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Four Truths 
by Royce Holladay 

 
Ask any group of people who have gone through the same experience to describe what 
happened, and you are likely to get as many different stories as you have people in the 
group.  It’s also highly likely that the more complex the experience, the greater the 
differences in the stories.  Why is that? 

In human systems dynamics, we recognize multiple perspectives and views about a 
common event or idea can simultaneously be both true and different from each other.  
That’s because of the nature of human beings—we each bring our own histories and lenses 
to see and understand our worlds.  Sometimes that makes events richer and more 
engaging.  Sometimes it causes conflict and discomfort.  In HSD, we work with people to 
understand and accommodate this phenomenon by talking about four ways truth can be 
known in any group.   

First there is objective truth.  This is what is observable, evident, and present.  It is 
outside the group—it’s what we refer to as the “facts.”  

Here on Earth, we experience cycles of light and dark that last approximately 24 
hours each.  This is objective truth because it is observable and present in the same 
way across groups, cultures, and locales. 

Normative truth is the second way we think of knowing.  When any group comes to 
agreement about what is true, that is normative.  It belongs to the group—much of what we 
call culture is made up of normative truths of a given group of people. 

Humans who speak English have agreed that the lighter part of the cycle is called 
“day” and the darker part of the cycle is called “night.”  Other languages have 
different words, but those words are generally accepted as normative truth across 
any group that shares that language.   

The third way of knowing is subjective truth.  This type of truth belongs to the individual.  
It is based in the personal beliefs or convictions, perspectives, or opinions any person holds 
as lenses for seeing and understanding his or her world. 

As individuals experience their days, they each form opinions about the quality of 
that experience.  For instance on days when my clothes fit right and my hair looks 
good and the traffic is light and people are smiling at work, my own subjective truth 
is that I am having a good day.  At the same time, another person may not require 
that many positive elements to consider a day to be “good.” His or her subjective 
truth may be that it is enough to have gotten to work safely and without incident.  
Another subjective truth may say that any day at work is not good. 

The final way of knowing is referred to as complex truth.  No group can function 
effectively when all the possible truths are in play and conflicting with each other.  What has 
to happen is that the group comes to a tacit, or sometimes explicit, agreement about which 
truth serves them best at this given time, and they use that for their decision making and 
interaction.   
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In a setting where one person is volatile and unpredictable, the whole group may 
agree to operate according to that individual’s subjective truth, regardless of their 
own experiences.  In such a setting, when that person is having a good day, 
everyone is having a good day.  When that person is not doing well, no one functions 
well.  The members of that group have considered all the possible “truths” and 
selected the one individual’s subjective truth to be most productive in that place and 
time. 

It’s important to realize the impact these four perspectives can have on a situation. While 
the examples used above are simplistic, we all know of when different truths are at play, 
such that the group “agrees” to complex truth.  Beyond that, however, there are many ways 
the four truths can be useful. 

In conflict situations, unbraiding the different truths can help clarify reality (objective truth) 
from the story that individuals may be telling themselves (subjective truth). The individuals 
in conflict may develop a normative truth as an explicit agreement about what to do. 

In culturally or socially diverse situations, knowing the various normative truths is very 
helpful in creating understanding and increasing productivity.  Even knowing that there is 
such a thing as normative truth allows people to stand in inquiry with each other, rather 
than in judgment of different beliefs and behaviors. 

In sales and marketing, knowing the normative truths for various demographic groups is 
critically important. Often strong marketing campaigns can, in fact, develop the complex 
truth that becomes the normative truth for much of a population. Think about the power 
that sports events have in shaping the behavior of entire countries during the final, 
championship events.  The World Cup in soccer, the Super Bowl in American football, the 
Americas Cup in sailing…each of these has been marketed such that interest in them has 
shifted from subjective truths for committed individuals to become normative truths that 
often cross traditional geographical or cultural boundaries.   

In self-awareness, understanding our motives and needs by examining our own subjective 
truths can help us function differently in the world.  

Awareness of these four truths offers new insights to inform action in very different ways.  
When we approach our world through a stance of inquiry, we can understand others’ truths.  
We are better able to establish conditions for productive, generative relationships that move 
us toward common goals. 

 
 



Ways of Knowing: Four Truths  ©2011. HSD Institute. Use with permission. 
  January, 2011 
  	  3 

 

 
 
 
 

www.hsdinstitute.org 
866-HSD-INST 


