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ABSTRACT 

ABSTRACT 

 This thesis is about the growth and sustainability of a systemic consultancy that 

for more than ten years has experienced continuous growth and development. It sets out 

to describe the kind of distinctive dialogical relational practices (Shotter, 2006, 2008) that 

enables the conditions for a continuous creation of novel and innovative practices which 

has been expressed into an ever growing and mutating practice both within the 

community but also in relation to clients. It is argued that it is the distinctive systemic way 

of being irreverent towards one's own practice; that is privileging curiosity over certainty 

(Cecchin, 1987), imagination over inference (Rorty, 1989, 1991a), that is perhaps the 

most specific difference between systemic theory-practitioners and other ways of 

consulting.  

 

Through cases these ideas are described from within the experiences of those 

participating offering unique expressions of how this difference is lived in a day-to-day 

conduct. The treatment of these episodes leads to the hypothesis that innovative 

practices become a 'way of being' in the world rather than a special feature applied on 

practice which means that it is not only something we do it is also how we see ourselves 

grow and develop as individuals as well as a community. How this is expressed into client 

relationships is explored through two cases of innovative consultancy. 

 

The thesis is also a self-reflexive portrait described through neo-pragmatic ideas 

as found in Rorty's (1980, 1989, 1991a, 1991b, 1999) writing. This project is providing a 

tension within the project of developing the thesis re-viewing my previous systemic 

vocabulary through the use of new words and metaphors, through which the reader is 

invited into an extension of the idea of 'irreverence' with Rorty's writing on irony and 

redescription. During the course of this project a portrait of the kind of leadership practice 

that facilitates a relationally dialogical way of being in an organisation is described, which 

serves as a kind of self portrait. 



ABSTRACT 

The research methods applied is best captured by the notion of participant research 

(Lindlof, 1995. Wadel, 1991), which entails using a series of data such as interviews, on 

the spot observations, written material, post episode reflections and participant dialogues 

in relation to the different meanings an episode can have. All the data used is discussed 

and related to the theoretical project within the thesis. 
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PREFACE 

The practice background within this thesis is situated is the systemic consultancy; 

ATTRACTOR. The thesis is about the day-to-day conduct of a whole group of systemic 

practitioners who have contributed to the development and growth of a successful 

consultancy and about the style of leadership that has sustained and contributed to this 

growth.   

 

What is distinctively interesting about this organisation making it different from 

other consultancies is that it is working exclusively with systemic theories and practices 

offering two types of services, one being courses and education within areas such as 

coaching, leadership, project management and process consulting, all based on systemic 

ideas and practices. Secondly it offers custom made consultations and training to 

organisations, ranging from the local nursery to different government bodies and private 

enterprises.  

 

We were founded in 2000 by two high school friends, being university students at 

the time, who shared an ambition of creating a consultancy exclusively working with 

systemic ideas and being able to bridge the world of academia and the everyday lives in 

organisations. I am one of the founders. 

 

For ten years we have experienced constant organisational and economic growth 

and we are now passing 50 employees in Denmark and being represented in four 

different countries (Headquarter in Denmark, offices in Norway, Sweden and Germany). 

For six years in a row we were the fastest growing organisational consultancy in Denmark 

giving us a lot of public recognition, among other things leading to a sale of the 

organisation in 2007 to Rambøll Management Consulting (RMC). Today we are a division 

in this organisation, which holds about 500 employees in seven countries; RMC is part of 

an even bigger technical consulting group named Ramboll Group with about 9000 
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employees in 20 countries. Being sold to an established consultancy like RMC is 

remarkable since it is the first time ever, at least I have met no other example to match 

this, that an established consultancy being one of the major players in their market 

chooses explicitly to make the systemic practices their choice in relation to their clients 

when offering consultancy to organisational changes and leadership development. 

 

The combination of both training systemic ideas to and with clients and at the 

same time having a group of consultants and leaders that all embody the ambitions of 

these ideas and practices creates a unique example for studying and developing 

organisational as well as leadership practices reflecting the intentional qualities that the 

literary tradition advocates. Indeed this is reflected in practice and it is fair to say that we 

constantly experiment with our own ways of practicing the constantly emerging processes 

of becoming who we are as a community, as individuals and as professionals in client 

relationships.  

 

I recognise that we have extremely loyal client relationships. We see that some of 

our oldest clients are still our largest clients, it is as if we have grown jointly over the 

years, so that our advances have found a way into their organisations just as their 

learning and new challenges have moved our focus and developed our practices. 

 

My role in the organisation has obviously changed as the organisation changed, 

the first eight years I was mostly working as consultant, though occupying the title of 

managing director. But as a result of the sale I have over the past years moved my focus 

more and more in the direction of becoming a full time director. This shift was made as a 

deliberate choice during the fall of 2008, when my co-founder left the organisation as I 

went on paternity leave for three months. Since coming back I have experimented with 

the attitude of a director in my organisation. I challenge both myself and my organisation 

to create an original expression of such an attitude so that it resonates with the kind of 
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theory we strive to live by and how it ought to be played out in the organisation by all of 

us as we try to make possible an expression of whom we want to see ourselves 

becoming. This project of making up one's own mind is eloquently described by Rorty 

(1989, p. 27) who argues; ‗To create one‘s mind is to create one‘s own language, rather 

than to let the length of one‘s mind be set by the language other human beings have left 

behind.‘ It is to place yourself as a community in the creative, responsive tension that 

arises between inherited language use, our contingencies and the possible desired new 

ones.  

 

The practice of this organisation serves as context for my inquiries into practice. 

As we shall discuss in more detail later, I will especially explore the notion of irreverence, 

as it is used in the systemic tradition (Cecchin, Lane & Ray, 1992) through an extension 

of this attitude with Rorty's (1989, 1991a) notions of redescription and irony. Where 

irreverence is related to a practical attitude, a way of being and responding in 

consultations with clients in which no idea is ever taken as final, irony is related to a much 

broader attitude to a way of being and responding in all of the nuances in the process of 

living. Irony can be seen as the process of both being distanced and attuned, or 

committed and reserved, hence 'it is only by standing back from our beliefs and practices 

that we are able to seriously appraise and revise them' (Bacon, 2007, p. 89). 

Understanding irreverence through the attitude of irony provide a particular insight into 

the day to day living practices of a systemic community, a community to whom the notion 

of irreverence is one of utmost significance. This will demonstrate how this community 

works with strategies and manages and sustain itself through difficult times by responding 

with ever mutating kaleidoscopic conversations. This will lead us into discussing the 

notion of innovation and its role in growing practices beyond current size and presence.  

Thus what is distinctive about this thesis is that it is a written, reflexive account of 

an organisation's practices from within, as they were developed, tested, modified and 

developed further over a ten year period in which I acted as a major influence in their 

making, in their shaping. 
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PARTICIPANTS IN THE RESEARCH 

 The research part of this thesis could not have been possible without 

contributions from a number of people in and around the organisation. I have asked for 

their written consent to use their real names throughout the thesis. Many of the cases and 

examples used are closely related to a specific people and events and for people close to 

the organisation would know who would be most likely to have said the different things. 

So rather than trying to hide names and events behind synonyms they have agreed to 

stand out by their names in the thesis. Also they have been given the opportunity to read 

wholes or parts of their contributions in order to underline openness and collaboration. 

Doing so hasn't created any feedback that has altered or changed the content of the 

thesis or the reflections made upon their contributions. Below a brief presentation of the 

many contributors: 

Eva Damsgaard: Senior consultant Attractor. She was the first employee hired in 2002 as 

student assistant to begin with later to be employed as consultant upon completion of her 

master degree in media science. 

