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‘In eight beautifully crafted stories, the authors share how problems of culture, authority, succession, transition, and leadership team alignment are based on underlying and often unconscious emotions of fear, anxiety, envy, uncertainty, abandonment. The resulting defences (denial, blame, splitting, pairing, collusion etc.) blur the view of the “real” problem, which needs to be solved by the client. “Not-Knowing” is at the core of psychodynamically informed organisational consulting. The authors demonstrate well how this difficult to achieve but necessary attitude provides them with better interventions and thus solutions for their clients. This book is a highly valuable, reflective, inviting, and entertaining resource for leaders searching for consultancy and for experienced and more recently trained consultants and coaches.’


Professor Dr Claudia Nagel, Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam,
Managing Partner Nagel & Company, Germany, consulting and
coaching for the top executive level


‘For those leaders who believe that people are the ultimate source of sustainable competitive differentiation, this book is a must-read. The humility and vulnerability displayed by the authors in their storytelling is unusual. It invites the readers to slow down, reflect on their own biases, to look at “what lies beneath” the surface of their organisation, and to avoid jumping too quickly to solutions. These “checks and balances” are the conditions for both identifying and dealing with the root causes of problems. In our changing context, this book is a timely reminder that strong relationships are the cornerstone of good business.’


Xavier Isaac, CEO, Accuro Fiduciary Group
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Foreword


Vega Zagier Roberts


This book invites you on a journey. Or rather, on eight journeys, from Mumbai to Paris and from fashion to finance. From the opening lines of each chapter, you accompany the authors from the landing of their flight or their trip on the Eurostar to meet their clients.


Often these journeys seem to have a clear roadmap at the outset. The client ‘knows’ what the problem is, and what is needed. So, they fly in these very experienced consultants, often thousands of miles, to bring their expertise and tools to provide this. When the consultants start following their hunch that something else might be going on and start exploring in more depth, there is often strong push-back from the client to stick to the initial brief and supply the intervention the client has already decided they need.


At the same time, in many of the stories, these particular consultants have been brought in because they and their way of working are already known to the organisation. Which suggests that at some level the client knows there is more going on than meets the eye—that which has been called ‘the unthought known’. The client both wants and does not want to look at what ‘lies beneath’. They want the consultants to agree to their own ‘diagnosis’ of what is needed, and they also want the consultants to make it feel safe enough to look deeper.




The terrain is complex, the invitations ambivalent. What Ronald Heifetz and his colleagues at Harvard have said about leadership is also true for consultants: that their key task is to enable people to face the hard choices confronting them—to challenge without getting pulled into providing ‘easy answers’—but also to help them by making it more bearable to face what they have been avoiding. And as they put it, this will generate ‘chaos, confusion and conflict’, when what people think they need is certainty and quick solutions.


Many situations can be worked with by paying attention to what is visible and measurable, and can be addressed using known methods. These are often referred to as ‘tame problems’. But ‘wicked problems’ cannot be clearly formulated: they involve multiple interdependent factors, many of which may well not be visible at the outset. This means working with data that is less immediately available, and may be overlooked when one feels driven to solve the problem before fully understanding it. And this demands something of leaders and consultants beyond expertise and familiar solutions.


First, it requires tolerating uncertainty. The pressure on leaders—and also on consultants—to ‘know’ is huge. When consultants are able to withstand this pressure, they also model something for their clients about the value of ‘not knowing’ until the situation has been explored in more depth. The poet Keats spoke of ‘negative capability’, the capability to bear ‘being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, with any irritable [premature] reaching after fact and reason’. From this place, something new—something previously unknown—can emerge.


Second, it requires being in touch with ‘what lies beneath’. The authors use the familiar metaphor of the iceberg, of which only about a tenth is visible above the water. But, as they point out, what lies below is not just a static mass of ice but a whole ecosystem. There are reefs and currents. Exploring under the surface carries risk, not least the risk of being caught up in the swirls and eddies. Often we defend ourselves by keeping our distance from the currents—the organisational dynamics—so as not to get swept away. When we can allow ourselves to be in the currents, to feel the undertow, we begin to get a first-hand sense of what is really going on.


Both uncertainty and getting caught in the currents make us vulnerable. And vulnerability often brings feelings of shame. Brené Brown, American professor and author, speaks about ‘the power of vulnerability’ in what became one of the most watched TED talks of all time, with over 50 million views. This led to numerous invitations to speak to organisations, often with a request, please, not to talk about vulnerability or shame but rather about innovation and creativity. But, as she points out, it is precisely at those times when we dare to be vulnerable and to listen to our experiences of shame that we can become most creative.


