the relationship between what we aspire to
and our embodied realities, applied theatre offers a potentially powerful model for
designing social change interventions that can help organisations to keep their
promises. Outlining such a model is the project of this article. The model draws on
story as the place where fiction and reality, aspiration and lived behaviour, strategy
and embodiment meet.

Strategic Narrative Embodiment
The Strategic Narrative Embodiment, or SNE, model developed in my organisation
development practise over the past eight years while I was co‐director of Playing
Mantis Facilitation and Coaching Development (Pty) Ltd. The three elements of the
SNE model that is the subject of this paper, relates to the three basic aspects of a
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story as expressed by Jonathan Gottchel in his book The story telling animal – how
stories make us human (2013). In this book he explains that a story consists of
a) Someone who wants something
b) Obstacles in his or her way and
c) Attempted extrication in spite of the obstacles.
What the character wants relates to strategic intent and the aspirations of an
organisation as expressed in vision and value statements. The obstacles relate to the
embodied reality that make the achievement of that intent difficult and the
narrative design of the intervention relates to the attempt at extrication. The logic is
that, if what you say you want and what you have don’t match, the story needs to
change. In this way narrative can never be left unquestioned. Yet, questioning the
narrative may lead to questioning the strategic intent or reframing what is construed
as obstacles. The changing of a collective story in this way is what is understood
here by ‘social change’.
A person or a group who holds a strategic intention meets a reality that embodies
the opposite of what the person or group wants and so narrative happens. Story
thus becomes the interplay of paradox, ambiguity and contradiction that exists in
the space between what is and what is not. This is the essence of the Strategic
Narrative Embodiment model (Janse van Vuuren 2015) and its applied theatre
origins which I describe and reflect on in this paper.
A possible limitation of this view of story is that it constructs a binary as if there are
always only two sides that create the paradox or ambiguity. Such binaries are
regularly and continuously challenged by applied theatre and other drama processes
like drama therapy and educational drama (from here onward the term ‘applied
theatre’ will be used to signify the field as a whole including, Drama Therapy and
Educational Drama). In fact, it is precisely because applied theatre itself functions in
the liminal space between reality and fiction, art and nature, that it offers rich
possibilities for bridging the gap between what people want and what they have,
what they say and what they do. Between the head that plans and the hands that
act lies the treacherous landscape of the heart – the landscape of story. It is
treacherous because here it is hard to tell what is reality and what is fiction.
What follows is a theoretical exploration of the different narrative structures found
in drama and theatre that helps us to navigate the ambiguous landscape of story and
that have informed the SNE model.

Narrative structures in applied theatre
The exploration of narrative structures in applied theatre that can help us navigate
between reality and fiction focuses on two paradoxical dances and their respective
importance for designing social change interventions:
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1. The importance of embodied participation: The dance between the self as
subject and the self as object that lets people critically evaluate their actions
in relation to their intentions.
2. The importance of narrative design: The dance between structure and
content that allows the practitioner to guide the process.

1. The Importance of embodied participation: Boal and Landy
Augusto Boal (Boal 1993, 1995 and 2002) and Robert Landy (1993 and 1994) provide
the first step on the way to creating a model for designing change interventions that
can bridge the gap between what we want and what we have through exploring the
reflective gap between self as actor and self as observer. Boal’s and Landy’s theories
are informed by a particular understanding of the relationship between drama and
everyday life, reality and fiction, nature and art.
Augusto Boal
Boal develops his idea of the spect‐actor and the interplay between self‐as‐subject
(spectator) and self‐as‐object (actor) as a critique of the traditional physical distance
between audience and performers in conventional theatre. If the physical
separation between character and spectator can be overcome then the spectator
may be empowered to change her society rather than to relinquish power to it. He
builds on the work of Bertolt Brecht (1964) to show how theatre reflects the belief
system of those who create it and in so doing opens a reflective space between the
belief system portrayed through the theatrical form and the social reality in which it
is embedded. Therefore, who the character is and how he reacts, continuously
betrays the social forces he was brought up within; his behaviour exposes the belief
system that he subscribes to (Boal 1993: 92‐99). This is especially true for the
expression of social reality through the body and its gestures.
