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STRATEGIC NAVIGATION SYSTEMS | A MEMORY JOGGER FOR

HOW TO USE THIS MEMORY JOGGER

2. QUESTIONS FOR DEVELOPING STRATEGIC FORESIGHT:

Navigation is about three things — knowing where you have come from, figuring out where you are, and getting from where you are to where you want to be. The Hames-Oka approach to Startegic Navigation adds a further dimension: inviting others to share that journey in ways that are culturally beneficial, ethically defensible, socially desirable, ecologically responsible, economically prudent and systemically convincing.

Marvin Oka


Thus, the task is not so much to see what no one has yet seen, but to think what nobody yet has thought about that which everybody sees.


Arthur Schopenhauer

The Strategic Navigation Quilt

Designed and constructed by Bronwynne Jones and Geraldine Martin

The title page of the Memory Jogger contains a photograph of a quilt. The idea for the quilt emerged from both the arts practice of Bronwynne and Geraldine and the desire to present information in different ways as part of the evolving nature of Strategic Navigation.

The ATO system lives in its environment with the guiding and driving force of the learning spiral represented by the mariners compass at its core. Woven around it are signs in the environment - satellite dishes for sensing and stars as navigational aids or signals in the environment.  Embedded in the system are signs and signals from within the organisation feeding into the navigational process.

Embedded in the system are project teams some performing well in a spiraling evolution with its environment, others still evolving as they sense and make sense as they navigate their way forward. 

Also embedded are symbols used throughout the development, emerging from story, analoguey and metaphor – a school of fish, the sensitive frog, whirlpools, eddies and some chaos and uncertainty.

Constructed off site in our down time, the final design was approved with the birds eye view standing on the board room table in Michael Carmody AO’s executive suite.

Thank you Michael for the opportunity to be engaged in Strategic Navigation. Thank you Richard and Marvin for taking us on this journey. It truly changed our lives. 

Bronwynne and Geraldine

June 2026

A Note on Memory and the Record

The Australian Taxation Office published its centenary history in 2010. It's a thorough and well-researched account of a hundred years of institutional life — the commissioners, the legislation, the structural transformations, the people who built and rebuilt one of Australia's most consequential public agencies. The engagement described in this book does not appear in it.

There's no mention of Gold Creek. No mention of Strategic Navigation. No mention of the people who carried the methodology through the organisation or the work they did together across twenty months in the early 1990s. Whether this reflects the historian's sources, the priorities of the brief, or simply the difficulty of documenting cultural transformation in institutional terms, the result is the same: a significant chapter in the ATO's development exists nowhere in the official record.

This book is, among other things, an attempt to set that right.

It should be said plainly that what follows has been reconstructed from memory — my own memory in the main, supplemented where possible by working documents, diagrams, the recollections of others who were present and, of course the models. 

Memory is not a reliable archive. Thirty years compress and rearrange. Conversations are reconstructed rather than transcribed. The sequence of events may not always be precise. 

What is reliable is the substance: the questions that were asked, the thinking that developed in response to them, the methodology that emerged, and the people who made it possible.

In the final analysis this work was real. The transformation was real. The methodology it produced has been deployed in organisations on every inhabited continent in the decades since. This is its origin story, told as accurately as memory allows.

Richard David Hames

June 2026. Bangkok.
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Gold Creek
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It was 1993. Richard Hames had established Australian Business Network (ABN) together with publisher Oliver Freeman and professor Richard Bawden. Marvin Oka, represented by Melbourne-based agent Vivianne Giampiccolo at MindOpeners, had been giving public presentations ranging from culture shaping to behavioural modelling and NLP trainings. Together, we had been working on an extended project for Telstra, which was now coming to a close. We were looking for the next assignment, albeit half-heartedly. We needed a rest.

As luck would have it, Bronwynne Jones heard me speak at an ABN event. Keen to bring my expertise in foresight into the Australian Tax Office, she mentioned our meeting to Michael Carmody AO who was the Commissioner. Meanwhile Jan Brady, Deputy Commissioner for OD and Learning at the ATO had attended one of Marvin's sessions and was similarly captivated. The alchemy began.