The authors describe just such moments, when they find themselves buffeted by feelings of anger or confusion or an urge to blame. As experienced process consultants, they know that difficult feelings are often vital clues to what is going on, but that does not always make the feelings easy to bear. They are frank in acknowledging their feelings of embarrassment and shame when they get derailed and lose their way for a while. They also show how they use both consulting to themselves (in the section ‘Consultant's reflections’ in each chapter) and peer supervision to regain perspective.


A unique element of this book is the reporting of the actual peer-to-peer conversations between the authors, where the consultant not directly involved in the case helps the other delve deeper into the dynamics they have got caught up in. The authors call these conversations ‘peer supervision’. Supervision is usually a very private space where outsiders cannot see in, but in this book the reader gets an insider perspective on the process of losing and re-finding one's way.


Rather than supervision, which comes from the Latin super (above) and videre (see), I prefer the term ‘extravision’, which captures the key element: having someone outside the immediate situation to help one think. This can, of course, be a manager or coach, but it can be a peer or even someone who is junior to oneself. We each have our own way of making sense of situations. We also each have our blind spots, particularly when we are caught up by the undertow, or when our defences are triggered. Having someone alongside who will challenge without judging, and whose blind spots are different from our own, can be invaluable in getting out of the undertow and bringing new perspectives into view. Heifetz, using the metaphor of the ballroom, calls this ‘getting on the balcony’: you need to spend time on the dance floor to really feel the music, but you then need to get on the balcony to see and make sense of the patterns that you cannot see when you are part of the dance.


In their conclusion, Ajit and Trevor speak about humility and curiosity as guiding principles. And they model these two principles throughout the book. As we try to make sense of situations that challenge us, can we stay curious (rather than beating ourselves up or blaming others), always asking the question, ‘What else…and what else…?’ And when our earlier sense-making is contradicted by new data, can we have the humility to let go of what may have felt to us—or impressed others—as great insights?


There are different ways to come along on these intriguing journeys. You can come as a passenger, reading the book as a kind of travelogue, finding resonances with experiences you have had yourself. Or you can choose to alight from time to time to consider your own moments of perplexity and derailment in more depth, using your emotional experiences to ‘consult to yourself’. And when you have gone as far as you can on your own, you might want to think who could accompany you in diving deeper to help you uncover what lies beneath.


Vega Zagier Roberts, MD
Leadership coach, consultant and consultancy supervisor
Co-editor of The Unconscious at Work











Preparing for our journey


We thought it was important to start this book by introducing ourselves and our partnership. You will find that this book reads as a narrative, a collection of stories that are interwoven with our reflections and conversations. It is a tapestry made up of some of the experiences of our professional consulting lives. Our intention in choosing these specific stories and the thread that weaves them together is that these experiences show the complexity of working with organisational problems. In our opinion, they show how we as consultants can get caught up in and derailed by the dynamics of the organisational system. It is for this reason that we include our actual supervision conversations at the end of each chapter, for it is only through this that we believe we get to see how we get caught up in the system's dynamics.


We will start by introducing ourselves and our experience of each other.


Trevor's story


It was one of those crisp spring London mornings that greeted me as I walked out of the Covent Garden tube station. I had thirty minutes in which to slowly meander to our breakfast meeting. Most of the shops were still closed but the smell of freshly ground coffee wafted through the air as small patisseries slowly opened their doors.


It had been almost a year since Ajit and I had been introduced for the third time. It seemed that our colleagues were more convinced that we should meet than we were. Perhaps we were both wary of introductions in the consulting world, as most are not very subtle solicitations for work. However, our colleagues were persistent: ‘You are both psychologists, you both work in financial services and work with what lies beneath the surface of organisations’ was a line we heard often. We had numerous conversations and had tried to find a time when we were both in London, but this had not been easy. I had flown in from Cape Town over the weekend and Ajit had just arrived back from Dubai; we both had a day or two off, so we had no more excuses. Tuesday morning, 9.30 am at Ajit's workspace, was finally in both of our diaries.


