


“To the extent that consultancy involves immersing oneself in an alien  
(client) environment so as to elicit a feel for the culture and relational dynam-
ics of that setting, it represents a derivative – albeit commercial – form of eth-
nography. What better method, then, to explore the practice of consultancy 
itself? Furthermore, and as the editors of this volume rightly observe, the 
complexity and uncertainty of everyday consultancy life belies the orderli-
ness and linearity of consultancy technique prescribed in mainstream man-
agement literature. The (auto)ethnographic methods advanced collectively by 
the contributors of this book takes aim at this tension. This volume makes for 
a read that is genuinely insightful, rewarding, and pedagogically rich.”

Dr. Tom Vine, Associate Professor, University of Suffolk, and editor,  
Ethnographic Research and Analysis: Anxiety, Identity and Self

“This timely book is for reflective managers as well as consultants who 
are unconvinced or disillusioned by conventional wisdom. It proposes a 
‘grown up’ approach that moves away from the easy idealizations and sim-
plifications of organizational realities and consultancy interventions. Based 
upon insights born of curiosity and lived experience, each chapter deals 
with the ‘dirt’ and explores the ‘shadows’ of organizing and managing. 
Emphasizing the importance of increased self-understanding and deeper 
sense-making, this path-breaking book urges and advances the adoption of 
more thoughtful, less self-defeating means of grappling with the demand-
ing, contradictory practices of managing and consulting.”

Prof. Hugh Willmott, Bayes Business School

“How stimulating to encounter a text that probes those discomforting expe-
riences that arise during consulting processes, and, rather than explaining 
them away or trying to avoid them, shows how discussing these frankly 
and thoughtfully unearths a fertile ground for informing ethical action.”

Dr. Patricia Shaw, Co-founder of the Doctor of Management  
Programme at University of Hertfordshire

“A unique book, based in the autoethnographic experience of its con-
tributors, this collection provides a richly nuanced and reflexively theo-
rised insight into the complex reality of everyday consultancy practice. It is 
essential reading for practitioners, researchers and students.”

Prof. Ian Burkitt, University of Bradford
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THE COMPLEXITY OF 
CONSULTANCY

Consultancy is a lucrative industry dependent on the production and use of tools 
and techniques which hold out the promise of success for the organisations it sup-
ports: transformation, or greater efficiency and effectiveness, perhaps even culture 
change. However, a critical and important question is whether these promises are 
fulfilled in everyday practice in organisations. Is it possible at all for consultants to 
predict and control the changes that their clients ask for? This volume reframes the 
role of consultants from detached observers wielding a stable body of knowledge 
useful in all contexts, to that of skilled participants in the conscious and uncon-
scious processes of organisational life.

In this book, one of three in a series looking at complexity and management, 
the expert authors bring together their experiences to provide vibrant accounts of 
how to lead in everyday organisational situations using practical judgement. The 
book includes a brief historical introduction to complexity and leadership, real-
world narratives illustrating concrete dilemmas in the workplace, and a conclud-
ing chapter that draws together the practical and theoretical implications.

With both theoretical grounding and practical insights from managers and 
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undertaking higher education courses in leadership and consulting.
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PREFACE TO THE COMPLEXITY 
AND MANAGEMENT SERIES 

the key ideas of complex 
responsive processes of relating 

and their recent development

Chris Mowles

Our experience at work tells us that we make plans but they rarely turn out 
as we intended. We communicate as clearly as we can, but we are still often 
misunderstood. Even when acting with the best of intentions we can cause 
harm. Sometimes, leaders and managers become brutally aware that they 
may be in charge, but they are not always in control because work life has 
the quality of being predictably unpredictable. Management training and 
education has become much more widespread in the last 30 years, yet still 
largely relies on assumptions of predictability and control. Often dealing 
with abstractions and idealisations, the majority management discourse rests 
on assumptions of an orderly world where leaders and managers propose 
and dispose using tools and techniques of technical rationality (Stacey, 2012).

The minority disciplines within the natural sciences, the sciences of 
complexity, have been an alternative source domain for thinking differently 
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about the stable instability of organisational life for more than 30 years. Even 
so, management as a tradition finds it hard to shake off old habits. Just as it 
is now widely accepted that organisations are sites of complex activity, so 
there are tendencies within organisational scholarship that assume that even 
complexity can be managed, putting the manager back in control. For exam-
ple, it may be assumed that the manager can decide whether a situation is 
simple, complicated or complex, thus determining whether a ‘complexity 
approach’ is needed or not. Alternatively, it may be suggested that a manager 
can ‘unleash/embrace/encourage’ complexity, as though complexity is always 
good and is at the manager’s command, thus reinstating managerial control.

Uniquely, then, the books, articles and teaching which has emerged from 
the faculty group at the University of Hertfordshire (UH), and graduates 
of the Doctor of Management (DMan) programme there, have taken up 
insights from the complexity sciences, but have tried at the same time to 
cleave to their radical implications. It has been a decades-long experiment 
working with the idea that ultimately the social world is uncontrollable, but 
that we need to find ways to go on together anyway. This is not the same as 
saying that there is nothing to be done. Rather, the perspective developed 
at UH, termed complex responsive processes of relating, takes management 
seriously as a contingent group activity that requires highly reflective and 
reflexive individuals to negotiate and improvise, particularly in situations of 
high uncertainty. It assumes that some ways of managing are more helpful 
than others, and that with practice, it is possible to become more skilful.