Pernille Thorup: Senior consultant in Attractor. She joined the organisation post merger in 

mid 2008. She has a public sector background with senior management experience and 

holds a master degree in psychology. 

Ida Gamborg: Senior Consultant in Attractor. She joined the organisation in early 2008 

just after the merger. She has a background as freelance self employed consultant and 

holds a bachelor degree as Chaos Pilot and is completing a master degree in systemic 

management and consultation. 

Thomas Bonderup: Senior consultant in Attractor. He joined the organisation late spring 

2008 after having taken one of our courses in process consulting. He has a background 

as consultant in the health care sector and holds a master degree in public 

administration. 

Hanne Vibeke Moltke: Manager in Attractor. She joined the organisation in early 2007 

after having been a participant on one of our courses in process consulting. She has a 
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consulting background and holds a masters degree in English and history supplemented 

with a degree in journalism. 

Heidi Graff: Business Manager in Attractor. She joined the organisation in the summer of 

2006 as part of building our office in Copenhagen first as consultant later to become 

leader. She has a long experience of teaching in higher education and consulting 

experience from the health care sector. She holds a master degree in literature and has a 

M.A. in occupational anthropology. 

Lone Christensen: Senior Consultant in Attractor. She joined the organisation as the first 

post-merger in 2007. She has a background as independent consultant with a 

background as master in psychology. 

Andreas Granhof-Juhl: Director of Granhof-Juhl ApS. He joined the organisation together 

with Eva in 2002 first as student assistant later as an intern. He was employed as 

consultant upon completing his master degree in psychology in the summer of 2003. He 

has been my co-student at the PD program. He left the organisation in order to become 

self employed in December 2006. 

Pernille Andersen: Executive Director in the Municipality of Copenhagen, Department of 

Technique and Environment. She has been a client since 2003 and we have worked on 

many different projects over the past seven years, in 2007 a project of ours was 

nominated to the annual consulting award for most innovative HR initiative, the project is 

described in the portfolio. 

Inge Bank: Head of Health and Care in the Municipality of Silkeborg. We have had a 

client relationship since 2000, even before founding Attractor. Together we have done a 

series of exciting and innovative project, latest involving all 2200 employees in her 

organisation. An earlier project is described in the portfolio. 

Jacob Storch: Director and founder of Attractor. I have been with the organisation since 

the idea of creating it was conceived in the Pyrenees in the summer of 2000. I have a 

Post Graduate Diploma in Business and Leadership, an MSc in Systemic Management 

and Consultation. I have since 2002 been part time external lecturer at the University of 
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Aarhus, School of Media and Information Technology, where I teach a course in 

organisational consultations, and since 2006 Associate Professor at Aarhus School of 

Architecture on three different Master programs. In the portfolio there is a video 

presentation of the university course. 

Acknowledgements 

Besides the people directly involved in the thesis a number of people deserve 

special appreciation. I would also like to thank Morten Ziethen for taking the time to read 

through the thesis at an important stage and making helpful comments. Also John Shotter 

has been an enormous support and encouragement during the writing process. Rasmus 

Hancke Rossel with whom I share office deserves a special appreciation for taking so 

many discussions with me over the years when my mind was sidetracked. Peter Lang 

Co-founder of KCCF, a person that so generously helped and supported the organisation 

in the early years and through long lasting support in my academic life. My family, my 

mother for bringing me up with a systemic attitude and my life companion, Trine, for 

supporting me both in creating Attractor but also supporting me in finding time to do this 

thesis, she of all people knows what it means to me and last but not least our two 

wonderful boys. 



CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

Page | 7  
 

1. CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

In 2002 I joined a supervision group
1
 lead by one of the founding fathers of the 

Milan School Gianfranco Cecchin. Here I encountered a particular attitude in his practice 

and use of theories that for me has become an important voice in my own development. 

In one of his presentations he said: 'When I discover something that works with a family, I 

will try it on a different family to see if fits here as well. If it works here too, I will act 

deliberately never to do it again!'  

 

Paradoxically this may seem it highlighted for me in practice something that I had 

read about but never so vividly experienced - the attitude of an irreverent practitioner, a 

determination always to question one's own taken-for-granted ideas, prejudices and pre-

judgements. Depending on how one reads the systemic literature, one will find that this 

attitude goes right through the majority of the writers. Indeed it has caused the breaking 

up of communities. Bateson (1972, 1979) whom I consider as the founding pioneer of the 

systemic tradition that I associate myself with departed from the Palo Alto group because 

he felt that the group was taking an essentially 'strategic' stance to therapy – as if they 

were getting stuck in a particular epistemology. Bateson, who believed in a "systemic 

wisdom" as a holistic evolutionary attitude, comments (cited in Sluzki and Ransom, p. 

106): '... Haley slides too lightly over very real epistemological differences between 

himself and me. As I saw it, he believed in the validity of the metaphors of "power" in 

human relations. I believed then – and today even more strongly – that the myth of power 

always corrupts because it proposes such a false (though conventional) epistemology. I 

believe that all such metaphors ... are ... a groping in a wrong direction, and the direction 

is not less wrong or less pathogenic because the associated mythology is in part self-

validating among those who believe it and act upon it.' 

 

                                                           
1
  Stolpegaarden, Copenhagen 
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The very same attitude, the commitment to curiosity over inference and the 

desire to question metaphors and what they conceal, led the Milan Group to challenge 

established practices to therapy by replacing the notion of therapy with that of 

consultation, in order to denote the conversational nature of that practice, as opposed to 

the more diagnostic traditions. They replaced neutrality with curiosity and hypothesising 

(Selvini Palazzoli, Boscolo, Cecchin & Prata, 1980, Cecchin 1987), later to introduce the 

notion of irreverence (Cecchin, Lane & Ray, 1992).  

 

This attitude, the concern with open endings and with imagination over certainty, 

is in my view one of the most important characteristics of the systemic practitioners and 

theorists. One will find that throughout the literature ideas evolve, influences from across 

disciplines are used in order to bring forth a sense of novelty and experimentalism. One 

will see that the tradition has evolved from the early application of cybernetic ideas to 

communication studies of human and living systems, and then on to cybernetics of 

cybernetics as a particular concern with the position of the observer and the observed. In 

later years the influence from philosophy of language has re-iterated central ideas in new 

ways with a shift from the study of systems of behaviour into studying systems of 

meaning (Keeney, 1983). Today we see an emerging concern with re-relating the body 

with language use and conversational practices, which will take a central part in this 

thesis. 

 

It is from within this tradition that this thesis will inquire into the lived practices of a 

systemic consultancy. It is the primary practical hypothesis that this irreverent, open 

ended attitude is a key characteristic of development and growth of a community of 

systemic consultants. Furthermore it is a primary theoretical hypothesis that extending 

the notion of irreverence from being a situated responsive practice in the context of 

consultation to revitalising it with Rorty's notions of irony and redescription, will allow us to 

pay attention to the background against which we act with the urge to be irreverent about 

our hypothesising. It is then a secondary concern to inquire into how such a community 
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can live from within these ideas as an experimental attitude to the challenge of 

organising. Here I will argue that the application of irony and redescription to a community 

of practitioners will provide a greater access to the characteristics of a community that 

acts with an irreverent attitude towards consultations and its own organisational practices.  

Thirdly the thesis is a self reflexive challenge of locating a story of leadership from within 

these practices and I will engage in a reflection about the becoming of an ironic leader. 

