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The Storytelling Compass: How Narrative Diagnoses 
Organizational Health in SEAM by David Boje Sep 28, 2025 

Introduction: The Invisible Problems Costing You a Fortune 

 

In most organizations, energy, time, and money are leaking out of the system silently, every 
single day. These aren't the costs that show up on quarterly earnings reports or polished 
dashboards. They are "hidden costs"—the direct financial result of absenteeism, high 
turnover, poor coordination, wasted time, and demoralized teams. According to research 
from the Socio-Economic Approach to Management (SEAM), this leakage can be 
staggering, with as much as a 50% leak in hidden costs draining an organization's 
potential. 

💰 The Hidden Costs 

Over 50% of business costs are hidden from accounting reports—and 40% are buried 
under trauma memories and stuck thoughts that SEAM and PERVIEW are designed to 
address. 

SEAM classifies dysfunctions using the Cloverleaf Model 

1.     Work Conditions 
Unsafe environments, outdated equipment, ergonomic strain, or psychological stressors. 
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2.     Work Organization 
Role ambiguity, redundant processes, overcontrol, or under-delegation. 

3.     Three Cs of Communication- Coordination-Cooperation 
Missing feedback loops, email overload, secrecy, or over-formalized reporting. 

4.    Time Management 
Are people spending time in value added ways (what Axiogenics calls 'net value')? 

5.   Training  
Are people trained in what brings 'net value'? Are people in need of training getting the training they 
need? 

6.   Strategic Implementation 
Often, organizations are so busy putting out fires in the first five dysfunctions that people are not 
engaging in strategic implementation. 

The six dysfunctions are entangled 

 

A more spiral view of the entanglement in over time. 
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Developed over 50 years, the Socio-Economic Approach to Management (SEAM) is a 
rigorous method designed to make these invisible costs visible. It acts as both a diagnostic 
tool and a transformation engine, providing a practical way to uncover the root causes of 
dysfunction and recycle those hidden costs back into productive value. 

This overview explains how SEAM uses the fundamental human power of storytelling as its 
primary diagnostic tool. We will explore how narrative is systematically captured, analyzed, 
and used to uncover the deep-seated problems that prevent an organization from thriving. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

1. Why Stories? The Diagnostic Heart of SEAM 
In the SEAM framework, storytelling isn’t decorative—it’s diagnostic. SEAM views the 
qualitative discourse of an organization as a theater script that has become disorganized 
and dysfunctional. Dysfunctions are rarely one-time accidents; they become routinized, 
normalized, and repeated in daily behaviors, concealing the immense financial damage 
hiding just beneath the surface. 
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Storytelling is the tool SEAM uses to detect just how disorganized this script has become. 
Through the practical tool of the SEAM Mirror E5ect—where consultants present verbatim 
field notes, observations, and hidden cost data back to the organization—clients can 
directly confront their own dysfunctional theatrics. 

"In taking verbatim field notes, making observations (& transcribing interviews & meetings) 
the researcher-intervenor can detect just how disorganized the theatrics of the organization 
have become." 

The stories people tell—about their frustrations, their workarounds, and their daily 
challenges—provide the raw data needed to diagnose the underlying issues and quantify 
their financial impact. Dysfunction becomes visible, and the organization can begin the 
work of rewriting its own costly script. 

To transform these raw stories from simple anecdotes into actionable data, SEAM provides 
a powerful set of conceptual tools for analysis. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

2. The Three Lenses of SEAM Storytelling 
To turn everyday stories into a powerful diagnostic instrument, SEAM analyzes them 
through three distinct conceptual "lenses." Each lens oZers a unique perspective that 
helps reveal the complex dynamics at play within the organization. 

 

2.1 Lens 1: Cognitive Interactivity - Getting All the Stories on the Table 
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Cognitive Interactivity is the structured process for surfacing, understanding, and 
synthesizing the diZerent stories that people throughout an organization tell. Its core 
purpose is to unlock the collective intelligence of the organization by ensuring all 
perspectives are heard and integrated. 

SEAM achieves this through several key methods designed to create dialogue and shared 
understanding: 

• Story Circles: Facilitated sessions where participants share experiences on a specific 
topic. 

• Focus Groups: Targeted discussions to explore particular issues in depth. 

• Mirror E5ect Meetings: Meetings where consultants present their findings (verbatim 
quotes, observations, and hidden cost data) back to the organization, allowing members to 
see their collective reality reflected. 

• Intervention Projects: Collaborative projects where teams work together to solve a 
diagnosed problem, creating new stories of success in the process. 

These dialogic spaces enable single-loop (reacting within the rules) and double-loop 
(questioning the rules) learning, which together initiate a triple-loop transformation—a 
state where the organization learns how to learn, fundamentally restructuring itself for 
continuous improvement. 