He was sitting at the table drinking tea, smartly dressed in a ‘Modi’ jacket and jeans. He greeted me warmly with a handshake and enquired what I would like to drink. Having just returned from a trip to Mumbai, where I had been introduced to the ‘Modi’ jacket, I made small talk about his. ‘You do know it's not really a “Modi” jacket, but rather a reinvention of the type of jacket first worn by Jawaharlal Nehru,’ he said confidently. That response to my small talk has stayed with me and defined our relationship ever since: his ability to shift from surface chitchat to deeper, textured conversation with ease.


So began a two-hour conversation that moved from our consulting experiences to Freud's house in north London to the food theatre at a restaurant in Mumbai. It struck me that in those two hours neither of us tried to solicit work from the other. It reminded me of the Chinese tradition of guān xì—the principle that strong relationships are the cornerstone of good business. This was what both Ajit and I believed to be the bedrock of good leadership and strong organisations: strong, authentic and textured relationships.


Ajit's story


It had been a busy week and I had managed to get into London early that morning and found myself enjoying a purposeful but mindful walk from Charing Cross Station to Covent Garden. I was curious to meet Trevor. I had been introduced and reintroduced to him now about three times by different people. Our initial telephone conversation had been thought-provoking. I also knew that he worked in a sub-entity of a client system that I was working in as well. As I meandered through the cobblestoned roads of Covent Garden, I began thinking about a meeting I had held with a client the previous week. It had been a difficult interchange and I hadn't been able to make sense of what happened. I wondered if it might be interesting to throw around some ideas with Trevor.


He arrived at the meeting a few minutes before expected. He was shorter than I imagined but warm, gregarious—and loud! It was a meeting of minds as we started to explore areas of interests and work. We began to consider the client system that we both worked in and what emerged was a generative and challenging discussion. Very quickly, we established the trust required to have a truly vulnerable conversation about a client situation, which meant we could both learn and grow from it.


Our individual and joint consultancy journeys have taken many convoluted paths. We have consulted to organisations of all sizes, from all sectors and at many stages of development. From charities to large conglomerates, we have seen and experienced all sorts of organisational successes and challenges. We have experienced working with large retail organisations, diamond merchants, financial institutions, and charities. Despite our combined years of experience, every time we go into a client engagement, we find that we have something new to learn and we believe that it is this open, curious mindset that has helped us with our practice.


The context for this book


This book is a compilation of organisational stories based on our consulting experiences. We believe it is an honest account of cases we have encountered in our consulting practice. Each story is presented by one of us from the point of view of the consultant on the job. At the end of the story, we capture a dialogue between the authors in the form of a supervision conversation. This is intended to reflect on the consulting process and also on the dynamic between consultant and client. It also creates an additional space in which we invite you, the reader, to think about what is happening both in the organisation, between the consultant and the organisation, and also between the two authors.


We work in a field called organisation development (OD). This field has existed for many decades, with its genesis being in post-World War Two thinking on human relations. OD focuses on helping organisations, leaders and individuals to develop by engaging in a process of enquiry and intervention to transform their patterns of thought and behaviour. It encompasses a wide range of efforts designed to strengthen an organisation's capability to survive and thrive by changing that business's way of problem-solving. All this is done through a strong behavioural science framework.


Throughout this book, we will utilise the metaphor of an iceberg when describing what happens in organisations. As with an iceberg, what is seen—what is above the waterline—only relates to a small part of what is actually occurring. Organisational life is spent mainly attending to what is above the waterline. Strategy, systems, structure, and metrics have become the primary focus. Whilst these are a critical part of organisational make-up, what is not usually focused on is whatever is happening below the surface—the relational and cultural dynamics aspects of the organisation. This occurs for many reasons: it is difficult, it is revealing, and for the most part it is intangible and immeasurable. However, we believe strongly in the value of considering these elements whilst intervening and working within organisations.


Today, OD is concerned with building capacity and capability to manage change in an organisation. This is done through supporting organisational learning, leadership development, and helping organisations evolve and build their ‘culture’. Many of the top business schools have developed faculties that on the whole tend to take on a more ‘above the water’ or behavioural methodology. They develop leaders and managers in specific skills in order for them to succeed in these roles and thereby enable successful organisations.


We are more interested in what happens within and around organisations; we focus on individual and group dynamics. An important part of the idea of dynamics is that it is often hidden and unconscious in the organisational system.




Another important focus of our work is organisational culture. The late Sumantra Ghoshal famously described culture as ‘the smell of the place’. It is that intangible sense, the feeling that you get when you enter an organisation or a team setting. In the 1980s, Warner Burke contributed to the field by defining organisational development as a planned process of change in an organisation's culture. Culture started becoming a focal point in organisations and many OD consultants began to work on aligning culture, strategy, and organisation design.