Between 2000 and 2008, Routledge produced a series of volumes, 
both single-author and curated books of chapters written by faculty and 
graduates from the DMan programme, which set out this perspective. 
The foundational volume was the jointly authored book by Ralph Stacey, 
Doug Griffin and Patricia Shaw titled Complexity and Management: Fad or Radical 
Challenge to Systems Thinking. In it the authors interpreted the complexity sci-
ences by analogy and drew on the social sciences to locate it as a resource 
for social science thinking and research. It marked a radical departure for 
organisational theory and was a pioneering attempt to mobilise complexity 
theory to understand organisational life. The subsequent series of edited 
volumes was titled Complexity and the Experience of Organizing and comprised 
titles on research, managing and leading in the public sector, emergence, 
improvisation, values and leadership (Stacey, 2005; Stacey and Griffin, 
2005a; Stacey et al., 2000). These volumes evolved out of the research work 
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undertaken by students on the DMan, which had become an experiential 
doctorate run along psychodynamic lines. The volumes had wide appeal 
and demonstrated the importance of taking every day complex experience 
seriously, inquiring into it as a participant rather than from an assumed 
independent position.

The current series reimagines the experience of 15 years ago with the 
programme under the directorship of Chris Mowles and faculty colleagues 
Nick Sarra, Karen Norman, Emma Crewe, Karina Solsø and Kiran Chauhan. 
To date, more than 70 DMan students have successfully completed their 
doctorates. Over recent years, the graduates in the programme have drawn 
on a wider and wider variety of scholars and ideas to illuminate their work, 
including anthropology, social psychology, political economy, feminism, 
intersectionality and critical organisational theory.

In these co-edited volumes (Leadership, Consultancy and Management 
in the public sector), the first in a new series, a group of vibrant, engaged 
researchers inquire into complex phenomena at work and write about the 
insights they have gained as a way of provoking resonance, recognition and 
insight in the reader. This is very different from the more orthodox entity-
based research which is more typical in business schools, or research which 
is undertaken to increase the effectiveness or efficiency of organisations, or 
to test some tool or technique of management. Rather, the research in this 
volume is driven by doubt and curiosity to draw out the plurality of every-
day interactions in organisations. Aimed at producing complex knowledge, 
it is governed simply by paying attention to what is going on and what 
sense people are making of it, including the researcher. The generalisability 
of the findings, their usefulness if you like, is to be found in the extent to 
which the reader finds this resonant, provoking, insightful and wise. There 
are no tools, techniques of stepwise methods to be found here.

Readers of the original Routledge series may be interested in comparing 
and contrasting methods and references from the previous publications to 
judge how thinking has changed. But first it is worth going back over some 
of the original scholarship which shaped the thinking of the founding of 
the DMan and the perspective it embodied, which I do briefly now as a way 
of providing some context for the chapters which follow. This review does 
not do justice to the wide variety of sources which students and graduates 
now draw on for their research, but it may help frame the key tenets of 
thinking which pervade the chapters in this volume.
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Theoretical and practical origins

At the beginning of the millennium, three colleagues at the UH, Ralph Stacey, 
Doug Griffin and Patricia Shaw, decided to start a new professional doctorate. 
The trio’s aim was to combine all that was productive, if sometimes uncom-
fortable, from their shared experience of group-based pedagogy with an 
interdisciplinary research perspective combining the natural and social sci-
ences. This perspective was forged in a very close friendship between the three 
colleagues, a fact consonant with the perspective they were developing, and 
which highlights the centrality of relationships to understanding social life.

Starting the DMan also marked a theoretical break from Stacey’s previous 
oeuvre and fascination with the complexity sciences. Ralph had been work-
ing with researchers in groups for some time, but in his previous publica-
tions he had argued that organisations were complex adaptive systems (CAS), 
or that they were like them, using the complexity sciences as metaphor. CAS 
are computer-based models comprising multiple interacting agents. He even 
argued that complexity thinking was applied in certain situations and not 
others, the subject of the still ubiquitous Stacey diagram.1 After many heated 
hours of discussion, Stacey, Griffin and Shaw moved from simple metaphor 
to interpret the CAS by analogy, identifying properties of interest in the 
models and refracting them to the social domain. In doing so they tried to 
hang on to the generative tension of keeping an in-depth understanding of 
CAS to set alongside a granular interpretation of relevant social theory, and 
argued that complexity applies in all situations and at all degrees of scale.

I explore what the two domains share in common, and what the concep-
tual implications are later. But the combined perspective these colleagues 
developed, complex responsive processes of relating, is an example of what 
the French philosopher Edgar Morin (2005) later expressed as a necessary 
development in dealing with insights from the complexity sciences. Morin 
argued that there needed to be a transition from a restricted understand-
ing of complexity to a general understanding. He set out to encourage new 
ways of thinking that brought the natural and social sciences together. For 
him, there was further to go than simply collapsing some of the radi-
cal implications of taking the complexity sciences seriously into orthodox 
natural science thinking based on disaggregation, prediction, and control:

The principle of disjunction, of separation (between objects, between 
disciplines, between notions, between subject and object of knowledge), 
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should be substituted by a principle that maintains the distinction, but 
that tries to establish the relation.

(ibid.: 7)

Complex responsive processes of relating are an attempt at describing such 
a new paradigm of thinking, researching and acting which privileges rela-
tionships, process and collaboration, uniting the knower and the known in 
paradoxical tension.

The perspective originally wove together four principal traditions of 
thought: the complexity sciences, in particular evolutionary CAS, pragmatic 
philosophy, process sociology, especially Norbert Elias, and group analytic 
thinking and practice. I briefly explore these four influences sequentially. 
The purpose of the following paragraphs is to point to some of the key 
assumptions which inform the work of authors contributing to this vol-
ume, so that the reader might better locate their arguments.