 

1.1 Theoretical Projects with the Thesis 

Just as having a practice ambition within the thesis and the whole process 

culminating in this piece of writing, the project is orchestrated around a number of 

theoretical ambitions. Understanding myself as a systemic practitioner is a commitment to 

keeping alive the process of the evolving creation of theory and practice, to keep 

invigorating relationships between people, words and stories. It is so much more than a 

technique, it is an attitude that celebrates novelty, artistic expressions, the exploration of 

the possible, rather than that of certainty and inference. In this respect the thesis holds a 

double project, not only do I want to inquire into the living practices of a systemic practice 

culture and how irreverence, curiosity and irony are performed in a living responsive 

community of practitioners. It is importantly also an exploration on, a theoretical 

dimension, the same very ambitions of exerting irreverent, redescriptive irony.  In that 

sense the theoretical project intends to be an exemplification of the very focus of the 

practice portrayed. 

 

Two theoretical projects intend to bring forth novel expressions of systemic ideas. 

The first is extending the notion of irreverence, which originally developed as a response 

to the impossibility of therapeutic neutrality (Selvini Palazzoli, Boscolo, Cecchin & Prata, 

1980, Cecchin 1987, Cecchin, Lane & Ray, 1992) into a much broader conceptual 

framework by linking it with Rorty's notion of redescription and irony (1989), which in his 

use is the necessary step one needs to consider when accepting an anti-representational 

attitude. An attitude that keep open the interpretation and imagination of what is possible 
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to us as human beings and it is to take up a Darwinian attitude to language seeing it as a 

set of tools for relating, re-relating and coping with objects in the world as opposed to 

representing objects (Rorty, 1999, p. 65).  Making this link and extending irreverence with 

irony we also liberate this notion from its consultational context and place it within a 

broader context of innovative attitudes towards practice development.  

 

In Rorty's (1980, 1989, 1991a, 1991b, 1999) arguments we find the attitude that 

re-describing ourselves is one of most important things we can do, and doing so 

invigorates the Nietzchian idea of self-creation. Nietzche, he argues, 'saw self-knowledge 

as self-creation. The process of coming to know oneself, confronting one‘s contingency, 

tracking one‘s causes home, is identical with the process of inventing a new language – 

that is, of thinking up some new metaphors‘. (1989, p. 27) Rorty aims at making apparent 

the need for continuous development of new vocabularies and deliberately breaking free 

from stereotypes and fixed ideas about who we are and can be, hence you 'cannot aim at 

being at the end of inquiry, in either physics or ethics. That would be like aiming at being 

at the end of biological evolution – at being not merely the latest heir of all the ages but 

the creature in which all the ages were destined to culminate.' (Rorty, 1999, p. 83). 

  

From this anti-representational attitude he warns against the dominating positions 

of philosophy, research and sciences that argue in favour of a privileged practice 

enabling us to see behind appearance, as the way to separate right from wrong, true from 

untrue, rational from irrational etc. Instead he (1989, p. 9) advocates for revolutionary 

sciences as well as philosophies and in doing so aligning himself with important writers 

such as Kuhn (1962), Hanson (1958) and Feyerabend (1975, 1987). Rorty (1989, p.9) 

says that ‗…the ―method‖ of… revolutionary science (as opposed to… normal science) 

…is to re-describe lots and lots of things in new ways, until you have created a pattern of 

linguistic behavior which will tempt the rising generation to adopt it, thereby causing them 

to look for appropriate new forms of nonlinguistic behavior, for example, the adoption of 

new scientific equipment or new social institutions. This sort of philosophy does not work 
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piece by piece, analyzing concept after concept, or testing thesis after thesis. Rather, it 

works holistically and pragmatically. It says things like ―try thinking of it in this way‖ – or 

more specifically, ―try to ignore the apparently futile traditional questions by substituting 

the following new and possible interesting questions.‖‗ Inquiry is indeed the way in which 

come to know our world, not only through our talk about the world but also through our 

acting into the world, hence there is an integral relationship between doing and knowing 

(Dewey, 1925).  

 

This attitude connects with developments in recent years with organisational 

theorising saying that it has become increasingly recognised that a shift in the theoretical 

foundation of organisational theories and the vocabularies governing these theories is not 

only necessary but also desired. Generally speaking the arguments suggest it is a shift 

away from the views arguing, that the purpose of organising is to stabilise and control the 

operations in such a way that predicting development in both market and internally is the 

highest purpose of good leadership. Hence change is seen and talked about as a 

transitional activity as going from A to B each representing stable platforms. Important 

writers such as Morgan (1997, p.6) highlight the difficulty of such a change in attitude 

arguing that 'one of the most basic problems of modern management is that the 

mechanical way of thinking (and speaking) is so ingrained in our everyday conceptions of 

organisation that it is often very difficult to organise in any other way' which consequently 

leads managers who 'think of organisations as machines... (to) manage and design them 

as machines made up of interlocking parts that each play a clearly defined role in the 

functioning of the whole.'  

 

What Morgan does, and with Rorty's appreciation I would guess, is to track the 

different contingencies of the major influences of organisational theories and thereby 

establishes a view from outside, an aboutness, which changes the ways in which one can 

relate to one's organisation. It enables a hermeneutical tapping back and forth between 

episodes and practices, and to be able to relate and re-relate to the contingencies of that 
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practice and the specific language use. In doing so he goes from inference to 

imagination. Doing so is indeed an irreverent act, and it produces a living experience of 

liberation which is constitutive of a redescriptive capacity, the emerging ironic attitude, 

that we are not bound to a specific vocabulary rather we have the capacity to make up 

our own.  

 

Inquiring into the process of organising through this perspective leads us to the 

second theoretical project, which is to firstly argue that organisational innovation lived 

through these ideas in practice becomes an ordinary everyday happening, rather than a 

special achievement. Secondly, I will extend my reading of Rorty and combine it with that 

of Shotter (1993, 2006, 2007). Where Rorty offers a more general discussion of the 

importance of novelty as a form of life giving enterprise, as a way of expanding the 

domain of the social to become ever more responsive to people`s need, Shotter invites us  

into the detailed description of living embodied responsive conversations between 

people. Importantly, Shotter (2007), drawing on Bahktin (1986, 1993), argues that novel 

expressions are out of our control, they just happen to us, spontaneously as we engage 

ourselves dialogically with a variety of otherness within and around us. Linking the two 

produces a novel vocabulary, which opens up new possibilities for describing and 

redescribing innovative practice and relation to the process of organising. Linking these 

two thinkers we get for ourselves a persuasive account of the self creating process as 

essentially a spontaneously occurring dialogical process. Hence we can only provide the 

conditions, the circumstances, for the happening of such happenings, such as the 

specific language use, and the particular dialogically responsive attitude through which 

we prepare ourselves for the happening of change, of being moved and taken into 

becoming anew. It is outside the focus of this thesis to consider the physicality and its 

meaning in relationship with above, though it is acknowledged that such a perspective is 

of significance, hence we are currently sponsoring such a PhD in order to gain a much 

more detailed account of this important dimension too. 
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1.2 Combining Theory and Practice 

With this thesis I will show that the systemic traditions, in particular, have 

succeeded in attempting to establish alternative stories about the challenge of organising, 

managing and consulting to organisations from within the lived consequences of the 

metaphors of flux and emerging meanings, and that these stories have increased in 

numbers and literary strength as this tradition has grown in community members. The 

systemic traditions have, more than any other of these new literary traditions, managed to 

establish an ongoing spiralling between practice and theory, creating a rich web of 

significant practices upholding justification due to the embodied inquiry of professionals 

actively tapping back and forth between theories and practices in an expansive recursive 

fashion, thus it has been named a practical theory (Shotter, 1984. Cronen, 2000). The 

justification, in a literal sense, of these new vocabularies, is from within this tradition 

regarded as currently state-of-the-art descriptions of the world and consequently simply 

as descriptions that will pass away with time, and they are thought of as descriptions that 

are meaningful only because of the way they relate to the rest of language and language 

use, not because of the way they relate to the world. As systemic practitioners we regard 

any attempt to find universal conditions governing our invention of new vocabularies for 

describing and re-describing the world as ultimately an attempt to, ‗make the sense of the 

world consist in the objective truth about some previously unnoticed portion or feature of 

the world‘ (Rorty 1980, p. 387). This means in practice that I will reject the project of 

producing any definitive account of being systemic, and instead provide detailed accounts 

of the day to day practice in a community of systemic consultants and in doing so make 

visible the choice of language through which these observations are created. This holds 

open for others to make different observations and conclusions as expressions of other 

interests and desires. 

