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for a
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‘Perhaps the most important
gateway we have to cross
is the redefinition of what
prosperity really means’
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Introduction
Griet Bouwen is a Belgian entrepreneur and Appreciative Inquiry (AI)
practitioner who is part of several forward-edge networks and organizations,
including De Werf, Evenwicht, Stebo and an AI-network in the Netherlands.
She has been aspiring to contribute to the reshaping of economy and
society in Belgium and beyond for some time now. She has new urgency
for this, she says, given the recent announcement of the upcoming closure
of the Belgian Ford plant. Axiom News spoke with Griet recently about what
she sees needing to happen, what’s giving her hope that it can be done
and the role she sees herself and generative journalism playing in this.
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Q. You are deeply engaged in some of the new thinking on

the future of the economy, particularly your local economy.
I understand you recently attended what was called a
transition festival involving the likes of Belgian entrepreneur
and economist Gunter Pauli, and just this past year you
joined a “strengths” exchange network. As a Belgian,
you’ve just been assailed by this announcement of the
local Ford plant closure in 2014. As you take in all of these
new realities, both the shakeup of the traditional economic
framework and this more intense energy around different
ways of being and exchange, what’s resonating more true
than ever before for you?

A. I remember reading Presence, a book by Peter Senge, Otto Scharmer,

Joseph Jaworski and Betty Sue Flowers, and how their conversations in that
book had a deep impact on my thinking about the state of the world, the
future of humanity and the urgency to act.

NEW URGENCY FOR A NEW ECONOMY

3

Presence resonated so much, I think, because of the very clear connection
the authors make between spirituality and economy, contemplation
and action. The gift of Presence was that it gave me explicit words for
my intuition; I never before found the right language to talk about it.
And, of course, the book was permeated by the urgency to
act, because we are losing earth’s biodiversity and resources
more quickly than Mother Earth can regenerate. As a mother
of three children, and as a link in a long historical chain of
life-giving women, I feel urged to commit my strengths to
whatever can contribute to save life. Not only for our children’s
children, but for life itself.
Since then, I went on a journey of inquiry and discovery to
understand more about this holistic world view, trying to
understand the signs of the time, wondering what the deeper
meaning of all happenings at the surface could be.
On this road of discovery, I lost a lot of reassuring evidences about the state
of education, economy, solidarity and globalization. And I discovered that
there are so many people out there with a similar pain, hope and willingness
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to act. I met hundreds of them in our Appreciative Inquiry learning networks
in Belgium and the Netherlands, in the AI-World Conference, in the dozens
of workshops I hosted the past few years. I discovered that the holistic
approach I found, i.e. in Presence, and in the integral thinking of Ken Wilber,
resonates with most of the people I talk to. It seems to me that we rediscover
a huge power that can help humanity to take the bridge to save life and
the planet. The momentum we hold is — as I see it — extremely powerful
and fast growing.
On certain network gatherings, we all felt
like being part of something bigger than
ourselves. Like something wanted to be
born in the middle of a group of people.
What these different groups had in
common when this particular energy could
be experienced was that there was an
atmosphere of true openness, deep mutual
trust, an awareness that we need others
and a certain confidence that the future
emerges here and now, step by step.
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Now we see that so many systems
are coming to a complete stop, or
even breakdown, I think we only
can counter these evolutions with
a revolution of connectedness.

It is my experience that there is a massive energy
in connection available for a better future, for the
reversing of damage we do to our ecosystems. It
touches me very deeply every time I experience
that people are taking responsibility to connect
with each other in an open and hopeful way, with
the confidence that the future will emerge in the
middle of truly connected people, who all are also
connected to the whole. I think in the understanding
of the importance of connection, there lies one of the main secrets to
surviving this disrupting period of transition we have entered.

Now we see that so many systems are coming to a complete stop, or even
breakdown, I think we only can counter these evolutions with a revolution of
connectedness. We now have all the tools for a local and global connection of
thinking, exchanging ideas and resources and co-creating the future from the
connection of so many different views, skills and actions. And I think key to
these needed connections is an open, strengths-based approach to our
questions, aims and to each other. Key also is an awareness of the holistic
character of reality. And that the “knowing” only can rise from a space where
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the “not-knowing” lives, both in ourselves and in the space between us.