Complexity – radically dif ferent assumptions  
about stability and change

More orthodox theories of management often contain assumptions about 
social life drawing on systems theory, which depend on spatial meta-
phors, notions of equilibrium, and consider organisations as entities. 
Organisations are described as operating at different ‘levels’, are disaggre-
gated into parts and whole and go through distinct and managed processes 
of change. There is an assumption that managers are somehow outside the 
organisation understood as a system and can therefore operate upon it. As 
an example, in every day ways of talking about organisations, managers are 
thought to be able to ‘move it in the right direction’, to ‘create the right cul-
ture’, and to ‘drive change’. These assumptions hide in plain sight: they are 
taken for granted and are therefore often not alluded to or justified, because 
they are dominant assumptions. This is the way that ideology works. When 
I present complexity ideas to groups of managers, they often rightly ask me 
to work hard to justify them, often without acknowledging that their own 
ideas about stability and change in organisations are informed by a set of 
ideas which are equally questionable.

The perspective of complex responsive processes of relating interprets 
CAS in particular as having profound implications for thinking about 
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stability and change in social life. For example, CAS models are never at rest, 
but iterate, then reiterate. The implication by analogy is that this is equally 
true for social life. Assuming this problematises more orthodox theories of 
management, which propose that organisations have to undergo periods 
of change from an undesired stable state to an ideal stable state, stability is 
contrasted with change. Instead, to corrupt Churchill’s observation about 
history, from a complexity perspective we might think that organising is 
simply one damned thing after another. Even states of stability are dynami-
cally maintained.

Second, in CAS, population-wide patterns of stable-instability arise as 
a result of what all agents are doing together in their local interactions, 
and may change as a result of the amplification of small differences. Cause 
and effect are in a non-linear relationship. Interpreting this characteristic 
by analogy challenges thinking about wholesale, often top-down change 
predicated on linear cause and effect. To transpose this insight to organisa-
tions is to assume that whatever happens does so as a combination of man-
agerial framing and employee interpretation in local interactions, which, 
in turn, feeds managerial framing. As an example, and to give a complex-
ity perspective on why wholesale organisational change programmes often 
fail, what everyone is doing together in their local interactions may be 
precisely to resist the proposed change.

In CAS, agents negotiate conflicting constraints in their local interac-
tions. By analogy, this directs us to think about how people in organisations 
negotiate their mutual constraints, their power relationships at work. Power 
and politics are often avoided in contemporary organisations and orthodox 
organisational scholarship, and when they are we avoid the ethical implica-
tions of the negotiation of how to go on together. Fourth, in CAS there is no 
controlling agent or group of agents which direct activity. Interpreting this 
characteristic by analogy deflates the common assumption that individual 
leadership is everything. Thinking about general patterns of influence is not 
the same as denying the importance of leaders, but rather broadens our think-
ing to consider the exercise of authority as an improvisational group activity.

And last, CAS have a paradoxical movement: local interaction creates 
the global pattern, while at the same time the global pattern shapes local 
activity. In organisational life, we can only take up idealisations of global 
patterns, call them strategies, in local activity. At the same time, our local 
improvisations produce what we might think of as strategy in practice. In 
every day management thinking, contradictions are resolved by splitting 



PREFACE x v i i

them out with the manager able to choose one pole over the other, leaders 
or followers, transformation or transaction, strategy or implementation. 
Interpreting insights from the complexity sciences from a complex respon-
sive process perspective implies that there is no splitting and no choosing, 
and so no escaping the paradox.

Evolutionary CAS interpreted by analogy do offer a different source 
domain for thinking about what’s going on when we’re at work trying to 
get things done with other people. But they only take us so far, and are, after 
all, models which run on computers. In order to develop a more subtle, 
durable suite of ideas, in a move from a restricted to a general understand-
ing of complexity, complex responsive processes drew on three additional 
strands of thinking from the social sciences/humanities. In doing so it 
sketched out a more comprehensive theory of mind, of action, of identity, 
of communication, of ethics and of the paradox of stability and change.

Pragmatic philosophy

Complex responsive processes of relating are infused with pragmatic think-
ing. Pragmatic philosophy, particularly the works of GH Mead (1932/2002, 
1934), John Dewey (1929/2008, 1946), and Dewey and Bentley (1949), 
directs us to consider the importance of everyday experience. We mobilise 
our human capacity for doubt, the ability to reflect on what we are doing. 
If, as the CAS suggest, global patterns arise simply and only from what we 
are all doing together acting locally, then the pragmatists’ preoccupation 
with experience, which turns on the exploration of what we are doing 
together and what sense we make of it, is a useful perspective. Rather than 
proceeding from abstract ideas, from the idea of systems, pragmatism is 
concerned with what people are saying and doing in the co-construction 
of their social worlds. Both Mead and Dewey assume a thoroughly social 
self, that the body is in the social world and the social world is in the body. 
We are formed by the social world, just as we form it, the same dynamic of 
forming and being formed that I drew attention to in CAS.

The perspective of complex responsive processes of relating draws on 
Mead’s complex theory of communication, that in order to understand 
each other we communicate in shared significant symbols. Equally the per-
spective borrows his idea about the predictable unpredictability of con-
versation, that meaning arises in our gestures towards one another taken 
together with the responses these provoke, both in ourselves and in others. 
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We may start out by knowing what it is we want to say but change our 
minds as we hear ourselves speaking and as we notice and respond to our 
interlocutors. Consonant with Morin’s suggestion that we consider the sub-
ject and object of knowledge in relation, so pragmatism works to overcome 
dualisms, self and other, I, me, and we, and reframes them as paradoxes. 
Both Dewey and Mead were concerned with an emergent theory of ethics 
which addresses the competing goods in any dynamic situation.