 

Becoming a systemic professional or a systemically based consultancy is 

pervasively described, in Rorty's (1989) terms, as being an ironist and an ironic 

community of practice. The ambition not 'to fall in love with one's own hypothesis' is a key 
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to understanding an inherent irreverent position towards any attempt to conceptualise or 

universalise a vocabulary or practice, it is a way of giving life to a curiosity as we engage 

in the unfolding of new metaphors and practices in the world. Just as the last thing an 

ironist wants is a theory of ironism, so does the systemic practitioner reject any attempt to 

define what is meant by systemic, instead we attempt to engage in conversations about 

which circumstances these ideas and practices thrive, recognising that during the process 

of doing so we provide for ourselves the conditions for such practices to thrive. The goal 

for ironist theory, which also counts for systemic practices, 'is to understand the 

metaphysical urge, the urge to theorise, so well that one becomes entirely free of it. 

Ironist theory is thus a ladder which is to be thrown away as soon as one has figured out 

what it was that drove one's predecessors to theorise.' (Rorty 1989, pp. 96-97) The 

purpose for doing this is recognised, with the notion of re-description, as a way of getting 

out, from under inherited contingencies in order to make up our own. This becomes 

important because we realise that things are not found, but always in their making, and 

according to James (1909/1996, p. 263-264) this helps you, in his words, to 'put yourself 

in the making by a stroke of intuitive sympathy with the thing and, the whole range of 

possible decompositions coming into your possession, you are no longer troubled with 

the question which of them is the more absolutely true. Reality falls in passing into 

conceptual analysis.' 

 

With this thesis I will go that extra step beyond with the redescriptive ambitions of 

contemporary writers and inquire into the practice of an organisation that on a day to day 

basis operates under ironic contingencies exploring the nature of lived re-descriptions 

expressed: as leadership practices; working with clients; developing a professional 

community and environment for consultants.  

 

1.3 The structuring of the Thesis 

I have tried to keep the structure of the thesis as simple as possible, in order to 

make it as accessible as possible for readers. This is done in order to invite the reader 
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into the ideas presented as easily as possible, though I recognise that the text may 

appear discursive for a non systemic reader. I have kept language as systemic as 

possible in order to allow myself as much flexibility as possible in the writing process - 

after all it is a doctorate in systemic practice! Following this chapter, I will discuss my 

research position and practice. From my general neo-pragmatic and systemic readings I 

will spell out some of the general positions to research that informs my choice of practice. 

I will argue that my project is best described as a kind of participant observer practice as 

we find it in social anthropology (Lindlof, 1995 & Wadel, 1991). From the discussion of a 

general attitude to research I try to present a practical step by step description of the 

different approaches to collecting data, this move is motivated by the ambition of 

operating with as much transparency as possible.  

 

The first bit of research will focus on the characteristics of a systemic community. 

We will explore some of the conditions governing such a community both in theory and 

practice. I will start by presenting what I regard as one of the most important differences 

between a systemic practicing community and other communities of consultants. We will 

explore the notions of irreverence and irony as central to how we come to know ourselves 

as selves and as selves in a community. The systemic practices governing irreverence 

will be put into relationship with Rorty's (1989) idea of irony, and the usefulness of that 

metaphor will extend the current meaning ascribed to irreverence. Examples from 

people's experience of living from within such ideas will highlight both individual and 

organisational consequences. We will see that the ideas of irreverence and irony lead to 

a continuous process of self creation, or re-description, at all levels of and in the 

organisation. This entails a change in vocabulary and conversation in the organisation, 

which importantly breaks free from some inherited ideas of the purpose of organising as 

being able to produce stability and replace it with an idea of ever mutating practices and 

that the purpose of organising is to continuously create the circumstances for such 

practices to happen naturally. The research supporting this outline is a combination of 
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collected actual practices from the organisation commentated by the people performing 

them, whole organisation workshop days and interviews with employees, myself included. 

The second part will focus on innovation as a way of becoming, both as a 

community of practice, and also in relationships to client oriented work. Where innovation 

is often regarded as a special activity in an organisation I will argue that in a systemic 

community continuous innovation is an outgrowth of the process of becoming, it is not an 

activity in its own respect but something that happens in spontaneously responsive 

processes. It will be argued that systemic ways of practicing and organising are a 

particular fruitful way of achieving continuous creation of novelty in an organisation.  

 

I will work with two selected case stories and track how something that started off 

as a set of new ideas was tested out with a client, later to realise that these ideas 

transformed into a distinct practice creating a unique contingent expression of who we are 

as professionals and as a community founding a new market for ourselves, a market 

where we today hold an outstanding position.  

 

Data supporting this part is informed by a collection of interviews made with 

present colleagues, both some who have a long history in the organisation taking part in 

the actual cases at different times but also newly hired consultants with a short history in 

the organisation, though participating in the projects formed by the original experiences 

that initiated the novel practices. Also former consultants are interviewed about how they 

view the organisation and the way we work with our development in practice when 

looking back from a distance, likewise interviews are held with the two clients who 

originally engaged their organisations in the projects as they were created.  

 

This will lead to the final part, which is a self reflexive account of the learning that 

the doctorate has initiated in my practice. I realise that I have become increasingly 

concerned about my relationship with the idea of leading a community. Closely related to 
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understanding this relationship it is necessary to reflect on the academic process of the 

doctorate, since an important part of this process has been to discover my own systemic 

vocabulary, rather than living through the stories already told. This is to Rorty (1989, p. 

27) the same as: 'coming to know oneself, confronting one‘s contingency, tracking one‘s 

causes home, is identical with the process of inventing a new language – that is, of 

thinking up some new metaphors.' With this I want to emphasise that my own learning 

process is one similar to the ideas and practices outlined throughout the thesis. 
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2. CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHODS AND 

THEORETICAL REFLECTIONS 

With this chapter I want to do several things in order to accomplish a platform 

from which the rest of the thesis is understood. Firstly I want to account for my attitude 

from within, and in relation to, a tradition of scientific practice and writing. This attitude 

has developed from reading critical voices of a more classical scientific paradigm where 

notions such as Truth, Reason and Rationality are prominent as ways of getting behind 

appearance, these writers are among others, Feyerabend (1975, 1987), Rorty (1979, 

1991, 1999), Kuhn (1962), Wittgenstein (1953), Dewey (1925, 1938b), and Hanson 

(1958). My inspiration correlates with systemic and pragmatic ideas and offers a critical 

voice though, not a dismissal of research as something in itself, which through its conduct 

is a good that can make contributions to society. Rather, I will argue that the critical voice 

is the concern to which degree the research makes contributions to society by offering 

detailed accounts of practice that advances the emerging creation of a better for such a 

society. To quote Rorty (1997,p. Xxvi) '...it seems pointless to ask whether a giraffe is 

really a collection of atoms, or really a collection of actual and possible sensations in 

human sense organs, or really something else, so the question, 'Are we describing it as it 

really is?' seems one we never need to ask. All we need to know is whether some 

competing description might be more useful for some of our purposes.' 