In overcoming the physical distance between spectator and actor, Boal proposes
another kind of distance. This is not a physical distance, but the distance between
the actor as subject, and the actor as object. The spectator herself becomes both
the subject, thinking and reflecting upon the actions on stage and the object of
reflection, the one who is performing those same actions through her body. This
change in the understanding of distance also causes a merging between everyday life
and fiction. The characters created in Boal’s work and the contexts within which
they act are not fictional at all, they are representations of the participants
themselves and events from their own lives. Boal, like Brecht, believes that when
people are asked to act out events from their own lives, their systems of belief
become clear in their representation.
It may seem that the distance opening up between the self as object and self as
subject plays into the dualistic view of story. However, as soon as the actor can see
himself acting and reflect on the action, a multiplicity of alternative ways to act
opens up. In the distance between the thinker and the doer, possible alternative
stories explode into a kaleidoscope of options. After reality is embodied through
enactment and thus externalised so that it can be critically observed, it is now
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possible to re‐enter that enacted reality for the purpose of trying new ways of acting
and behaving, embodying alternative realities.
The participant’s entrance into the action to change it is most pronounced in Forum
Theatre (Boal 2002). It is also here that a strong narrative pattern emerges that
describes how a character, or a real person, can change his or her own life through
self reflection and experimentation with alternative possibilities.
This means that if members of an organisation engage in these kinds of activities
they will be able to externalise the values that govern their behaviour through
enactment and thereby gain an opportunity to critically interrogate the unofficial
belief system in relation to the expressed vision and values statement of the
organisation. They can also re‐enter the action to try and adapt their behaviour in
accordance with organisational values to test its applicability and effect. There are
three elements at work here:
1. the strategic intention of the organisation as reference point
2. the unofficial dominant narrative carrying the underlying values as enacted
by the participants and
3. the multiple alternative possibilities created by the participants re‐entering
the drama.
These three aspects mirror the three aspects of story identified above as well as the
three elements of the SNE model. Firstly, what the organisation wants relates to the
strategic intent of the official values statement. Secondly, the obstacles relate to
what the individuals in the organisation want revealed by the embodied behaviour –
values that are culturally embedded and may work against organisational ideals.
Finally, the storying aspect relates to the multiple possible new stories that arise
from individual engagement with the original story upon re‐entering the dramatic
narrative.
The table below shows how this interaction between aspects of a story might play
out in the structural design of a forum theatre process. However, this structural
design goes beyond the shaping of Forum Theatre as the same pattern is found in
the broader design of Theatre of the Oppressed workshops. These two patterns are
shown in the table below. Also in the same table is the design structure arising from
the work of Robert Landy, to be illuminated in the next section.
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Table 1
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Robert Landy
Robert Landy’s role model takes the multiplicity of possibility that arise from
participants’ interaction with and disruption of the dominant story one step further.
His model provides the individual with a means: firstly, to identify the perspective
from which she is viewing a certain situation; and secondly, to find multiple
alternative, often conflicting perspectives, from which to understand it. Bringing
ambivalent perspectives into balance with one another is the goal of his drama
therapy.
The two primary sources for Landy’s theory on role are theatre and sociology. For
him theatre is the main source of therapy since role is the connection between stage
and every day life. On the other hand, the social sciences have informed his
understanding of role as socially determined (1994: 102). Theatre for Landy is not
merely a metaphor for understanding human life, theatre and role in particular is
“the primary frame of reference for an analysis of social life” (1993: 26).
Landy agrees with the post‐modern view that recognises that our sense or
interpretation of reality is subjective and context dependent (1994: 102). The only
access we have to reality is through interpretation and more specifically through
dramatic paradox. Interpretation is the product of paradox, of living in two realities
at the same time: that of everyday life and that of the imagination, that of actor and
that of role. He writes: ‘dramatic paradox (is) a notion that well establishes the
connection between the world and the stage, and leads to an understanding of the
healing potential of drama’ (Landy, 1993: 11) .