Q. On a scale of one to 10, what’s your sense of urgency
about the need for action? Why?

A. The situation was urgent already, seen from the perspective of nature.

Since the announcement of the closing of the Ford plant in our region, the
urgency now suddenly is clear to almost anyone, although for different reasons.
I feel the situation is urgent because of the
massive landslide our local economy is going
through. There is the urgency for thousands
of families to earn a living, for all the local
entrepreneurs who make a living by selling
products and services on the local market, for
our education and care system that depends
on the health of our economy.
I feel an urgency about the choices for
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possible solutions. Do we want to replace one big industry like the Ford
plant by another? What products do we really need, do we want to create?
What environmental aspects do we want to bring into perspective before
starting to attract other big economic players? Do we have the courage to
talk about other ways of living together? About a small scale economy?
About our food supply? About habits like outsourcing the education of our
children, the care of our parents?
Who is making choices about all these questions? Who takes responsibility
for the consequences of these choices for the next decades in our region?
And is this what we want, or do we want to be involved in making choices
and decisions more?
In my region, we find ourselves in the middle of a loud and busy crossroad
now. If we want to see choices that encounter both the need for employment
and the planet needs for a green economy and the re-establishing of a local
economy (i.e. in the production of food and energy), who has to be involved
in the making of these choices? How do we make all the voices heard? How
to we connect these voices from a strengths-based perspective? How can
we bring new vision, ideas into our region in order to help us think out
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of the usual box? Can we contribute to the creation of an atmosphere in
which co-operation is chosen before concurrence? In which contributing
to the whole becomes mainstream? What kind of an environment do we
have to create for people to hear their inner voice again? Can we leave our
anxiety for silence, for not acting and not knowing for what it is? Can we
learn to ask and help instead of to blame?
These are major cultural shifts we have to make, as individuals, unions,
businesses, organizations. All the questions I posed, I can recognize as my
own learning questions as well. We are all humans.
My hope is that this is possible now, because we are on this crossroad of
regional economic transition, and we are in this together.
This is the basis of my sense of urgency: we have a major opportunity now
to make the shift. Everyone is involved, although for different reasons.
Could we align all of this?
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Q. What’s the action you see being
most imperative? Why?

A. Maybe the most important gateway we have

The question that follows is how
we — as a society of humans
that have to care for the future
of the planet and for each other
— can organize ourselves as a
region in transition.

to cross is the redefinition of what prosperity
really means, asking ourselves what we are
willing to offer in order to gain the future for next
generations. The question that follows is how we
— as a society of humans that have to care for
the future of the planet and for each other — can organize ourselves as a
region in transition. This is different than aiming for a quick replacement of
the Ford plant by just another big industrial player.

This is also the question about our preparedness to step out of our
comfortable place in society and to come to the crossroad, contributing to
a reshuffle of positions, expectations, power.
Then the question is: how do we help each other to make this cultural
shift and what can we each as a person, a group, an organization,
contribute to that?
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So I see we have to go into a process of involving people in a major search
for assets, hopes and the willingness to act.

Q. What do you see already happening that

suggests at least some around you are poised
to make choices that could very likely mean your
local economy and society will be transformed
and thrive going forward?

A. I am very happy to see that our regional government in our

Gunter Pauli

province is working on a climate plan to become a CO2-neutral
region by 2020. I am also curious about what will come out of
their cooperation with people like Gunter Pauli. I can imagine
that this climate plan, combined with the surprise of the closing of the
Ford plant, can create a sudden boost in the transition agenda.
There is the explicit green character our region already has. Tourism is a
major economic strength in the region because of the hundreds of
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kilometres of quiet, green roads for cycling and hiking.
I heard on the radio that Agoria, the federation for the technology industry,
declares that investing in the production of green energy could provide
30,000 jobs in our country. This is huge!
But transition of course is not only the field of economics or politics.
It is also about how we want to create a kind of life that contributes
to sustainability. It is about choices that are in front of us, such as the
rethinking of how we want to organize the education of our children, the
production of our food, the care for or elderly people, the spatial planning,
the relationship between consuming and well-being. There is a lot going on
already, but mainly these initiatives reach the “cultural creatives”, living in
the bigger cities in Belgium. We could speed up the spreading of new ideas
to cities and neighbourhouds in our — mostly rural — region.

Q. What other assets do you see in your area that, if they
were connected and focused in a meaningful way, could
really disrupt that part of your world for the good?
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A. I see for example that the network of people who contribute explicitly
The Axiom News team in
conversation during Griet’s
visit. From left: CEO Peter Pula
(standing), Kristian Partington,
Annet van de Wetering of the
Netherlands, Ryan Rogers,
Yvonne Hollandy, Griet Bouwen
and Lisa Bailey.

to a green economy is growing fast, and also includes people with a huge
knowledge on the issue, and people who have influence in national and
international networks.

I also see the global connections between people as an important
resource, to find ideas that work and assets that could help us build the
future. In my opinion, our connection with the global Appreciative Inquiry
network and — for me, in particular — our connection with you from
Axiom News are part
of these assets.
There are many organizations in our region working
on environmental issues,
on saving the nature we
have and restoring woods
and fields and water.
In some of these groups, I
can see some highly
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inspirational leaders with a vision and a story.
There are many organizations working on
neighbourhood development, with connections
deep in these local systems. There are schools
that are rethinking their educational approach . . .
and I have direct connections to a lot of them.