 

Secondly I will try to make a practical account of my considerations of my 

research design and reflexive positioning in order to make sharable the many concerns 

that naturally take part of research. My inspiration to this section is provided by the 

Norwegian social anthropologist Wadel (1991), who offers rich descriptions of the life and 

practice of doing field work from within a cultural practice based on his own research 

experiences into social and community work. These ideas will be supplemented by a 

wider community of writers, such as Lindlof (1995), Kvale (1997), Silverman (2005, 2006), 

Shotter (2007). A key to their ideas is to create a perspective from within a language 

practice of a community, rather than looking from the outside in. Making this shift also 
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means accepting that essential to this view is the embodied use of language, the tacit 

knowing of a community and its practices. Hence, the aim of inquiry is to describe life in a 

community in its making, and therefore not to arrive at particular conclusions. Feyerabend 

(1975, p. 17) describes the process like this: 'The process itself is not guided by a well-

defined programme, and cannot be guided by such a programme…. It is guided by a 

vague urge, by a ‘passion‘ (Kierkegaard). The passion gives rise to specific behaviour 

which in turn creates the circumstances and the ideas necessary for analysing and 

explaining the process, for making it ‘rational‘'. In other words it will appear rational in 

retrospect, but in the actual doing of it is utterly relational and spontaneously responsive, 

a continuous taping back and forth between ideas, observations, practices etc. 

 

Thirdly I will follow a thread offered by Wadel making explicit the broader 

theoretical framework from which I intentionally operate as a professional. These ideas 

are selected from readings by Rorty (1980, 1989, 1991), Lang, Little and Cronen (1990) 

and Cecchin et al. (1992). The central theme connecting these ideas is that of being on 

the edge of one's own knowledge and practice and thereby producing an emerging 

creativity; or, to put it another way, to engage in a deliberate attempt to break free from 

the descriptions or contingencies currently governing one's view of the world. The ideas 

central to my approach are known as, hypothesising, irreverence, edification, re-

description, not-knowing and irony, and are in my view at the very heart of the systemic 

tradition providing a background from which particular ways of being becomes possible. 

These ways of being are the focus of this thesis with an emphasis on the innovative 

dimension. 

 

2.1 Developing a Critical Sense as a Researcher 

Working both as a consultant and as a practicing researcher I realise that it is 

difficult to make a distinction between the two practices. Though I realise that the fact that 

I record my research makes a difference; I see that the questions asked very well could 

have been asked as a part of a consultation. As part of the doctorate I obligate myself to 
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create a more explicit sense of a research practice governing the ideas of being systemic. 

In the following I will express some foundational movements that readings have provided 

my storying of self as a researcher. Indeed, as I see it, what especially makes research 

different from consulting, is that as a researcher I have the task of writing up an account 

of what I did, how I did it, why I did it, and what were the results it produced, in such a 

way that others could both „do the same‟, and also subject my work to critical scrutiny and 

raising the question could I have done/acted differently? 

 

 These are questions basic to all research. But Shotter (2007, p.64) raises a very 

important question in relation to doing research into social practices, and that is; ‗with 

what kind of science should action research be contrasted?‘ And he answers it by 

contrasting Norwood Russell Hanson‟s (1958) distinction between classical sciences and 

research sciences. Classical sciences represent the traditions, like positivism and critical 

rationalism, strongly opposed also by Rorty (1980) and Feyerabend (1975, 1987), for 

their attempt to claim universal validity and privileged access in mirroring nature, because 

they all function within discourses too narrow to embrace the complexities of the living. 

Feyerabend argues against this tradition saying that a ‘theory of science that devises 

standards and structural elements for all scientific activities and authorizes them by 

reference to ‘Reason‘ or ‘Rationality‘ may impress outsiders – but it is too crude an 

instrument for the people on the spot, that is, for scientists facing some concrete research 

problem.‘ (1975, p.1). Here, research scientists need to inquire into „possibilities not yet 

actualized‘ (Shotter , 2007 p. 64) and this task is best explored using much more 

dialogical situated practices than classical sciences allow. For, as Shotter (2007, p.67) 

continues, ‗research sciences must be rooted in the same kind of accountable human 

communication that grounds all our practical dealings with each other in our daily lives‘ so 

that, to put the issue in technical language, we do not “lose the phenomena” (Garfinkel, 

2002) which emphasises the importance of not losing those „guiding‟ and connecting‟ 

feelings that actors make use of in acting in ways „responsive‟ to the situation they are in.  
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So what we need to do in order to go on is learn to pay attention to the 

background against which conversation takes place, thus it is important to notice that it is 

not an attempt to propose a dualism between foreground and background, rather, it is 

stressing that all usually referred to as contextual dimensions of communication as being 

within the process of engagement. And in order to make sense of utterances we must 

look at the details of the episode being mindful of the conditioning of that looking. Rorty 

(1991a, p.98) nails this point by arguing that ‗once one drops the traditional opposition 

between context and thing contextualised, there is no way to divide things up into those 

which are what they are independent of context and those which are context-

dependent… no way to divide the world up into internal and external relations, nor into 

intrinsic vs. extrinsic properties… Once one sees inquiry as reweaving beliefs rather than 

discovering the natures of objects, there are no candidates for self-subsistent, 

independent entities save individual beliefs – individual sentential attitudes…' Rorty's 

point is important to us, because he highlights that change is inherent in inquiry and that 

there is no external or privileged position from where justifications can be made. Rather, 

justification is a matter of creating agreement among a group of people so that the 

descriptions available serve the purposes they intend to achieve, so that the question of 

whether we are representing correctly gets set aside and replaced with the practical 

question; 'Are our ways of describing things, of relating them to other things so as to 

make them fulfil our needs more adequately, as good as possible? Or can we do better? 

Can our future be made better than our present?' (Rorty, 1994, p.72). With needs I do not 

refer to the classical understanding of basic human needs as popularised by Maslow 

(1943, 1968). Instead I refer to Shotter's (2006) elaboration Todes (2001) arguing for a 

need for 'orientation', the need for feeling 'at home' in ones surroundings; that is 

becoming increasingly relational responsive to the many different ways of relating to our 

surroundings.  

 

So for me as a researcher I see my research activity as involving a spiralling, 

recursive and iterative process. The attitude of being a researcher initiates a whole new 
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set of questions, that effects my presence in my relationship with colleagues, clients and 

in relation to my other selves in the organisation. This attitude I recognise as being 

different from being a leader and a consultant. I see the process of engaging colleagues 

and clients in conversations about different pieces of innovative work as starting a 

different conversational landscape since these conversations anticipate other 

conversations in which the idea of originality and innovative work plays a different role 

than previously. Just as it becomes a theme of inquiry it also becomes an attitude of the 

organisation, something that gets embodied in the process of storying who we are.  

