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The Wall of Wonder is a poetic name given to a process more functionally named The 

Environmental Scan.  It is often used at the beginning of a conference or retreat to set a context 

for strategic planning, or team development.  The focus of the gathering can vary from that of the 

organization to a more diffuse topic such as the future of assisted living in a geographical area.  

For the purpose of simplicity of writing, this paper, I will use the organizational focus most of 

the time. You can substitute the words topic, issue, or focus of concern in most instances. It is a 

powerful way for a group to quickly become familiar with the history and background of their 

organization or issue. It provides an historical context for the sessions to follow. The participants 

can look toward the future with greater understanding of the events that have brought the 

organization to the present point.  It functions as a way for the group to look at “where we’ve 

come from” before planning “where we want to go.” 

The Wall of Wonder is one of the many facilitative methods and techniques developed by 

the Institute of Cultural Affairs (ICA) in its work with communities and organizations over the 
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past thirty years.  In this paper I have written a general description of the design and process of 

this method, identified some results and benefits of using it, shared a brief story of its origin and 

development, and highlighted some of the dynamics that are foundational to this and other 

ToP™ methods.  In the session on this topic we will demonstrate the process using the field of 

facilitation as the focus.  Participants will become familiar with the growth of facilitation as a 

profession and the history of the IAF.  They will experience the methodology as participants and 

then learn how to facilitate the process using detailed procedures. They will participate in 

discussions on the process and various applications.  

The Design of the Process 

The process utilizes variations of the ToP™ workshop method and the ToP™ focused 

discussion method to create and dialogue about a wall of events and trends in their shared 

environment. Participants brainstorm events from the past, present, and future in three 

categories: the global, the regional, and the local. The global represents the largest perspective 

needed for the conference. Most often it is “the world”, but could be the largest geographical, 

political or professional unit of the people gathered.  The regional category represents the 

general arena of focus for the work or concern of the group.  This is often the industry, 

profession, state, county, or city.  The local category involves the personal perspective such as 

the organization, company, department, community, family or self.  

On the front wall of the meeting space is a chart framework with a timeline across the top 

and the three categories down the left side. The time span often reaches back into the past to the 

beginning of the organization or other appropriate starting point, and moves forward by years or 

decades as appropriate in to the future in an equal amount of years. The brainstormed events, 

written on cards, are placed on a timeline under the year or decade in which they occurred and in 
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the appropriate category.  The facilitator then leads the group through a series of questions that 

guides the group in discussing the events, the connections between categories and timeframes, 

the trends, and the significance of the data and relationships between them to the organization. 

The design of the Wall of Wonder consists of 

1. Individual and small group BRAINSTORMING events occurring over 

time in each of the categories, which are written on cards and placed on 

the timeline. 

2. Observing CONNECTIONS between categories and exploring answers to 

a series of questions about the relationship of the information in each of 

the categories. 

3. Looking over the entire wall and observing MAJOR SHIFTS that have 

occurred over time in each of the categories, and giving a title to each of 

the major divisions of the chart. 

4. Naming TRENDS in each of the categories. 

5. Looking at IMPLICATIONS of the TRENDS for the future of the 

organization, and reflecting on the learnings from the content and process 

of the exercise.   

6. Giving an OVERALL TITLE to the “wall” that has been built with the 

memories, imaginations, and creativity of the group. 

Results and Benefits 

This powerful activity enables new members to get on top of the history and background 

of the organization very quickly.  At the same time, “old hands” reconnect with the original 

vision that birthed the organization and that they carry within them.  It affirms their perspective 
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as it brings new people on board.  When there is time to do so, it provides a marvelous 

opportunity for newer group members to hear the stories of the struggles and victories of the 

early days.  Newer and or younger members bring their fresh perspective to the current years’ 

events, events of the future, and discerning trends. 