Process sociology

The main sociological informant of the original statement of complex 
responsive processes of relating is Norbert Elias (1978, 2000, 2001), who 
also considers the ‘I’ and ‘we’ element of our personality structures to be 
two sides of the same coin. For Elias, the relatively contemporary idea that 
we are discrete, autonomous individuals cut off from one another is an 
illusion which doesn’t serve us well. Instead, we are highly interdependent, 
social selves with no ‘inside’ and no ‘outside’, just as there is no outside of 
social life from which we gain a privileged view. Elias frames the structure/
agency discussion at the heart of sociology as a paradox: society is made 
up of highly social individuals who together create the habitus, the dynamic 
recognisable patterns of behaviour which we shape and which shape us. 
Our place in the social network we are born into and the groups we belong 
to produces our sense of self: paradoxically it individualises us. I argue that 
this is a shared assumption between Mead, Dewey, and Elias, and is conso-
nant with the interpretation I made from CAS previously.

Though Elias developed his oeuvre long before there were computers, 
he develops similar insights about society that I drew by interpretation 
from CAS. Elias is preoccupied by the fact that language and thinking rep-
resents entities at rest much better than it does relationships in motion. 
Instead, he uses the analogy of the game both to understand the constant 
change in social life and to frame the role of power and reflective detach-
ment in gaining social advantage. We are interdependent and have need 
of one another: the greater the need, the greater the power disadvantage. 
But so too greater power accrues to those who are able to notice their own 
participation in the game of social life. This too is resonant with the value 
that Dewey in particular attributes to our human capacity for reflection and 
thought in the deepening of experience.
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Group analytic theory

SH Foulkes, the founder of group analytic theory and practice (1964/2002; 
Foulkes and Anthony, 1957/1984), had a troubled friendship with his fel-
low German Jewish refugee, Nobert Elias. Both were concerned with 
inherent sociality of human beings, and shared the insight that we could 
act more wisely if we gained insight into group dynamics and our own 
participation in them. For Foulkes, the best way to find out about a group 
was to participate in a group, so developed a method of running agenda-
less, free-flowing inquiry in groups, where the principal task is to talk 
about what is going on. This brings to mind the focus of the pragmatists 
and their interest in what it is we are doing together and how we come to 
think and talk about it. In the course of inquiry a variety of perspectives 
emerge: there is no need for consensus and no need to take action, except 
the action of noticing and reflecting. The point is to be together with no 
particular end in view and to pay attention to relationships. Foulkes called 
this the development of ‘group mindedness’, which we might understand 
as a form of decentring of the self, or reflexivity.

Experiential groups run in the tradition of Foulkesian thinking are at 
the heart of the method adopted by the DMan, and every graduate of the 
programme will have experienced a minimum of 36 one-and-a-half-hour 
group meetings run without anyone in charge and without a task except to 
talk about what the participants have on their minds.

Summary: key ideas which inform the  
chapters in this volume

All four strands of intellectual tradition inform the perspective of com-
plex responsive processes of relating privilege history, sociality, and para-
dox. The social theory which underpins the insights from the complexity 
sciences weave together the traditions of Aristotle, Hegel, and Darwin to 
focus on the processual and evolutionary qualities of social life.

All the chapters in this volume borrow from and develop the founding 
ideas of complex responsive processes and borrow from the intellectual 
traditions outlined above. They also supplement and deepen them with 
their own reading. In doing so, they take what is considered a micro-social 
approach to researching organisations and depend upon narrative and 
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interpretation. The focus on everyday interaction arises from the key insight 
informing the perspective of complex responsive processes that whatever 
happens does so as a result of what everyone is doing together. As a set of 
intellectual assumptions, complex responsive processes are concerned with 
the structured flux of relationships, power, practical judgement and eth-
ics. It is concerned to complexify our thinking about the social world, but 
nonetheless to draw distinctions, to generalise, to call out resonance and 
to provoke.

To be clear that there are no easy answers in working out how to go on 
together is not the same as giving up and claiming that there is nothing 
to be done. Rather, the emphasis in the chapters in this volume is to make 
sense of what the researchers have been doing in the hope of acting more 
wisely in future, on producing complex and plural ways of thinking more 
helpful in navigating uncertain times.
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INTRODUCTION

Karina Solsø and Nicholas Sarra

This book explores the complexity and uncertainty of consultancy practice. 
The consultancy experience is presented here in a rigorous and nuanced 
manner, which tries to give a granular account of consultancy practice 
as opposed to some idealised view or prescriptions of what should be 
happening.

Each chapter involves autoethnographic narrative descriptions of the 
messy and complex nature of consultancy work including the doubts and 
uncertainties that permeate the everyday lives of consultants. In each of the 
chapters, this sense of doubt and uncertainty become the starting point of 
reflective inquiry and theorising. As such, the unique contribution of this 
book lies in the thickness of narrative descriptions as well as in critical and 
reflexive theorising, which offers novel and thought-provoking ideas about 
their practice. As editors of this book, we suggest that contributions of this 
kind are important in the field of consultancy literature, because of their 
difference from many publications in the field which take a prescriptive 
and instrumental view which tends to conceal the complex, political and 
emotionally embodied nature of consultancy practice.
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Recently, there has been some discussion about whether there is a sense 
of stagnation in the Organisation Development (OD) tradition. Critique has 
been raised within this tradition that there haven’t been any serious innova-
tions since the emergence of Appreciative Inquiry back in 1987 (Cameron, 
2020). This critique has once again restarted a debate amongst OD research-
ers about ‘the rigour-relevance balance’, with researchers emphasizing rig-
our whilst practitioners ask for relevance (Paine & Delmhorst, 2020). The 
problem which has been repeatedly articulated is that practitioners don’t 
seem to find the research particularly helpful, because the research tends to 
be too disconnected from practice. Researchers coming from different tradi-
tions have different solutions to this problem. For example, Cummings and 
Cummings (2020) argue that the most promising way forward is through 
relying more extensively on action research as an approach to knowledge 
creation. Cameron (2020) finds hope in ‘Positive Organizational Scholarship’, 
which “aims to reveal and foster positive capabilities and activities that lead 
to flourishing in organizations”. Beer (2020) emphasizes the collaboration 
between researchers and practitioners in creating actionable knowledge 
with clarity around why, when and how new practices improve organiza-
tional outcomes. Beer’s apparent longing for a stronger sense of explanatory 
causal connection between interventions and their outcomes can be seen to 
reflect a more general trend around instrumentality in OD research.