 

So rather, than working from a classical view of inductive and deductive research 

practices, I relate to Bateson's (1979) use of abductive scientific work, meaning a focus 

on what particular assumptions and practices moves people towards and into as opposed 

to remaining in an ideal fixed position. This means to Bateson (1972, p. 246) that ‗…the 

observer must be included within the focus of observation, and what can be studied is 

always a relationship or an infinite regress of relationships. Never a thing.‘ Observing is 

not a passive process, it is an ongoing relationally responsive activity taking place within 

episodes, thus making the notion of rationality an activity of retrospective sense-making. 

To illustrate this Bateson (1979) uses the example of the binocular vision to illustrate his 

point. The bringing together of two two-dimensional sensory experiences produces an 

embodied third dimension of near and far, in front of and behind, left and right etc., hence 

offering an experienced wholeness increasing the orientational skills of the mover. 

Bateson (1979, p. 21) responds to this challenge using the idea of double descriptions as 

a way of relating to practice, by which he wants to bring ‗to the reader‘s attention a 

number of cases in which two or more information sources come together to give 

information of a sort different from what was in either source separately.‟ In relation to this 

research practice it could mean actively engaging people in carrying out different parts of 

the process, or giving voice to different positions in the process of inquiry as a way of 

holding the complexity so that meanings of a different kind emerge and create a different 

sense of a whole. Bateson himself walked his talk throughout his own career exemplifying 
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such ambition, since he worked with people across professions engaging in a variety of 

research projects. In so doing he corresponds with Feyerabend who concludes that ‗…the 

knowledge we need to understand and to advance the sciences does not come from 

theories, it comes from participation…‘ (1987, p. 284f) This means, keeping people 

involved during the elaboration of the thesis, keeping conversations about what is 

important to people going, having people re-read parts or wholes in order to assure as 

many perspectives for as long as possible in the process of inquiry. 

 

In carrying out the research Shotter (2007) along with Rorty (1980) would argue 

for a hermeneutical part-whole distinction as a way of enabling a focus on the details of 

the happening and the contingencies of that happening. But to both it becomes important 

to stress that the „whole‟ is a pragmatic whole where parts ‗point toward a certain whole – 

in the context of which they have their specific meaning‘ and enable us to ‗anticipate what 

we might see in our further … involvements with the entity in question.‘ (Shotter 2007, 

p.74). But the whole in question is not the only whole one could see or imagine, and its 

justification is more a matter of how the expression of it fits with other practices of 

language, rather than how it fits with the world. Rorty (1991a, p. 106) concludes that 

‗once we dump the idea that the aim of inquiry is to represent objects and substitute the 

view that inquiry aims at making beliefs and desire coherent, then… the notion that there 

is truth only about what is real gets set aside. So the only notion of ―object‖ we need is 

that of ―intentional object‖. An intentional object is what a word or description refers to.‘ In 

this thesis the intentional object is twofold, firstly its focus is on the cultural background 

which leads to the second which is a portrait of how innovative practices emerge in a 

consultancy, with a particular emphasis on the theoretical notions; systemic, relational 

responsiveness, embodiment, irreverence, irony and redescription. 

 

2.2 Practical Considerations of Doing Research 

 In order to make practical judgements about how to do the research in practice it 

is relevant to look closer at 'what kind of research I am doing'. Rather than trying to 
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categorise a single unique research method of practice, I will focus on how I have entered 

my practice and developed ways of seeing that enables me to produce some meaningful 

outcomes relevant as descriptions of the life and doing of the organisation and myself in 

taking part in the day to day routines. 

 

Considering my research practice and making shifts away from being a 

consultant and director, one of my first concerns was how to develop a greater sensitivity 

to the many different voices in the organisation that I am responsively responding to from 

within practices relates to each other. Since my relationship with my organisation is a 

complex mix of many different stories, relationships and voices I needed to develop a 

reflexive attitude toward the circumstance that several of these voices are of higher 

context than that of the researcher. These are; I am the founder of the organisation, 

which is a privileged position, also I am the director, which makes everybody a 

subordinate to me, a position that can take many shapes and definitively isn't fixed, 

though particular rights and responsibilities come with that position. Thirdly I am a 

consultant with a privileged position, not exclusive, on what counts as good practices and 

what stories about such practices that are valued and purify who we are as a community. 

Responding to the above three stories of who I relationally can become in the 

organisation makes it inevitable that researching is merging with the other practices, and 

these other practices come before becoming a researcher. This is different from a 

researcher doing field work traditionally, since they are primarily responsive to the 

research practices as framing their initial presence in communities. Getting this difference 

clear also highlights some of the considerations that I need to address as a researcher re-

entering my own community, not only does it expand possible ways of relating to my 

organisation, it also informs a different set of rights and responsibilities as to how I can 

engage from my already lived positions. It is not simply an add on, it is an emerging re-

description of all positions. Emerging, because it is a process that has taken up four years 

and during that time my life in the organisation has changed a lot. 
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Following the research literature I find that participant observation or participant 

research is most responsive to how I have been experiencing my process as research 

practitioner. Lindlof (1995, p.4) describes this practice as: 'Participant observation is not a 

single method ... participant observation is a method for self-reflexive learning. It depends 

for its success on the use of and reflection upon one's emotional responses to other 

human beings. Only by living an experience and then explicating what is significant about 

the lived experience can a qualitative researcher bring a report back to the reader.' In the 

pursuit of such practice the researcher may make use of several instrumentalities, such 

as; interviews, observations, recordings, document analysis, field notes etc., in order to 

create the sort of flexibility essential to qualitative work. The validity of the work comes 

from being there (Lindlof 1995, p. 135). My challenge has not been so much to get inside 

from a marginalised position rather it has been to become increasingly skilful at creating 

sharp, detailed, and theoretically informed descriptions.  

 

 A rich account of the work and life of a participant researcher is offered by Cato 

Wadel (1991), which has helped me in developing my research design on a more 

practical dimension. Updating Wadel (p.59) I suggest that you need to develop three 

related attitudes in order to become a skilful researcher into one's own culture: 

1) To develop a reflexive attitude towards one's own repertoire of responsiveness and 

sensitivity to the different relationships, that one in the process of relating is invited 

into by the informants or one takes at any time during the process of inquiry. For this 

to happen one needs an attitude towards the repertoire of positions that the informant 

might come to embody in the process of these joint activities. 

2) To be able to reflexively respond to the different selves in motion enabling one or 

more voices to become a significant other and thereby an informant. In local contexts 

in the process of inquiry, the researcher will be offered or may offer different 

invitational arenas that one or the other can chose to respond to in different ways and 

in doing so form and shape the contours and landscapes in which both the 

researcher and in the wider community of participants jointly participate.  
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3) Doing the above makes one mindful of one's own preferred cultural practices and 

how these influence or direct what is observed or made, as opposed to acting from 

the idea of discovering the reality of the informant. Taking the view that things are not 

found but made, facilitates the view of being 'on the edge' and that one cannot predict 

ahead of time only circumstance different happenings and prepare for the happening 

of changes. 

 

 Visualising this means that I have needed to make explicit the many different 

attitudes that I am responding to and from while doing research, often complicated by the 

practicality that during a sequence of activities, such as a workshop day, I occupy several 

of the voices below, either simultaneously, or more practically that I might speak with a 

particular attitude and invitation in mind but being responded to in a way that re-directs 

my voice into new arenas. Here follows an illustration of these many different voices and 

responsive attitudes, the column on the left refer to the different positions that I occupy 

and the column on the right is that of my employees, equally one could be presented for 

the client relationships: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inspired by Wadel (1991) p. 61. 