There is the will, the power
and the knowledge to organize
strengths-based, multiparty
conferences in which stakeholders
from every corner of society can
join thinking and acting for the
good of the whole.

The strengths-based thinking and Appreciative
Inquiry approach is winning confidence and gets
embraced by more and more people in different
sectors. And I notice that my colleagues at De Werf
are committed to contributing to the reshaping of
our economy and society. I can see that we, as a group, can lean on
experiences such as the Business as an Agent of World Benefit conferences
in Brazil, the connections with the Fowler Center, etc. There is the will,
the power and the knowledge to organize strengths-based, multiparty
conferences in which stakeholders from every corner of society can join
thinking and acting for the good of the whole.
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Q. What’s the commitment you hold to getting involved in this?
Where my colleagues at De Werf are most excellent in fostering the
most needed stakeholder dialogues and inviting people to join, to take
responsibility and to take action, with a Belgian Axiom News platform,
I can help in making resources from inside and outside our region visible
and more accessible, by bringing these together on a news platform.
This platform will be characterized by its strengths-based approach and
its co-creative character. The focus of the platform is the regional transition
in all its aspects.
There could be different ways to assemble stories and opinions through
this platform, with contributions from professionals as well as volunteers,
with highly educated people as well as people living in more deprived
situations. I can imagine this could become a kind of movement, that not
only brings strengths-based news to the region, but brings people from
the region to other places to learn and find new ideas, to connect with
other people and start having a feeling that all over Europe “we are in
this together, to share and learn and support.”
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I feel I would like to see this happening, this news network that is
generative, not only in bringing the news to the public, but also to volunteers
and/or professionals who find themselves on a deep-impact learning
journey when they bring the news to the surface.

Q. What sort of help or input might be necessary to make

any effort you do undertake more possible and effective?
What is already inside your network that can offer that help?

A. I could use some advice, some co-thinking on how to organize and

finance all of this. How do we organize this? What themes do we want to
cover? Who can help me find sparkling questions on these themes? How
can we create the most impact with a contribution (and therefore the
support) of many people? What do contributors need to both deliver the
best possible contributions and to feel supported and enthusiastic about
their discovery of assets and strengths in and out of the regional system?
What is then necessary to support these people? What does it cost?
And how do we finance all of this in a way we don’t sell our soul and
freedom of movement to anyone (and for sure not to the Kafka-logics
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of governmental administration — it is getting
worse every year over here).
I could use some signals from people around
me, saying they want to contribute to make this
happen in whatever way they feel attracted to. I
would rather play in a good team than as a solo star.

I could use some signals from
people around me, saying they
want to contribute to make this
happen in whatever way they
feel attracted to.

I could use some money to make travelling possible, to connect our
platform with people in other regions in transition in Europe or beyond.
I think the smallest team possible needs to guarantee the professional
execution of co-ordinating, external relationships, editing, meaning-making,
training — reflection and guidance for volunteers.
So I’ll have to find a way to finance this co-ordinating and meaning-making
work. Maybe a partnership with key players in the region could be an idea. If
so, I’ll need the help from people in my network to introduce the idea to them.
I’ll need a board of wise guys, to keep me on track. I feel I’m at my best
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when I can rely on inspiring mentorship from people who are involved,
engaged and curious about what’s happening and where this all leads to.

The team at De Werf. From left to
right: René Bouwen (KULeuven),
Erwin De bruyn (Stebo), Lut Brenard
(Stebo), Wim Croonen (Evenwicht),
Arno Vansichen (Evenwicht),
Philippe Beilen (Beilen & Co),
Griet Bouwen (Stebo, Evenwicht),
Luk Dewulf (Kessels & Smit), Bert
Verleysen (Stebo) and Luc Verheijen
(Kessels & Smit).

I could use the exchange of significant content with my colleagues in
Canada: significant in a way that it could be inspiring or connecting for the
transition in our region, or that it could open up resources that could help
the people here make desired actions become possible. If connections
could lead to encounters, that is even better.
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What I also need is the experience that this idea is carried by De Werf.
We will have conversations about everyone’s hopes and contributions in a
couple of weeks.
And at last, and also key condition: I could use some peace of mind. The
confidence that there always will be time enough, that silence is always
in reach, that – although the journey takes place in the world of action –
I won’t lose my experience of being rooted in the whole.
Maybe what I touch on here is one of the most essential needs for all
humans. If so, we’ve discovered a most important condition to whatever
transition we dream of or work towards.
“If there is no silence or space, there will be no deep change.”
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