An Asian publishing group had just moved its headquarters out of Hong Kong and into 

their Manila office in 1996. New technology was changing the way they did their work and the 

potential for expansion by leaps and bounds.  After a year in the new locale, there still remained 

a gap between the corporate staff from Hong Kong and the local staff from Manila, and between 

the old hands and the new hi-tech media experts.  The owners engaged my company to facilitate 

a series of teambuilding sessions with the company.  Key objectives were to integrate the newly 

relocated staff with the Manila staff, develop a clear understanding of the overall business 

process, and increase awareness of each individual’s and each department’s contribution to 

achieving continued success. We began our two-day session with the Environmental Scan that 

we called the Historical Overview of the Company. Long-term employees told about the 

beginnings of the company in the late 60’s.  They told fascinating and dramatic stories of the 

struggle for survival and later expansion against the backdrop of floods, typhoons, volcanoes, 

martial law and revolution.  The energy in the room rose as the young, high-tech media experts 

heard about the vision and struggle for survival from the older print salespersons.  Corporate 

staff got a different perspective on developments in the field. At the close of this exercise, the 

group had already begun to sense new connections among themselves, which began to establish 

the trust needed to explore together their mission, vision and business processes.   

In experiencing this process it is, for some employees, the first time they have seen the 

big picture of the organization and how it grew out of the events in the past.  This activity is 
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often the beginning of a powerful story about the organization.  They begin to see how the social 

environment, the events and happenings in the world have impacted their lives and the life of the 

organization.  People see connections between what is going on in the world, the field in which 

they work, and the organization they are part of.  They discern relationships between events that 

occurred over time as well as current events.  They weave the historical events into the fabric of 

the organization. 

In working with a large department of a pioneer in the HMO field, I used the 

Environmental Scan as part of the orientation session for the participants.  Here the participants 

pieced together the fascinating story of the birth of the company as an outgrowth of one of the 

structures supporting the huge workforce building the Hoover Dam.  Titles of the various 

sections of the whole chart tell the story of the growth of the company as “A Journey From A 

Time of Control,” when they were the only game in town, “Through A Time of Struggle,” during 

the growth of competition, “To A Time of Partnership,” linking with communities and 

organizations to provide customer-focused service.  They noted the changes occurring in the 

events of the world impacting the business, both in their innovative past and in the current 

evolution of the highly competitive health care industry. 

The Function of Enlarged Perspective 

The Environmental Scan has been used with communities and with interest groups.  The 

dynamics are the same, though the conference focus differs.  The process provides the group 

with an enlarged perspective from which to look at their current situation.  When a group comes 

together to develop shared vision, develop mission, purpose, and values, or strategy, they bring 

with them the issues, concerns, problems and crises with which they have been dealing in the 

immediate past day or week.  Their minds are focused on the particular arenas of their work and 
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life.  They wonder about how beneficial will it be to invest their time in this meeting when there 

are so many things they need to be doing elsewhere.  They are concerned about how the meeting 

will be run.  They may not trust the people from other departments, branches, or geography, or 

interest groups. They may be remembering other planning events that didn’t accomplish their 

purpose because of arguments, unspoken and competing agendas, or too much time being 

“talked to” by experts that left little time for discussing the really important issues together.  So 

the participants are understandably anxious and curious at the beginning of the conference. 

The participants need to work on a task together before they work on the issues that 

brought them together.  They need to see that they share enough common ground and life 

experiences to convince themselves that they can focus together on their issues and plan together 

for a common future. Focusing on something larger than their individual responsibilities, larger 

than the organization they work with, and something far enough removed from their daily work 

can breakthrough their hesitancy and assumptions about what this meeting will be like.  I prefer 

the task to be related to the focus of the conference, but not specifically planning or problem 

solving.  Not yet! 

I use the Wall of Wonder to accomplish these objectives.  Creating a shared picture of the 

world, working and talking together about the events, the significance and the impact on the 

organization begins to create a sense of community, not just a collection of people in the same 

room.  They can set aside their particular issues and positions for a moment, and work on 

something together that is both enjoyable and illuminating, The process encourages “out of the 

box” thinking and looking at the organization from different perspective than usual. Everybody 

gets involved and participating right away, responding with simple contributions to the whole 

picture being created.  They enjoy putting the picture together and seeing it develop.  It’s fun to 



  Creating a Wall of Wonder™ 

 7 

remember events in society that have impacted everyone, no matter where they lived at the time.  

It connects them at a global level; they know they live on the same planet! It’s illuminating to 

hear the stories of what happened in the industry or the region.  And it’s fascinating to hear the 

stories of the development of the community or company.  As they reconnect with events from 

the past they are amazed at how much change they have lived through together.  As they 

dialogue about its meaning and significance to the organization they create a shared context for 

their work together. This participative activity sets the tone of the meeting, begins to build trust 

among the participants, and signals that this meeting is not going to be “business as usual.” 