 

There are different ways in which one can work in order to engage eloquently 

with such a multidimensional identification of selves. Being a systemic practitioner many 

of these skills are known practices, which on the one hand offers an easy access to a rich 
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perspective on practice governing them, on the other hand I realised the danger of taking 

them for granted might blur things. One way of compensating for this missing out on 

nuances is by having what is often referred to as ethnographic conversations (Lindlof, 

1995) or qualitative interviews (Silvermann, 2005). These conversations (Wadel, 1991,p. 

71) are different from everyday talk on several dimensions, such as:  

1)  The exchange is less balanced between researcher and informant than the back and 

forth movement of normal conversations. Less balanced understood as the particular 

setup in an interview situation with different relationships as opposed to normal day-

to-day conversations. 

2)  Repetitions are privileged as opposed to avoiding repetitions.  

3)  Demonstrating interest and 'not-knowing' positions are more often shown by the 

researcher. Even in cases where I as a researcher am aware of some of the details 

of a story, I will ask questions to further illuminate their view on the matter and in 

doing so suspend my own prejudices. 

4)  The researcher will promote more repetitions of what is being talked about in order 

to facilitate nuances in the descriptions. With repetition one can inquire into people's 

experiences from different angles and through this enrich their portraying. 

5)  Lack of explicit purposes is being replaced by more or less explicit purposes by the 

researcher. The purpose of the interview is guided by a desire to 'see into' the 

interviewee's landscape, how is it understood through their conduct from within 

episodes. 

 

These dimensions are made use of in order to increase the relational 

competences that shape the possible outcomes of such conversations. Relational 

competences are here understood as the collective orientational skills the researcher 

shares with his informants. The higher reflexivity these orientational skills are performed 

with, the better the chances of creating a richer account of the practices in focus. One of 

the reasons for doing so is that being a researcher on yourself also requires that you 
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make use of relational accounts of the co-constructions that the researcher is part of in 

relation to the informants. The relationship between researcher and informant is 

complimentary which needs to be apparent in the positions that are given and taken for 

both parties.  

 

Wadel (1991, p.62) suggests that field work as participative research is best 

viewed as a communicative teamwork and a communicative team development between 

researcher and informants. Many of the communicative co-creations are so every day like 

that it is often difficult to take notes, either in writing or 'in the head'. This is one of the 

reasons why nuances are often missed, simply because they pass by without any notice, 

they become 'blind spots'. Challenging my blind spots made me do the treating of data as 

a collaborative process, getting help from two interns asking them to ask questions into 

the meaning expressed in the interviews and the parts where there is communicated 

implicitly. In other cases of data material, such as brief episodes in everyday 

organisational life offers insights often as aha-experiences. These aha-experiences the 

researcher then tries to re-iterate in his/her observations in the coordination between 

informants either instrumentally or improvisatory. In my research getting people to reflect 

in writing proved helpful in order to get accounts of these episodes. Insights from 

participation are not only taking form through episodes of aha-experiences. It also occurs 

that discoveries form gradually and from many and repetitive episodes from within a 

particular attitude that one operates with over a longer period of time. This is central to my 

practice and is based on examples in the thesis, such as cases of strategy processes and 

of handling a difficult time in the organisation. As we shall see it is not merely repetition, 

but important situated details of unique moments offering important details and nuances 

of the embodied living patterns shaping the organisational life that are important. 

 

2.3 Orientational Difficulties in Practice 

On a practical level this has meant that I decided to make certain moves, such as 

making interviews, getting people‟s reflections on episodes in writing, conversations 
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either as planned or spontaneous, long term perspectives, episodic focus etc., in order to 

facilitate as much collaboration and transparency as possible. The opportunity to engage 

with many different responsive attitudes and to converse about positions from shared 

experiences is traditionally more difficult doing fieldwork in one's own culture than in other 

cultures. Never the less this I have tried both in more formal settings such a 

organisational days but also in conversations, bringing the curious voice of the researcher 

into the open, and even talking about what kind of meaning that voice could be given. 

This was done as response to the implicitness of our immediate relational rights and 

responsibilities from which we perform our membership of the culture. Moving between 

different positions may cause that we miss out on central nuances of the social practices 

constituting the culture, simply because it may produces an artificial contextual way of 

relating. This later difficulty especially appeared when I tried to record lived day to day 

practice. I realised that even my greatest ambitions of gently adding on to existing 

practice recording devices immediately shifted conversations and produced a sense of 

„self-observing‟ conduct, which produced not only in me but clearly also in people‟s way of 

speaking and responding a different practice as the more „normal‟ conduct in the 

organisation. Also I tried to record without my presence in the conversation, which not 

only produced the same kind of experience, but even more specifically it made people 

have conversations about the peculiarity of being objects to research and even talking 

about what they were supposed to perform so that „Jacob gets what he needs‟. These 

different attempts at identifying meaningful ways of researching into the practices of our 

organisation I considered as important learning, which matured my reflexive 

understanding of what the project in practice entailed. 

A central theme emerged, which moved me beyond my misguided attempts at 

producing an experience of „real, objective‟ findings. As Rorty (1991a, p.98) highlighted 

earlier a part of the diversion rested upon the contingencies of „classical research 

practices‟, which I through experimentations in practices came to realise as inappropriate 

to the kind of project I was involved in. I saw that I needed to relate to my project as an 

inquiry of ‗reweaving beliefs rather than discovering‘, it was much more an attempt at 
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bringing to intellectual accountability the kind of relationally structured practices that form 

our organisational practices, than it was an attempt at „digging out‟ something sitting there 

waiting to being brought out/forth. 

This central learning was further strengthened by Lindlof‟s (1995, p.4) point that 

in participant research a central theme is that it is only ‗by living an experience and then 

explicating what is significant about the lived experience can a qualitative researcher 

bring a report back to the reader‘. Indeed this combination of practical emerging 

experiences and literary reflections provided a growing sense of rigor and a need to 

recognise that a part of the reliability of the research was my actual participation in the 

different events. Instead of trying to create an „artificial objectivity‟ I made shifts towards 

collaboration, openness and dialogue, which strengthened accountability through 

people‟s comments on my tentative interpretations. 

 

Some of the following actions were made as deliberate attempts to act coherently 

and in coordination with ethical concerns, both of university outlines and practice based 

ethics: 

- Each interview commenced with spelling out my intentions with doing the interview. I 

try to express what I hope to achieve from the interview and how I am going to use 

the material as part of the thesis. Also I make it known that I will send my interview to 

them in an edited form asking them to read it through, offering them a chance to edit 

or make comments in the document. Also they are given the opportunity to reject 

their participation at any time during the process leading to their final approval. This 

isalso the case for other transcripts of conversations between employees in the 

organisation and for actual case material from lived experiences. 

- Theme day with the organisation following an introduction letter spelling out the 

intentions of the day, programme and importantly my reflections on the position of 

being a researcher. This was followed by a group discussion on the meaning of that 

position as opposed to my and their multiple positions in the organisation, not 
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necessarily reaching a conclusion but increasing the reflexive positioning taking 

place. Part of this context setting was a ritual where all participants signed a 'Written 

Consent' saying the following: In order to meet the research standards in relation to 

ethical concerns I am given the opportunity, at any stage, to choose not to respond or 

to recall anything uttered during my participation. Also I am aware that if material from 

the day is being used in later research due for publication I will be given the 

opportunity to read any part relating to my statement through. If I decide, at this time 

or any other time before publication, not to participate in the research project I am 

given the opportunity to reject my statements without explanation and prior notice. 