A key assumption underpinning OD research is that the key task is to 
seek causal explanations of organizational phenomena. The validity of this 
knowledge “rests on its ability to explain organizational phenomena; the 
validity of OD knowledge is based on its effectiveness in guiding action in 
a valued direction” (Cummings & Cummings, 2020).

Attempts to guide the actions of OD practitioners in a valuable direc-
tion developed from Action Research (Lewin, 1947) and the T-group 
(Lippitt & Lippitt, 1978), followed by Schein’s (1987) description of 
Process Consultation. Later, the tradition developed to include a focus on 
Organisational Learning (Argyris & Schön, 1978, 1996) and Teambuilding 
(Tannenbaum et al., 1992). The most recent branches of the OD tree show 
the influence of the social constructionist discourse with Appreciative 
Inquiry (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Gergen, 2009) as well as the devel-
opment of Dialogic OD (Busche & Marshak, 2009, 2015).

Each of these theories has attempted to fulfil the research task of seeking 
explanations of organizational phenomena; each of these theories attempts 
at creating value through guiding actions in directions that create value.
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From the perspective of the chapters comprising this book, we wonder 
about whether this focus on ‘guiding actions in directions that create value’ 
can potentially be counterproductive. Most literature on consultancy shares 
two characteristics, which can be seen to arise out of this particular under-
standing of the task and the value of OD research: (1) It is focused on tools 
and techniques – instruments by which the consultant can help groups of 
people develop and change (Mowles, 2011), and (2) it often portrays organ-
isational life and consultancy practices in idealised ways which neglect, 
suppress or marginalize more uncomfortable aspects of experience. The 
implication of this is that consultants may struggle to find resonance in the 
above theoretical descriptions. The complexity and uncertainty of everyday 
consultancy life is out of tune with the clarity and orderliness implicit in 
the literature. In the following, we reflect on these two characteristics in 
order for us to present an alternative view that is offered by the chapters 
within this book.

Tools and instrumentalism in OD

The use of tools is a significant human capacity, without which we 
wouldn’t be able to do much (Byrne, 1995). Tools are artefacts that we use 
to increase and extend our human capacities. Through the use of tools, we 
regulate our human activity and enable the realization of our goals (Stacey, 
2012). Tools are seen to play a significant role in most of the OD literature. 
Here, organisations are seen as self-regulating systems and the consultant 
is seen as a detached observer, who – through tools-based analysis and 
 intervention – can help groups of people bring about the desired change 
(Mowles, 2011). There is an implicit assumption that these tools make it 
possible for the consultant to choose and control the future of the organi-
sation to some degree. As such, relying on tools involves some degree of 
instrumental rationality. If a consultant uses a tool in a proper way, then 
the desired outcome will materialise (Stacey, 2012). Being competent as a 
consultant is largely seen as being aware of and confident with a variety of 
tools and capable of using them flexibly.

According to Stacey (ibid.), tools can be seen as second-order abstractions. 
Abstractions are attempts to describe and make sense of the generalised 
patterns that we are caught up in when we interact with others. First order 
abstractions are our stories about our experience. Stories are abstractions 
because they involve simplification and interpretation of our embodied 
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experience. Second-order abstractions involve yet another move away from 
embodied experience through further simplification. In management and 
consultancy literature, this often takes the form of either 2×2 grids or by 
stages which follow each other in a chronological form. The advantage of 
tools is the clarity and uniformity through which consultancy can be prac-
ticed; they enable the possibility of feeling a degree of control. This sense 
of control may mitigate the overwhelming uncertainty and attendant anxi-
ety that sometimes comes together with the responsibility of consultants.

One of the ways in which tools offer a sense of control for consultants 
(and their clients) is through establishing a sense of linearity when it comes 
to time. The earliest example in OD, perhaps, is Lewin’s unfreeze- move-
freeze model (Lewin, 1947), which has been powerful in practitioners’ 
ways of thinking about change. A more recent example is the 4D model 
of Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987), a tool which is 
being used to plan change processes, by ordering the change into managed 
stages. These tools have the advantage of helping consultants order their 
practice and interventions. They provide consultants with a discourse by 
which they can talk about the change with a sense of clarity and confi-
dence. The complex change that nobody can really manage in their minds 
becomes manageable through these tools and models. Furthermore, the 
use of tools may be seen as serving to decontextualize the politics of the 
consultancy encounter, rendering them invisible and masking the improvi-
satory gestures of participants and consultants alike. This instrumentalising 
and categorising of the world renders problematic the notion of human 
freedom as Solsø, drawing upon Arendt (1958) and Loidolt (2019), points 
our attention to in Chapter 4; for if consultancy method is deterministic 
as to outcome, then participants are reduced to automata without ethi-
cal choice. Technical responsibilities come to take precedence over moral 
responsibilities or obscure them entirely.