This paradox is reminiscent of Boal’s idea of the spect‐actor as one who acts and
reflects upon her action from outside. However, for Landy the moments of acting
and watching are not separate, but simultaneous. The paradox also is not just
characteristic of actors in the context of theatre, it is true of any human being in
everyday existence who needs to make choices and reflect upon their consequences.
If everyday life is essentially dramatic in character, role becomes the most important
tool for survival. By taking on roles, people gain knowledge and power over
everyday life. Role becomes a way in which people can think about and play out
different parts in their life stories. Notably role is characterised by embodied action
and expression through behaviour Landy 1993).
Story as the context of the role becomes a second important dramatic frame through
which to understand everyday life. Life, then, is a network of stories and people are
the characters that invent their own life narratives. The way they do that is through
role‐play. Framing the context in terms of a story and understanding the purpose of
a particular role can help someone understand themselves.
Landy’s therapeutic methodology is designed to accomplish this and also reveals a
structural pattern comparable to the patterns found in Boal’s work – patterns that
describe how a person may change his or her life through self reflexivity aided by
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story and theatre. Landy’s concept of role as the frame through which the story is
viewed and his concept of the inherent paradoxical nature of role helps us
understand how being object and being subject at the same time opens a world of
possible perspectives from which action can take place. This is especially true when
the action is tried out through embodiment using the body as a resource for
exploring different perspectives.
If we interpret the value statement of an organisation as a role description, i.e.
members of this organisation should support these values and act accordingly, the
three aspects of stories and the SNE model can be identified as follows:
1. The organisational value statement as strategic frame becomes the chosen
role through which to interpret the story of the organisation.
2. This organisational role is in conflict with other roles expressed and
embodied by individual members of the organisation.
3. Through embodied role enactment and storying participants can bring these
conflicting roles into more harmonious relationships and discover new
stories.
Boal’s contention that theatre exposes the belief systems of those who produce it,
links with Landy’s idea that when one tells a story, the role or perspective from
which the story is told, is exposed. However, for Landy, this role is merely one
among many that constitute the self and for change to occur it needs to be
understood in terms of its relationship to other roles in the system. This means that
there is no hierarchical distinction between the role prescribed by the organisation
and the roles embodied by members of the organisation. All roles are equally helpful
if they are in balance and equally unhelpful if they are in conflict. This means that,
from the organisation’s perspective the roles embodied by team members are
potential obstacles to its fulfilling its purpose, but equally true is that the individual
roles can experience the organisational prescribed role as an obstacle to their
purpose in turn. The only difference being that the one is already externalised onto
paper and the others are embedded in culture.
The drama workshop endeavours to expose the limited perspectives of all the
different roles’ through the body, introducing multiple other possible perspectives
and guiding the client through the maze of multiplicity to find an integrated storyline
that she can embody as a member of the organisation: one that can keep promises.
For Landy, the pattern of playing with different roles and different story contexts is
seen in both fictional enactments and in real life. Employing this pattern purposefully
is the project of Landy’s drama therapy mapped in the table above.
In both Boal’s and Landy’s work the enactment of role and behaviour through the
body is essential for the externalising of belief systems on one hand and for the
exploration of alternative narratives on the other. The structural design of a process
that can accomplish this in both Boal and Landy’s work seems to have a repetitive
shape. This shape is the focus of the next section.
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Structure and Content: Vogler and Turner
The idea that fictional stories adhere to a shape or pattern is not new (see for
example Levi‐Strauss 1963). The previous section on Boal and Landy showed that the
design of applied theatre processes also follow such a narrative design. This section
seeks to illuminate this design not only as a framework for fictional stories but
particularly as a framework for the shaping of real life narratives with applied
theatre workshop participants. To do so I refer to the work of Christopher Vogler
(2007) and Victor Turner (1968, 1982 and 1990).