2.2 Lens 2: Contradictory Intersubjectivity - Navigating the Maze of Shared Meaning 

Contradictory Intersubjectivity refers to the complex, often conflicting "shared space of 
meaning" that exists between people. It is an invisible ‘quantum energy field’ generated by 
actor relationships, where individual perspectives clash and harmonize, and where a new, 
collective "we" story is constantly being negotiated. 

This concept acknowledges a fundamental truth of organizational life: shared experience 
does not guarantee shared understanding. In his 1995 analysis of Disney, David Boje used 
the metaphor of "Tamara-land"—a multi-stage play where the audience follows diZerent 
characters from room to room—to illustrate how easily shared meaning can fracture. With 
just a dozen stages and storytellers, there are 479,001,600 possible storylines an individual 
could trace. 

“Two people can even be in the same room and—if they came there by way of diFerent 
rooms and character-sequences—each can walk away from the same conversation with 
entirely diFerent stories.” 
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SEAM addresses this challenge directly. By using co-inquiry methods—such as interviews, 
observation, and document analysis—it intentionally facilitates a process where a more 
unified and accurate shared story can be built. Addressing these contradictory realities is 
critical for organizational health. 

• Better Decisions: Wise decisions emerge from shared dialogue and resonance, not from 
isolated individuals asserting their own version of the story. 

• Sustainable Change: Lasting change grows from a co-created narrative that people 
believe in, not from a top-down mandate they are forced to follow. 

• Adaptive Leadership: EZective leadership becomes an improvisational dance of making 
sense of situations together in real-time, rather than relying on rigid, pre-defined roles. 

2.3 Lens 3: Generic Contingency - Turning Stories into Scientific Clues 

Generic Contingency is the lens that brings scientific rigor to the analysis of organizational 
stories. It provides a structured method for moving from observation to insight, based on 
Charles Sanders Peirce's three-step logic of discovery. This process ensures that 
conclusions are grounded in evidence, not just interesting anecdotes. 

1. Abduction (The Surprising Guess) This is the starting point. An analyst observes a 
surprising fact or a story that doesn't fit the oZicial narrative. From this surprise, they 
formulate an initial guess or hypothesis. What's really going on here? 

2. Deduction (The Logical Prediction) This step tests the logic of the guess. If the 
hypothesis from the abduction step is true, what else should we logically expect to see in 
the organization? If our guess is right, what would be the consequences? 

3. Induction (The Real-World Test) Finally, the analyst gathers more stories and cases to 
see if the real-world patterns support the guess and its predicted consequences. Does the 
evidence from our collected stories confirm our hypothesis? 

This three-step logic allows an organization to move from interesting but isolated stories to 
testable insights that can be used to drive meaningful and eZective change. 

These three lenses are not just theoretical; they are the analytical engine driving SEAM's 
practical cycle of transformation. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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3. From Diagnosis to Transformation: Creating a New Organizational 
Story 
The three lenses of SEAM storytelling work in concert within the DPIE (Diagnosis-Project 
planning-Implementation-Evaluation) cycle. Cognitive Interactivity gathers diverse 
stories for the Diagnosis phase. Contradictory Intersubjectivity helps forge a shared 
understanding for Project Planning. And Generic Contingency provides the scientific logic 
to Implement and Evaluate the results. 

This integrated process does more than just diagnose problems; it cultivates the only 
leadership model that can thrive in a self-aware organization: Ensemble Leadership. This 
is the inevitable and necessary result of an organization that has learned to listen to itself. It 
is a radical departure from traditional top-down control, fostering a heterarchy—a system 
that is decentered, non-linear, and egalitarian rather than hierarchical. 

"This third loop requires what we call Ensemble Leadership—a shift from command-and-
control to a decentralized, networked, and ethically accountable culture where everyone is 
the leader of something." 

In this model, leadership is distributed, and the organization becomes more like a 
responsive, improvisational jazz ensemble. Change is driven by cascading DPIE teams that 
diagnose issues, plan projects, and evaluate results together, creating a continuous cycle 
of improvement. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

4. Conclusion: Your Organization's Story is its Balance Sheet 

In the SEAM framework, stories are the primary data source for understanding an 
organization's health. They are not soft, optional extras; they are the most accurate 
indicators of where money, time, and human potential are being wasted in hidden 
dysfunctions. 

SEAM reframes the challenge of budget stress and ineZiciency from a problem of scarcity 
to one of design. The powerful conclusion is that the solutions and the money needed to 
fix the system are often already inside it, trapped within the very dysfunctions that these 
stories help reveal. By learning to listen to, analyze, and act on its own stories, an 
organization can unlock its trapped potential and recover both "dollars and dignity 
together." 

 