The chapters comprising this book involve a reflective scepticism about 
the way tools often get used in consultancy practice. This is not a question 
about using tools or not. Certainly, to be included in the groups of consult-
ants who are hired to do work, one has to be a skilled participant in this 
discourse (Stacey, 2012). However, being reflexive about the responses of 
others and oneself when these tools are in use is key when it comes to both 
being effective as a consultant and also in the context of the moral aspects 
of consultancy practice.
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In Chapter 1, Chauhan uses an example of working with Open Space 
Technology to explore the way in which the practice of consultants is shaped 
by the mutual expectations about what a consultant ought to do in particu-
lar situations. The expectations towards the consultant are partly shaped 
by the tools the consultant chooses to use, and as such the tools play a sig-
nificant function in regulating the actions and expectations of participants. 
The tools enable action, but at the same time, tools play a powerful role in 
closing down spaces for further inquiry, which may be significant in the 
context of change. Chauhan demonstrates how tools perform a function 
through the ordering and categorising of a context of uncertainty. He also 
demonstrates how this ordering and categorising can lead to a collapse of 
the space within which it is possible to think in nuanced ways about what 
is going on and the moral significance of the situation.

A key limitation of consultancy tools therefore lies in the inconsist-
ency between the certainty and clarity of the tool and the uncertainty and 
messiness of social interaction. The complexity of social interaction will 
inevitably exceed the clarity and uniformity of the tool, which can eas-
ily be experienced as a loss of control, particularly if the participants in a 
group expect the consultant to be in control and manage a change process 
according to a particular tool. If the simplifying logic of tools comes to 
dominate the expectations towards consultants, leaving everyone with 
an illusion of certainty and predictability, then the capacity of everyone 
to actually respond to the unique openings that arise in the emergent 
conversation may collapse. This collapse can have moral consequences, as 
well as implications for the capacity for novelty to arise (Mowles, 2011; 
Stacey, 2012).

A number of authors in the book mention their emotional or affectual 
responses as central to their understanding of the consultancy situation. 
The sense of collapse referred to above is mitigated through reflexiv-
ity into the emotionally nuanced context of consultancy. In the literature 
on emotion in organisational studies, authors often distinguish between 
emotion and affect, where emotion refers to the ways in which psychobi-
ologists approach emotions through a positivistic framework to find uni-
versal phenomena across a variety of contexts and situations (Wetherell, 
2012); an approach that has been critiqued for the tendency to sanitize 
and scientize the phenomenon of emotion into a physiological sensation 
(Townley, 2008). Affect, on the other hand, is taken up by scholars to resist 
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the tendency towards reification and process reduction. Wetherell (2012) 
draws attention to affective practices, which:

focus on the emotional as it appears in social life and tries to follow what 
participants do. It finds shifting, flexible and often over-determined figu-
rations rather than simple lines of causation, character types and neat 
emotion categories.

(ibid, p. 4)

In this book, authors don’t distinguish between emotion and affect, and 
both of these terms are understood in a way that is similar to what Wetherell 
describes when using the concept of affect. It means embodied meaning-
making, and emotion is a means of knowing the world, as a visceral appre-
hension of context. The consultant’s emotional response resonates with the 
complex histories of their unique life and intergenerational experience. 
In this sense, emotion becomes our means to make sense in the moment, 
through our condensed and undifferentiated experience, of all moments 
and the anticipation of all moments to come. Through emotion, the impli-
cations of the present are imbued in the moment with the experiences of 
the past and the anticipations of the future (Shaw, 2002). This apprehen-
sion of the moment through emotional response is, of course, fallible; we 
can only rely on our historically evolved capacities to experience and to 
interpret those experiences, and thus, we have to remain open to ongoing 
reinterpretation (Bernstein, 2007). The current context may be novel in 
some respects in relation to our previous experience. So, the consultant’s 
ways of responding to given situations are formed through their histories 
of responding to other individuals and groups, which may prove to be 
more or less relevant but have the potential to open us to a vast array of his-
torical experience. Nonetheless, experiencing breakdowns and in unique 
moments in time stir up emotion, which allows consultants like Chauhan 
and Curtis to make some sense of their feelings of shame, for example, as 
a signal for potential exclusion from significant groups. Therefore, emo-
tion informs agency and through reflexivity we gain the potential to move 
beyond flight/fight responses or compulsive reaction to existential threat.

This book holds the perspective that possibilities for skilful and insight-
ful action are more likely to arise if groups can manage to stay with the 
feelings evoked by uncertainty for a little longer than usual rather than han-
kering after solution finding, which can amount to little more than anxiety 
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alleviation. Often, when uncertainty is a felt quality in a conversation, a 
strong pressure on the consultant is co-created in a social setting with the 
purpose of alleviating the uncertainty, for example, through the consult-
ant introducing the next step within the logic of the model or the tool. 
In moments of uncertainty, consultants often have a lively –  sometimes  
hectic – private conversation about how to respond. The urge from par-
ticipants as well as the temptation coming from within one’s own need 
for control can lead to a collapse of the inquiry. The temptation becomes 
one of going along with the tool that offers a route in a landscape, which 
is already complex and demanding. This dilemma is discussed by Wenzel 
in Chapter 3 where he explores people’s needs for their identities to be 
affirmed through paradoxical processes of recognition and misrecognition 
and by Solsø in her description of what can be achieved through focussing 
upon the politics of participation.

We are interested in the potential for change that can emerge when a 
group of people can manage to stay with the heat of this uncertainty. That 
is when the doubt and the questions that arise from conversational inquiry 
into the lived experience of change for the people involved can be dwelled 
upon in a way that can allow for an exploration of the emergent themes 
arising in the conversation in the living present. Although they may wish 
to do so, people cannot reinvent themselves instantly or convincingly in 
terms of their performed identities (Goffman, 1969). We are pattern creat-
ing creatures who constrain and enable ourselves, to express through our 
interactions, our habitual power relationships (Elias, 1991). This means 
that the emergent interaction of the consultancy situation tends to express 
whatever relational patterns are current for the group present. The con-
sultant is therefore inevitably co-opted into the interdisciplinary processes 
which construct these relational patterns. The sense of uncertainty, which 
many consultants are prone to wish to alleviate, may herald the expres-
sive breaking through into open communication of habituated patterns of 
relating which may have masked uncomfortable political difficulties. This 
tolerance of uncertainty by the consultant therefore creates an opportunity, 
not without its own risks, of permitting an engagement with underlying 
dynamics which may create new possibilities for people present.