Hames & Oka were summoned to Canberra. The ATO had a flourishing workshop series. One day, possibly two — Hames on quality management, Oka on culture change. The kind of job large consulting firms dispatch a senior partner to deliver before moving seamlessly on to the next contract. We listened intently to the panel explaining the ATO's needs. Then, politely but firmly, we declined to apply for the tender on offer and got up to leave.

We both recall Michael Carmody asking why we were refusing the offer. After all, it's how consultants make their living. He got an answer he probably hadn't anticipated: a workshop as circumscribed would be the wrong medium, in our honest opinion insufficient for what the ATO actually needed - assuming what had been described as the organisation's short term predicament was accurate. A workshop might go down well with participants. And it would fit seamlessly into their series. But it would send the wrong message and its impact would be minimal. If Carmody was serious then something more substantial was required. A longer commitment. A serious budget. A different kind of engagement altogether.

Reacting to the look of disbelief on Carmody's face, and rather than walk away from each other at that point, we made a counter offer. A compromise in the form of a four to five day residential with the top twenty executives of the organisation plus the two of us plus any relevant support staff. An open agenda. No predetermined outcomes. Just enough time to find out whether we could work together and what that work might actually look like if we did.

Five days of intense interaction can hardly be considered a workshop. For a government agency populated by tax lawyers, economists, and career public servants whose professional ethos depended on carefully managed risk and the controlled deployment of outside advice, agreeing to this was a considerable act of faith, or possibly just curiosity. 

Carmody's predecessor Trevor Boucher had already automated the ATO significantly and the Corporate Directions staff showed a real appetite for change on its own terms. The organisation had a well-earned reputation as being one of the best performing central agencies in Canberra. Carmody had no intention of letting that reputation slide.

When it arrived, a few weeks later, the brief was deceptively modest: improve the quality of strategic thinking and management across the organisation. Hames & Oka would report directly to Carmody with support from Jan Brady, Anne Latham (Coporate Planning), and Moira Scollay (HR), in addition to a support team including Bronwynne Jones, Geraldine Martin, Roger Taylor and John Body, along with Brian Suen who would liaise between the ATO and MindOpeners and manage the contract. Neither of us fully understood what any of it meant in practice. Nor, it seemed, did the ATO. In order to comply with stringent procurement protocols Carmody needed to be commissioning a unique project in which the material was unavailable from any other source. This was a clue he knew something was absent. He just hadn't yet found the word for it.

Carmody was an unusual figure to have at the centre of this. Unpretentious, slightly self-conscious in the spotlight, with a gentle sense of humour, he was a very private man who came from a tax technical background. Some inside the ATO interpreted his self-effacing nature as a weakness. He was, in fact, highly intelligent, and new enough to the position of Commissioner that the question of what kind of leader he intended to be, and what kind of legacy he wanted to leave, was wide open. What we were offering was something that couldn't be reduced to a report, a neat set of deliverables, or ideas pirated from elsewhere. That, in itself, may have spoken to such openness in ways that went beyond the institutional brief.

Four figures in the room at Gold Creek would turn out to be crucially important for the project. Peter Simpson, Second Commissioner and a formidable legal mind, had spent the better part of a decade keeping his team at arms-length from the major consulting firms who were otherwise constantly in and out of the ATO. That distance was highly principled: the large firms arrived with second-hand models dressed in bespoke language and departed leaving documents that aged badly. Simpson was outwardly good-humoured at Gold Creek and took an early liking to us — not despite his scepticism of consultants but because of it. We brought no reports with us. No borrowed frameworks. No rehearsed convictions. The only thing we had, apart from the inclination to challenge every assumption under the sun, was the capacity for honesty, and an ability to improvise in the moment, responding to what was present rather than that which had been carefully prepared. 

Second Commissioner Jim Killaly, the head of Large Business & International, was there too, watching and evaluating in ways whose importance would become quickly evident. Mike d'Ascenzo, another lawyer who would succeed Carmody as Commissioner, was there. He already knew Hames from the time they were on a course together a few years earlier. And then there was Michael Monaghan. Monaghan had been chosen to lead the implementation of the highly controversial Superannuation Guarantee. Later, he was active in the success of the multi agency, multi country, and also highly contentious Operation Wickenby, which led to substantial changes to tax havens and attitudes to tax evasion.