Christopher Vogler
For Vogler (2007) the narrative pattern of the Hero’s Journey itself describes the
relationship between reality and fiction. He bases his ideas on the work of Carl Jung
(1928) on symbol and the collective unconscious and Joseph Campbell’s work on the
‘Hero’s Journey’ also called the ‘mono myth’ (Campbell 1972). He argues that the
journey
‘is a recognition of a beautiful design, a set of principles that govern the
conduct of life and the world of storytelling’ (Vogler 2007: ix ).
Jung’s theory of symbolisation provides the rationale for the structure of myth being
the link between perceived fiction and perceived reality. According to Jung, the
belief systems of an individual, i.e. the stories he holds about perceived reality, form
a complex emotional energy centre that creates mythological symbols i.e. perceived
fiction (Jung 1960: 88 & 644). For Jung a symbol, like a sign, is a representation of
something outside itself. A symbol is, however, wider than a sign in that it expresses
a ‘psychic fact’ – a complex grouping of emotions that has gathered around a
nucleus in the unconscious mind of a person (Jung 1960: 88 & 644).
The symbol, therefore, stands for a very complex and emotionally laden psychic fact,
one that transcends the confines of the individual mind into a collective mind.
Everything in the individual conscious mind
‘grows out of an unconscious psyche which is older than it, and which goes
on functioning together with it or even in spite of it’(Jung 1959: 281).
Based on the above, it is this collective unconscious that is the source of the
archetypes and events that make up the Hero’s Journey (Campbell 1972: 3; Vogler
2007: 10). Organisational values are emotionally laden psychic facts that are carried
by symbols in individual stories feeding into the organisational culture. If these
individualised symbols and metaphors can be linked to those found in the collective
unconscious, it may be possible to create a new story that rings true for members of
an organisation.
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This means that a practitioner might use the mythic moments that describe the
hero’s journey to design a workshop experience that allows participants to bring
their individualised stories into dialogue with the expressed organisational stories to
forge new narratives that have a particular mythic depth. In this sense the narrative
design of the intervention becomes a structural container that is to a degree empty
of content inviting individuals and the organisation to invest the structure with their
respective content and to create dialogue between structure and content that may
lead to new narratives.
What adds to the attractiveness of this project is the idea that, according to Vogler,
the mythic journey is uniquely designed to take a character on an adventure that can
bring him face to face with his belief systems for the purpose of evaluating them
critically. When values come into conflict the hero is willing to let one die in the
service of another. This is the moment where the hero’s character is tested and
change can take place (Vogler 2007: 38). The invitation for the practitioner is then to
assist participants to find those moments of choice that can lead to new realities and
bring them closer to keeping their promises. This process recalls the processes found
in Boal’s and Landy’s work.
Designing interventions according to the structure of the mythic journey implies not
only closeness, but also distance, between the structural symbols and the
participants’ lived story content. It is the kind of distance needed for the individual
to be able to step back from her deeply embedded and emotionally laden belief
systems in order to learn from them (Gersie and King 1990). This kind of distance is
similar to the distance between subject and object in Boal’s and Landy’s work.
In the table below is a comparison between the structure of Vogler’s version of
Campbell’s Hero’s Journey (Vogler 2007)and one employed by Dorothy Heathcote
(Kanira 1997) in the context of an educational drama class. The purpose of including
the latter from Heathcote’s work is to offer an example of how an acclaimed
practitioner also saw the value in using mythic structure to shape learning
experiences. For more on Drama in Education and the narrative pattern of the
Hero’s Journey see (Janse van Vuuren 2004)
Also included is the structure of social drama as described by Victor Turner (1990).
This is included because the mythic journey as described by Vogler relates
particularly to the transformation of an individual character, not the transformation
of a collective like an organisation. Would an intervention that follows this journey
be able to work on the collective story as well as the individual ones? If the idea is
that the collective strategic values statements of an organisation come into dialogue
with the stories of individual embodied behaviour, will the narrative design be able
to open both up for interrogation on equal footing as is suggested by Landy’s
thinking? In response I turn to the work of Victor Turner on social drama (1990).