Marv Weisbord introduced me to the criteria for effective dialogue developed by 

Solomon Asch.  The criteria, framed by Fred Emery and used in his work with groups are:  

“(a) all parties are “talking about the same world,” meaning that people 

back up their generalizations with concrete examples; 

(b) all human beings have basic psychological similarities, e.g. “laughing, 

loving, working, desiring, thinking, perceiving, etc., and if (a) and (b) happen, 

then –  

(c) “the facts of one person’s world become part of the other’s” and they 

develop “a shared psychological field.”  At that point, people become capable of a 

genuine dialogue on what to do.  A successful dialogue depended on how much 

the parties perceived increased freedom of choice along with greater 

understanding.  If they did, reasoned Emery, then we could assume that –  

(d) they will experience their common dilemmas and/or shared fate and 

plan accordingly.” (Weisbord) 
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This dynamic happens as people develop the Wall of Wonder.  People remember events 

in their world, their profession or locale, and organization, and see the picture through each 

other’s eyes.  Discerning shifts within the timeline and titling them, creates another level of 

shared meaning.  Identifying trends impacting the organization creates another.  Reflection & 

dialogue on the whole picture is another. In the first two hours of work together they have 

created enough of a common context and shared meaning to develop a willingness to take on the 

next phase of work together with more curiosity, excitement and comfort than when they began.   

Origin and Development of the Method 

This process grew out of the work of members of the Research Department of the 

Institute of Cultural Affairs.  In 1977-78 they were working on historical trends in human 

development and curriculum development.  a huge montage of historical events was created on a 

wall of their meeting room to give a broad perspective to their daily work.  Pictures were 

gathered from many sources, including TIME magazine “Man of the Year” covers back to 1946.  

Colleagues began to call it the “Wall of Wonder.”  It became a central piece of office décor and 

the precursor to the ToP™ method, “The Environmental Scan.” (Griffith) 

It was used at the Global Symposium on Human Development sponsored by the ICA I 

1980.  The wall was six feet long and the timeline ran 160 years, from 1900 to 2060.  In addition 

to events, the participants named historical figures, the style and mood of different periods, 

inventions and innovations, and dominant images.  The information was discussed from the 

perspective of what it revealed about the years from 1900-1980 and 1980-2060, 80 years 

backwards into the past and forwards into the future.  The group divided the timeline by deciding 

major events that catalyzed turning points.  Each division was given a title as a holding image for 
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that time period.  Then an overall title was created to describe the full 160 years.  Since that time 

the process has been refined to include naming and analyzing trends.  

The method is flexible and has been adapted to different size groups and in various room 

settings. It incorporates visual, verbal, kinesthetic learning.  Some groups draw images or 

pictures representing different phases.  Groups can suggest music that represents different time 

periods.  Some groups have created songs for each section; some put the whole story to song. 

Six Dynamics 

The Environmental Scan process incorporates six dynamics that are key to its success  

1.  Expand the Context:  

People often focus on issues only as they relate to their particular situation without 

considering how they are related to the past, the future, and to the larger organization.  

Expanding the context means giving people a larger picture within which issues are considered 

2.  Stimulate the Imagination: 

People often anticipate nothing new will come out of meetings.  Stimulating the 

imagination means encouraging new ideas and new ways of thinking and enabling people to 

sense new connections. 

3.  Beckon Participation: 

Many meetings assume only the experts have wisdom that needs to be transferred to other 

people.  Beckoning participation means designing processes that allow dialogue and sharing of 

ideas to happen across the whole group.  It gives everyone the opportunity to take responsibility 

for the outcome of the meeting. 
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4.  Focus the Issues: 

Meetings often go around in circles, go off on tangents and get nowhere.  Focusing the 

issues means having the meeting objectives and focus in front of the group, and keeping the 

conversation on target and moving forward to the point of decision and resolution. 

5.  Encourage Depth: 

People often never expect to have their own thinking pushed to new levels.  Encouraging 

depth-thinking means enabling people to use their capabilities to reflect, interpret and discover 

depth meaning in issues, situations, and decisions. 

6.  Acknowledge the Significance: 

Meetings rarely engage people at the level of their deep concerns and cares.  

Acknowledging the significance means enabling people to recognize the profound meaning of 

their work to their lives. (Tuecke, based on Powell) 

These dynamics have emerged out of the work of hundreds of colleagues as we 

developed and refined the ICA methods in our work with groups.  They are present in any 

meeting that embodies inclusive participation and profound respect.  
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