Consultancy which attends closely to the dynamics of conversation is 
not about learning a new tool. It takes seriously the process of reflexivity 
about one’s own participation. It means practicing one’s capacity to exercise 
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judgment critically and reflexively whilst improvising in an ever-changing 
political landscape together with others.

Such a process involves confrontations with one’s own contingencies and 
patterns of interaction. These confrontations with oneself can be painful, 
and can easily lead to feelings of incompetence or inadequacy, particularly 
if these themes are organising the emotional worlds of other participants. 
The chapters within this book explore consultancy experiences of inad-
equacy, shame, guilt, powerlessness and feelings of incompetence. Such 
experiences are familiar to those participating in organisations and worth 
exploring as inevitable qualities in many consultancy encounters.

Idealised portraits of reality – the neglect, invisibility and 
marginalization of uncomfortable aspects of experience

In their summary of the OD tradition, Cheung-Judge and Holbeche 
(2015) summarize ‘the OD core values’ as (1) democracy and participa-
tion, (2) openness to lifelong learning and experimentation, (3) equity 
and fairness  – the worth of every individual, (4) valid information and 
informed choice and (5) enduring respect for the human side of enterprise. 
According to Cheung-Judge and Holbeche, the early founders saw these 
values as ‘practice values’, and they believed that “these values, when oper-
ating effectively, would engage people collaboratively to address a wide 
range of organization issues, as well as help organizations to search for last-
ing solutions to incredible challenges in the changing world” (ibid, p. 19).

The most recent OD innovations, namely Appreciative Inquiry 
(Cooperrider & Srivastca, 1987) and Dialogic OD (Busche & Marshak, 
2015), are very explicit about their idealisation around appreciation and 
dialogue. According to Cooperrider:

Appreciation is creative rather than conservative precisely because it 
allows itself to be energized and inspired by the voice of mystery. As an 
active process of valuing the factors that give rise to the life-enhancing 
organisation, appreciation has room for the vital uncertainty, the indeter-
minacy that is the trademark of something alive.

(Cooperrider, 2001, p. 18)

Ideals of appreciation, creativity, energy, life enhancement and liveli-
ness all have positive connotations and invite the impression of a sense of 
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harmonious collaborative atmosphere. Likewise, in writing about dialogic 
practices, Cheung-Judge and Holbeche (2015) write:

When we use dialogic practices to engage the people of a system in con-
versations that address their own issues, we not only solve the immediate 
problem, we leave behind a more evolved system, with a greater sense of 
direction and hopefully of personal connection, and the energy and will to 
work across previously unbridgeable boundaries.

(ibid, p. 44)

Again, ideals like dialogue, direction, personal connection and ‘energy and 
will to work across previously unbridgeable boundaries’ are values that are 
very similar to the appreciative idealisations of collaboration and harmony. 
Such an implied refutation of the unappreciative, conflictual and critical 
is taken up in Masselink’s chapter where he explores a nuanced view of 
collaboration as inherently conflictual due to the ongoing negotiations of 
power and difference in the consultancy situation.

The style of writing exemplified by writers like Cooperrider can be char-
acterised as visionary and has the quality of engaging people emotionally 
and appeals to a yearning for a form of psychological fulfilment (Mowles, 
2011, p. 118). However, visionary speak and text also have disciplinary 
power, and appeals to ideals can easily have the consequence of evoking 
guilt, shame and the potential for exclusion (Willmott, 1993, 2003) when 
such ideas are not realised in practice; they can become a way of covering 
over dissent, conflict or power struggle (Mowles, 2011).

The American social psychologist George Herbert Mead (1934), whose 
work informs several of the chapters in this book, thought about such 
ideals as cult values. Cult values are collective idealisations that arise in 
groups in intense social situations. In such situations, one can experience 
an imagined wholeness, which leaves one with a feeling of an enlarged 
personality. Cult values according to Mead are a very important part of our 
heritage. However, Mead doesn’t talk about a conflict-free form of living 
together. The imagined wholeness exists only in the abstract. As soon as 
cult values are carried out – or functionalised, as Mead would have it – in 
concrete social interaction between people, conflict arises, because people 
have diverse expectations about what an ideal means in practice or because 
competing ideals vie against each other. Interaction between people in the 
workplace is an interaction between individuals with unique histories, 
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who nevertheless can recognise their similarities and cultural affinities 
but which are nonetheless involved in a complex ongoing negotiation of 
unique perspectives and alliances of perspective. The basis of Mead’s think-
ing is that conflict, disagreement and dissent are unavoidable aspects of our 
everyday experience as humans. They are aspects which can lead to feel-
ings of guilt, shame and exclusion. These are affectual responses, which 
are bound to materialise in complex social situations like consulting, but 
which are often neglected, suppressed or marginalised in the literature on 
consultancy. There is often the assumption that uncomfortable experiences 
indicate an unhelpful situation, which somehow is not working, and that 
if participants in the consultancy experience are feeling good and are com-
fortable within that experience, then things are going well and that the 
comfortable experience is an outcome in itself. But what if the opposite was 
sometimes the case? What if the capacity for reflexivity, the development 
of possibility, the finding of novel direction was made possible through 
the disturbance of the status quo and a disruption of the accustomed pat-
terning of power in particular groups? Then this rupturing of what we 
come to expect may become a sine qua non for the development of creative 
outcome. Here the voice of the consultant may come to play a significant 
role in the noticing of what might be being co-created through the emer-
gent interaction of the participants. This suggests an attention to a different 
form of temporality, one focused not upon idealised futures and places we 
need to get to, but upon the co-creation of those futures through interac-
tion in the living present.