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Table 2

Victor Turner
Anthropologist Victor Turner (Turner 1968, 1982 and 1990) supports the idea of
mythic structure as a template for the collective story of people experiencing
change. For him the structure of myth here is not so much treated as the journey of
an individual only, but also as the process of change that whole societies undergo
through their participation in ritual re‐enactments of myths. He provides a clear link
between these myths, rituals and the use of the structure of myth in theatre and
drama (Turner 1982).
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Turner (1968)describes how rituals are designed to take a community through a
series of activities that bring about change. This series of events moves from a
stable state through a liminal phase of change, ambiguity, paradox and uncertainty
into a post liminal phase where a new equilibrium is found. This process mirrors the
Hero’s Journey as delineated by Campbell and Vogler.
For Turner the critical interrogation of belief systems (stories about perceived
reality) as portrayed in the symbolic re‐enactment of the myth is part of the ritual
process itself. This view is in contrast to the ideas of French structural
anthropologists like Levi‐Strauss for whom interpretation and exegesis of the myth is
a separate philosophical activity of the intellect (Deflem, 1991). More specifically it is
part of the central liminal phase of the process and allows the society to reach a new
state of equilibrium in the final stage of the ritual (Turner, 1968, 1982). Educational
drama practitioners widely utilise this understanding. Winston (1998), for instance
emphasises the inseparability of the physical and emotional experience of the ritual
or the drama and the cognitive reflection upon the experience.
Another important contribution of Turner (1982) is his distinction between liminal
and liminoid. ‘Liminal’ activities associated with pre industrial age ritual are
embedded in the workings of a society functioning to strengthen societal norms in
its inversion and contradiction of those norms. ‘Liminoid’ activities, associated with
leisure and entertainment in the industrialised societies like theatre, by contrast
function to bring about critical interrogation of accepted values, subversion of norms
and therefore, change. Liminal activities are collective and tribal, undertaken with
feelings of obligation; while liminoid activities are undertaken by individuals through
choice. It is this built‐in power of the retelling of myth in liminoid activities through
symbolisation to bring about critical analysis and understanding that is utilised in
educational drama and theatre for learning and change (Gersie and King 1990;
Lindquist and Handelman 2005; Neelands and Goode 1995; Rasmussen 1996).
Vogler’s utilisation of the stages of the hero’s journey for television and film script
writing is just such an attempt to build in the process of change and transformation
and the interrogation of beliefs into liminoid stories. The journey reiterates Turner’s
phases of ritual taking a hero from a stable ordinary world through a special world of
wonder and transformation back to his ordinary world with new found insight.
Turner’s description of social drama as the pattern of the ritual and mythic shape of
social change can also be seen in the table above.
In summary: Liminality, the space between, becomes the space where
transformation can happen. Mythic structure itself allows people to journey through
this liminality and find new structures for organising social life. In this sense mythic
structure allows for a number of threshold crossing events as the hero (individual or
collective) first becomes aware of the threshold and its possible implications, crosses
it with trepidation and the help of a guide, navigates the uncertainty on the other
side, crosses deeper into the unknown by entering the inmost cave and then returns
across the threshold to the ordinary world with new insight. In leveraging this
structured way of navigating the liminal and the uncertain, a facilitator can guide
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participants through a change process with the aim of effectively finding new
insights for the way forward – new stories that bring greater integrity between our
aspirations and our embodied realities and help us keep our promises.

Strategic Narrative Embodiment with a private health
care organisation
It has been argued that narrative structure offers an interface between reality and
fiction and that embodied participation enables access to belief systems a) through
reflection on current reality and b) through imagined alternatives. The applied
theatre process that guides participants in this journey can be designed according to
the same narrative structure.
In summary the narrative structure is translated into a design template for social
change interventions that aim to help participants relate individual stories and
behaviours to organisational values and vice versa. This template follows broadly
the movements of a mythic journey. The template offers two perspectives: that of
the participants as ‘heroes’ and that of the facilitator as ‘guide’. To illustrate how this
might translate into a workshop design, I refer to the broad activities and design of
the workshop delivered to the private health care organisation that this article
started with, In Table 3 I present the mythic moments in the form of an acronym:
STORI.