These were all smart people and the room took time to relax after we had been introduced. A sense of uneasy expectation hung in the air during the first day when those present were asked to consider entirely new models and constructs. Scepticism is the natural stance of intelligent people asked to trust something unverifiable, and these were among the most capable strategic minds in the Australian public service. They had metrics and benchmarks and the institutional confidence of an organisation that had been performing well above its weight under Boucher, who had also been highly popular with ATO staff. What the group didn't have — and this is where the five days began to matter — was an answer to a question Marvin put to them early on the second day of the proceedings.

Marvin's professional story was not the kind that appears in lists of consulting firm alumni. Short and Asian-looking as he himself so often quipped, he had dropped out of school in Hawaii to surf, developed an act as a stage illusionist, and over time became a world-leading practitioner of NLP and behavioural modelling. The illusionist's art is built on a specific and practised understanding of the gap between what people perceive and what's actually in front of them — the sliver of misdirection, which Marvin called "sleight of mouth" in which reality and its representation quietly diverge. Genuinely  curious, his innocent-sounding question at Gold Creek came from exactly that place:


How can you be sure that what you're doing today — along with how you're doing it — will remain strategically relevant and systemically viable tomorrow, next year, ten years from now?


The precision of the second half — strategically relevant and systemically viable — was Richard's addition, the philosopher's scalpel applied to the illusionist's probe. Between us we had formed something neither of us could have arrived at separately, which was, in small part, the character of everything that followed.

The room went quiet as if a bomb had dropped. The participants looked at each other — not confused but with the distinct discomfort of people coming up against the edge of what they actually know. These executives were not complacent. Their frameworks were sophisticated. But this question came out of the blue, from a register those frameworks had no ready way to reach. It didn't ask them to solve a problem. It asked them to examine whether they could anticipate the problems that might matter. The doubt that simple question created was not the doubt of people who don't know their jobs. It was the doubt that opens onto something much more expansive.

That was the moment the first Gold Creek retreat (there would be more) turned out to be exactly what it needed to be — not a workshop, not an audition or a review, not a facilitated conversation toward predetermined conclusions, but something closer to an interrogation of first principles.

The inquiry that opened over those five days moved across territory and at a depth that most strategic processes never reach: the quality of the ATO's thinking about its own future, the grip of institutional habit on how it saw, interpreted and talked about conditions, the gravitational pull of a culture built around technical mastery and its resistance to the kinds of questions that technical mastery can't answer. 

They began mapping patterns of uncertainty in a brittle environment which fell entirely outside the range of their existing instruments. They talked about how they could remain viable under a change of government. They began examining what real foresight actually required — not trend analysis or scenario planning in the conventional sense, but the more demanding practice of holding open a diverse range of futures without collapsing them prematurely into plans, which was all they knew.

As the conversation intensified, something shifted in the room, easier to recognise than to describe. The initial reserve — the professional caution of people who had spent careers in an institution that rewarded precision and penalised speculation — began to dissolve. Not all at once, and not without a little resistance, but steadily, as the quality of the collective thinking exceeded that which any individual in the room could have achieved. Participants started posing their own uncommon questions, questions they hadn't known they were harbouring, questions for which they had no answers and seemed, for the first time, not to need.

There was an energy in that — the exhilaration of a group discovering, through its own inquiry, the edges of what it actually knows. Something that had been constrained began to relax. The shackles were institutional as much as intellectual — the assumption that rigour requires certainty, that leadership requires answers, that the proper response to complexity is to reduce it until it yields. As those assumptions loosened their grip, the conversation became more exploratory. A community of mind was forming in real time. They could feel it. They were excited by it.

By mid-morning on the third day something had changed that we had not fully anticipated. The room had opened — genuinely, not performatively — but was now closing again. Their interest was waning. By ten o'clock on Wednesday morning twenty of the most competent strategic minds in the Australian public service were quietly, politely, itching to get back to something they recognised as real work. Watches were being consulted with increasing frequency. Phones had begun to reappear during the breaks.

During lunch we reminded each other of the carrels back at 2 Constitution Avenue — rows and rows of numbers, a decade's worth of cultural climate surveys filed with the same institutional diligence applied to tax returns, sitting undisturbed in their serried ranks as though understanding a culture were simply a matter of measuring it often enough. The discovery had produced considerable mirth when we encountered it for the first time. It was less amusing now


































d2d_images/cover.jpg
Dancing With The Future

The Hames-Oka Guide to Strategic Navigation

Richard David Hames






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