There is no room to write a comprehensive thesis of culture here, but what we want to draw attention to is that culture is not a ‘thing’. Cultures evolve and are difficult but not impossible to change. Culture is a socially constructed meaning system that is a part of any group. Group members are as much a part of the culture as they are immersed in it. Many authors suggest that leaders create the culture of their organisations. Edgar Schein says leaders play a role in building and managing the culture. Leaders become leaders in specific organisations precisely because they are part of and represent the dominant organisational culture. They model behaviours that are appropriate (or sometimes inappropriate) to the culture. Along with this, culture in groups and organisations is influenced heavily by the environment and context. Many have tried to simplify the concept of culture and promoted the idea that organisations can create unique internal cultures that are completely separate from what occurs around them. The idea of culture being an orchid inside a bell jar is a metaphor that relates to this idea. However, culture is not an object that can be seen; nor are the boundaries between people, organisations, and wider society as impermeable as glass. Each part of the cultural system impacts the next in a reciprocal manner.


Cultural dimensions are fundamental to our work, especially as many of the cultural norms and beliefs are usually unconscious but they are what ‘run’ the organisation. And, as consultants, it is incumbent upon us to pay close attention to the culture if we want to have an impact on organisational change. So, in our work we pay close attention to these factors and how they impact the organisation and its performance. You could say that the work we take up as OD consultants is akin to that of social anthropologists, and that we too utilise a participant observer role in organisations.




In no way do we believe that we have all the answers. The thing about dealing with the intangible is that there can be multiple realities based on which position one takes—and this is what makes it so difficult to work with. However, what we have found very useful in our work is the idea of supervision. Both of us have been in clinical or consulting supervision for most of our careers.


The concept of supervision and extravision


The idea of supervision comes from clinical and, more specifically, psychotherapy work. Early models of supervision can be traced to models of learning whilst doing. Educational frameworks where mistakes or blind spots are highlighted in the service of learning are aligned with this model. Usually a supervisor is a senior, more accomplished professional in the field who guides the supervisee in their practice. The supervisor is different to a mentor in that they provide specific feedback on a case-by-case basis rather than merely motivating and encouraging their apprentice.


Supervision in the field of psychotherapy has been shrouded in mystery and secrecy for much of its existence. Not much of what actually happens in supervision is written about. Part of this is obviously about patient or client confidentiality. However, much more originates in our minds, concerning the double-edged sword of going to supervision. On the one hand, it is a relief to receive assistance in managing a case; on the other hand, it can leave one in a vulnerable position by revealing how one actually works with a client. Feedback can be experienced as simultaneously useful and shaming, as what you are receiving feedback on is not merely your technique but who you are as a person.


We have taken peer supervision, or what the Grubb Institute calls ‘extravision’, as our model in this book, whereby we make our consulting stories available to scrutiny from each other. With extravision, what is important is not that the person you are working with is more experienced, but rather that it is someone who is outside of the actual work and not clouded by being part of the system being worked with. This person can be a peer or even someone less experienced than you. This can be of great value not only to consultants like ourselves, but to leaders in organisations.




For both of us, this has been a fantastic learning process as it evokes different emotions, reactions, and feelings than being supervised by someone who is more senior in the field. Extravision is a useful model as it means you have to be open to questions about your practice from a peer. This activates multiple defences, which are also worth paying attention to, as these can tell us a lot about what is going on in the dynamic of the consulting relationship.


The structure of this book


In a number of stories, the idea of succession or transition seems to emerge. These are about some of the most challenging and anxiety-provoking events in organisational life and we thought it important to focus on them. In other stories, you will witness the consultant's struggles with the task and the content of the work. The names and identifying details have been changed in all stories for the purposes of maintaining client confidentiality.


Chapter 1 is the story of an Indian property company through which we present our view of consulting and the primary framework that we use. Our work is based on strong academic and theoretical foundations, but we present the iceberg model as a simple metaphor through which to understand our thinking.


Chapter 2 is the story of an apparent cry for help from a British private banking client. It describes how the consultant may have got seduced into an unhelpful dynamic while trying to be helpful. From here on in the book, we introduce the idea of peer supervision.


Chapter 3, set in Hong Kong, is the story of an Australian software company where the consultant is pulled into a role within the organisation. It demonstrates the difficulty of maintaining role boundaries and what this can do to the consulting task.
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