Table 3
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The relationship between the narrative design of the workshop and a participant’s
interaction with it through embodiment techniques is represented below. The
process is contained by the original strategic intent of the workshop as delineated by
the client and informed by organisational value statements. The centrifugal arrows
indicate the fracturing of unofficial dominant narratives that are in conflict with
official value statements into possibilities and the curved arrow indicate an
emergent new narrative.
Diagram 1

In my work with the health care organisation, the following illustrates how the
model works to help people keep their promises and generate new narratives. For a
more in‐depth example of how the narrative structure of the model works, see The
Keep Them Safe Project 2010 (Janse van Vuuren 2014).
The narrative design aspect of the SNE model starts out with the official strategic
intent of the workshop, for example: to help our team work together, trust and
respect each other and our clients and improve our performance. In this first part of
the session we facilitate conversations and use picture cards to help participants
build an understanding of what they wish for themselves and their team. These
intentions clearly align with company value statements, but we do not necessarily
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point this out. It is more important to us that delegates shape their personal and
team understanding of the workshop’s intent so that they can own it. Already at this
stage it is the individual and team embodiment (in the form of statements on a
flipchart, a collection of picture cards or shared stories) of the values that are
important, not the official words and statements that come from senior
management (these are embodied through laminated memos or posters in the
corridors). This is because, as Landy suggests, there is no hierarchical difference
between the story of the organisation and the stories of the individuals. This
expression of intent remains outside the activities unfolding in the workshop as a
reference point.
In the transition phase we introduce improvisation games and exercises that serve
two purposes. Firstly, they prepare the delegates for play and open experimentation.
Secondly, the exercises themselves begin to introduce alternative ways of being
together as a team. Many improvisation games lead participants from a state of self‐
absorption and preoccupation with ‘getting it right’ to a place of group awareness
and trust in the result of collaboration (Kirsten 2009). Embodied participation in
these exercises, as Boal suggests, allows us (facilitator and delegates) to gain insight
into unofficial narratives that govern the group. In our work with the health care
organisation we discovered, for instance, that though officially the organisation
promoted a team approach, in the department we were working with a higher value
was placed on personal responsibility and individual performance. This resulted in
the blaming and finger‐pointing behaviour the GFM spoke of. The transition
exercises began to deconstruct this narrative and to open alternative possibilities,
though new emergent narratives did not yet arise.
With the official dominant narrative (as captured in the vision and value statements
of the organisation and in expressions of intent for the workshop by delegates)
holding the boundary on the outside of the flow of the workshop, it becomes
possible inside the play to identify unofficial dominant narratives that are in conflict
with official ones and further fracture these through embodied participation. This
relates to the second threshold crossing into the inmost cave of the hero’s journey in
the central phase of the design.
The open experimentation section of our work with the health care organisation
consisted of a forum theatre exercise where delegates played out instances from
their daily work experiences. Here individual nuances of the unofficial dominant
narratives became highlighted as we saw different people playing the role of the
‘blame shifter’.
For one team, this part of the workshop proved particularly effective. The ‘blame
story’ they told about the nurses in the hospital who were supposed to track
available stock was that the nurses had no regard for the value of the stock items,
nor for the people whose job it was to do the accounts for the purchases. Through
the forum theatre piece, this narrative became fractured when alternative reasons
for the nurses’ apparent carelessness became clear: breakdown in lines of
communication, emergencies that required immediate action and left little time for
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paperwork and so on. Most insightful was a moment when one financial clerk
shouted in desperation at the nurse:
‘If you do not keep to our deadlines or send me the wrong forms it really
makes me feel disrespected!’
The nurse was left speechless for a moment and then said:
‘I had no idea.’