A key characteristic of the chapters within this book is that they pay 
attention to the patterns of interaction that unfold when values and ideals 
are enacted in practice. In Chapter 5, Masselink draws attention to ideologi-
cal notions of collaboration and the depoliticizing qualities of the ways in 
which collaboration is taken up in organisations, making it hard to han-
dle agonistic aspects of collaboration. According to Masselink, drawing on 
the work of Georg Herbert Mead (1934), agonistic qualities are inherent 
aspects of collaboration, which don’t disappear just because they are mar-
ginalised from the literature on organisational processes and the tools and 
recommendations to consultants. Likewise, Janssen in Chapter 6 looks at 
the implications of the dominance of abstract and idealised text and talk, 
which present ‘glossy’ images of both corporate and personal identity, leav-
ing an affectual impact on the self and fostering feelings of alienation.
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The chapters in this book don’t attempt to arrive at prescriptions for 
what consultants should do to be successful by helping groups of people 
get to a desired promised land. Instead, they focus upon the reality of the 
lived experience of consultancy. Plurality is an essential part of the human 
condition (Arendt, 1958), and it is because of the fact that we are different 
that novelty can arise (Stacey & Mowles, 2016). Rather than developing 
descriptions about how to make conflict go away, this book is an example 
of consultants paying attention to what they are doing in their practice.

Rather than reinforcing the utopian longing for conflict-free and harmo-
nious forms of interaction, this book acknowledges the inherent plurality 
of human interaction, and the chapters all wrestle with the important ques-
tion of how we respond to conflict. Bernstein (2007), writing from a prag-
matic position, acknowledges the struggle of engaging with a plurality of 
views. According to him, “The achievement of a ‘we’ – where ‘we’ are locked 
in argument with others – is a fragile and temporary achievement that can 
always be ruptured by unexpected contingencies” (pp. 336–337). Through 
engaging in reflective inquiry into the attempts at achieving such a ‘we’ in 
interaction with clients, the authors in this book produce wider and deeper 
understanding of that practice, which may have generalisable qualities to 
the practice of others. The aim of this book is not to narrow thinking in 
particular (positive) directions, but to provide descriptions of consultancy 
practice, which can allow us to understand more with an acceptance that 
understanding is a process which has no totality. The difficulty with ide-
alised decontextualization of practice is that they may create such totalities 
of understanding. There is always more to be understood due to the move-
ment of time and the consequent dynamism of cultures.

Recurring themes arising across the chapters

This book comprises six chapters which have a particular sequence. The 
first two by Chauhan and Curtis take up the experiences of internal con-
sultants faced with the implementation of expected organisational methods. 
Chauhan uses Owen’s Open Space Technology and Curtis, somewhat reluc-
tantly, Myers-Briggs type processes. Both encounter difficulties along the 
way and both take up the experience of the consultant’s experience of shame 
as meaningful and worthy of exploration. Chauhan questions the idea of the 
consultant’s neutrality, suggesting that it implies a pressure to abdicate moral 
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agency. He reengages with this problematic negation of ethics by paying close 
attention to his experiences of shame in the situation. For Chauhan, shame 
may indicate a crisis of belonging to a significant group, the potentiality of 
exclusion is an emotional experience which through reflexivity offers fur-
ther possibilities for understanding and therefore acting with moral agency. 
Curtis also attends to the theme of moral agency using Mead’s concept of the 
social object. This could be thought about as the implicit attitudinal disposi-
tions and expectations which allow people to take an understood means of 
relating to a given idea. With this in mind, he explores facilitation as a social 
object, pointing out the pressures on the consultant to collude with an idea 
of facilitation which closes down and reduces the politics of team working 
and renders the consultant powerless and without opinion.

The following three writers explore external consultancy situations, 
developing a close attention to the politics of the situations described and 
the significance of the impasses experienced.

Wenzel in Chapter 3 focusses his attention on processes of recognition 
and in particular the importance of how the consultant works with their 
experience of being misrecognized, a quality which may arise when, as is 
often the case, things do not go according to plan. He explores the pos-
sibilities which arise when the consultant can tolerate the anxiety and even 
anger of clients whose expectations are not immediately fulfilled. Implicit 
in his method, as with many of the writers in this volume, is an attention 
to the freedom of the consultant in these situations and how that freedom 
is enabled and constrained by those for whom he is consulting to.

In Chapter 4, Solsø explicitly takes up issues of freedom and meaning-
fulness for both consultant and participants and the significance of tak-
ing seriously the interpersonal politics of consultancy in work cultures in 
which instrumental rationalities and a preoccupation with outcome and 
productivity tend to negate this sense of freedom and meaningfulness. 
This emphasis on procedures and outcomes may lead to hopelessness and 
a sense of impasse for those involved since differences become buried or 
concealed. Drawing upon Arendt, Solsø uses the idea of actualising plural-
ity as a means of creating real movement in a tense consultancy situation.

In his chapter, Masselink takes up the complexity of collaboration 
and in particular the agonistic and conflictual aspects of collaboration in 
the consultancy endeavour. Like other writers in this volume, Masselink 
demonstrates the importance of reflexivity into the embodied emotional 
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experience of the consultant as a means of engagement with the situation 
to hand. In his view, the idealisation of collaboration conceals the para-
doxical nature of the process, which again is an engagement, often fraught 
with relational difficulty, with the politics of difference.

Finally, Janssen turns the tables and writes about her experience of being 
coached on how to market herself on seeking to return to the world of 
work. Her experience on her sense of self, informed through insights from 
her own practice as a consultant, of being on the receiving end of a par-
ticular style of consultancy, exposes the perils of such processes. The pres-
sure to embody and perform an idealised self threatens to reduce her to a 
branded corporate artefact.
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