This clear misalignment of personal embodied values between what was important
to the nurse (her patients), and what was important to the clerk (accuracy and
respect) caused the ‘blame story’ to disintegrate. In a rerun of the forum piece,
delegates began to play with different ways of handling the situation, allowing new
possibilities to arise. This is an example of the interrogative value of liminoid activity
as delineated by Turner.
Our workshop concluded with a reflection section where delegates expressed the
new narratives they saw arising in tableaux and discussed practical ways of making
these happen in their daily work life. They also compared these images to the
original strategic intentions expressed at the start of the session. However, the value
of the work would only be proven if delegates were able to integrate these
intentions into day‐to‐day behaviour.
Three months after the original workshop, which had been one day long, we
returned to the premises of the organisation for an integration activity. We met
them in smaller groups of four to eight, based on how they worked together on
various tasks and projects. Through story sharing we tried to elicit stories that
illustrated how they had implemented the learnings from the original workshop. At
the end we asked them to give each story a title.
The forum theatre piece discussed above had inspired the participant who did the
shouting to communicate more clearly with the hospital. She entitled her story ‘The
sky’s the limit when the building blocks are strong’:
With the previous pay run my assistant sent me an email with everything that
had gone wrong during that specific run. In the beginning I felt a bit
discouraged, but I quickly pulled myself together and decided to be
proactive. I immediately phoned the hospital to tell them how important it
was that they stuck to my deadlines, otherwise I could not do my work to the
best of my ability. The hospital promised to cooperate. I could see that the
hospital was keeping their word, when I received my invoices on time.
A regional head from another team was also inspired by the same forum theatre
performance. Back at work he called a meeting of all the people who contributed to
the communication network. The resulting collaboration between nurses, stock
managers and financial clerks produced a solution that could honour all of their
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values. In this way, the central values of the organisation could also be honoured
because discrepancies between personal values could be overcome, fracturing
unofficial dominant narratives that were in conflict with official ones. In our
storytelling session the story told about this was entitled ‘Build relationships and
good service’:
Our region sat together and identified problem areas. After that we
organised a regional conference at Head Office and one financial person from
every hospital attended. During this visit, participants discussed various
topics on an informal and personal level. We learned a lot about each other’s
frustrations, what our day looked like and what we expected from each
other. Through this, better relationships were built. It brought about a spirit
of cooperation in the region. Colleagues at Head Office now help each other
as far as they can, for example with supplier queries when a colleague is not
available.
As part of this final phase of the work we asked delegates to relate their stories back
to the official vision and value statement of the organisation. They were amazed to
find that most of the stories compared directly with official documentation though
metaphors and language was greatly nuanced.

SNE in a nutshell
1. The strategic intent of the workshop in its official form featured only in my
conversation with the GFM, but guided the work as a reference point from
the outside.
2. Inside the narrative design of the work, the strategic intent was restated by
delegates in their own words and images and served as an external reference
point for embodiment work.
3. In the transition, open experimentation and reflection parts of the design,
embodied participation interacted with official intent and unofficial
narratives as follows:
a. Transition: embodiment created individual understanding of the
official intent and revealed unofficial narratives.
b. Open
experimentation:
embodiment
revealed
individual
interpretations of unofficial dominant narrative as well as individual
values that are were conflict with each other. This caused the
unofficial dominant narrative to break apart and allowed
experimentation with alternative narratives that could bring
conflicting personal values into alignment forging new collective
narratives.
c. Reflection: this helped clarify alternative narratives and compare
them with the delegates’ original strategic intentions for the
workshop.
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4. Finally the integration exercise captured new narratives in the form of stories
that related to the official strategic intent of the organisation.
In conclusion, applied theatre as experienced interface between fiction and reality
can use narrative design in combination with embodied participation and within the
context of a strategic intent to help organisations and their members keep their
promises. In the words of the GFM of the private health care organisation after our
process:
‘You helped us to think differently about things that really matter – not just
concepts that can be applied to work, but also to life in general. The process
built character and character helps you to do a better job. In fact 87% of the
participants who completed our survey found they were able to apply the
principles they learnt from the process in their work to make a positive
change.’
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