This procedure produced a lively debate since participants often felt objectivised in a 

way that was felt incoherent with systemic sensibilities of more collaborative 

approaches. We ended by concluding that this was an example of different 

paradigms colliding, that of traditional research and collaborative research. Indeed 

this was a learning experience of some of the difficulties of doing research in one‟s 

own culture. I realised that perhaps I was the one being „observed‟ rather than me 

observing them! During the day it was as if people awaited my moves reflexively 

trying to notice how I in practice managed the shift in positions and how the different 

activities informed a research practice. 

- In elaborating the data material I have associated myself with two assistants with 

whom I discussed possible interpretations and making connections. Their relation 

with me has been through an internship in the organisation. They are both master 

level students at the university majoring in psychology. We tried to read the data 

through two different lenses (Lindlof, 1994), one being a vertical lens, synchronic, 

focussing on a specific episode or transcript in order to gain as much richness from it 

as possible. Another way has been a horizontal lens, diachronic, looking across the 

material in order to make connections of a different kind. These different ways of 

seeing are presented within the thesis.  
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In elaborating data material I have followed Wadel (1991, p.66) who suggests the 

use of 'cover terms' or 'abstract general terms' may blur our view on the material. When 

one studies one's own culture it often happen that social and cultural conditions are taken 

for granted and self evident. Wadel (1991, p.66) explains; 'The use of rough categories 

may cover or hinder our ability to observe what is played out in the actual coordination. In 

our use of rough categories, which we shall call cover terms, we are in danger of naming 

something as being the same as something residing in actual differences in action. We 

might even overlook where that social coordination takes place.' Below I will describe 

  

in more detail how I have treated the data since I see this as central to understanding the 

makings of the research. 

 

So when I have been making my observations it has been important to make field 

notes that I have tried to make as descriptive as possible, capturing what is being said 

and how it is being said, if it is possible. The use of email has proved a useful tool since it 

has offered an opportunity for people to comment and coordinate the experience and how 

we may express it. Also I have tried to suspend for as long as possible making cover 

terms, both in order to keep open my orientation as to what counts as good examples, but 

also in respect to the fact that I have been in an emerging position as a researcher for a 

long time. Hence, it was not until starting to write up the material that a structure and a 

specific focus emerged, which meant that other areas of interest and focus were left 

behind. In particular the focus on consultancy practices was set aside, which in practice 

occupied the majority of the first two years of the doctorate program and replaced with the 

my new major focus on the sustaining of a successful community of systemic consultants 

that emerged from that process. 

Further my explicit theoretical reorientation into neo-pragmatism developed a 

different landscape of distinctions from a more classical systemic, hence providing a 

practical tension between new ways and old and more implicit ways of seeing. This 

further becomes a way of responding to a general critique of ethnographic methods in 
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research of not being „prober‟ in the sense of meeting criteria of objectivity and reliability. 

Luttrell (2000, p.499) argues that these methods can only be „good enough‟ in the sense 

that there cannot exist such a thing as objectivity – but that doesn‟t mean that makings 

are not reliable, indeed one will find that „Validity‟ and „Reliability‟ are met as the research 

increases his or her ability of intellectual accountability by being there, on the spot 

engaging with people. She argues that ‗we listen and make sense of what we hear 

according to particular theoretical, ontological, personal, and cultural frameworks and in 

the context of unequal power relations.‘ In order not to get caught in the tension between 

one‟s own desires and purposes, and resolving this tension with reference to abstract 

ideas such as objectivity, we try to make explicit our different moves and our backgrounds 

against which the research is being conducted, by giving our experiences and choices 

names.  

 

2.4 Creating Different Kinds of Data 

 In my process of collecting data I have made use of different approaches. The 

final material in this thesis contains data collected through: 

1) Interviews with consultants in the organisation. One being a recent employed 

consultant with less than one year in the organisation. Another with eight years in the 

organisation, who has been with us since we were two persons until now 50+. Thirdly 

a former consultant who has been away from the organisation for three years. 

Fourthly, I have been interviewed by my research colleague Andreas Granhof-Juhl, 

who is also a former colleague during the early years. 

2) Two clients have been interviewed. One being an executive director of several 

thousand people in a large municipality in Denmark. I have been collaborating with 

her for about eight years now. The other being head of health and nursing in a large 

municipality and we have been collaborating for ten years now on many different 

projects. Both have been selected since we have had a long term relationship and we 

have done some of the most innovative work together in the history of the 

organisation. 
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3) Recordings of conversations between employees talking about innovative 

consultancy work as part of a theme day held in May 2009. I wasn't part of these 

conversations, though present during the day. 

4) Two long term processes in the organisation. Multiple data will be used, such as 

emails, process papers, comments on events, reflections and conversations in the 

management group and with employees evaluating the learning etc.  

a. The first being a strategy process starting in the spring 2009 with a response to 

the financial crisis and how we could respond to that. We will follow the process 

as it evolves during the year. 

b. The other is following a process starting late 2009 in the organisation. It 

demonstrates how we make sense and evolve around a difficult situation in the 

organisation. 

5) My own field notes and experiences from day to day business in the organisation, 

that helps provide some reflections on important details about the organisation. 

6) Conversation with two interns about their experiences of working with the data 

material. 

7) Written reflections from people in the organisation, commenting on events.  

 

Where I have made the most editing of the data material has been with the 

different transcripts. Since my focus isn't on specific details of exclusive events, but rather 

to express some of the characteristics of innovative practices over time, and to develop 

ideas about how this comes out uniquely in a systemic community of practitioners, I have 

transformed the interviews into more readable forms. In collaboration with my two 

assistants I have read through the material and we have tried to present the interviews in 

such a way that they come out as a series of meaningful expressions for further 

elaboration in the material. This has provided a richer reflexivity around the interviews 

than if I had done it on my own. Also each edited interview has been sent to the 

respective informant for their further edification and approval, in order to ensure the 
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validity of the utterances as corresponding with the meaning and intention of the 

informant. I have created the following simple scheme that has been used. 

Edified transcript of interview with XX Theoretical links Comments 

Here the edified transcript is written out. Links to 

theoretical 

concepts are 

made as a way of 

making links. 

Comments and 

links to other 

material are put 

into the 

document here. 

 

Besides the transcript I have made space for making notes and comments, either 

theoretical links or comments of more general nature connecting with necessary contexts. 

I did this to ensure as easy access as possible for a possible audience of the thesis to 

follow the different steps that I made going from interview to presentation. Also I held 

conversations with the assistants about how the different interviews had moved or 

touched them as they got inside the material and what kind of stories it enables them to 

tell about the organisation. These interviews are also part of the data. 

 

2.5 Linking theory, method and data in practice 

Doing qualitative fieldwork the researcher rarely acts with a fixed agenda when 

entering the field of study. This accounts for the different things which take part in the 

practice of research, such as; the theories and the hypothesis the researcher applies, the 

different methods for collecting data, and for the kind of data one is privileging. This 

provides the researcher with a flexibility enabling him to make changes in focus with 

regard to theory and hypothesis, method of inquiry and as to what counts as data, which 

emerges during the active experimentation. This trapping back and forth between 

theoretical ways of relating to research projects and the actual practice of it may be 

illustrated in the following model: 
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Wadel p.130 

What the model is trying to present is the relationship between general theory, 

methodology and data on different levels in research practice. The outer triangle with 

CAPITAL letters refers to the general theoretical concepts governing the research as that 

person engages with practice. These ideas become significant in how Data and choice of 

Method is shaped. Even though this might be an attempt to structure and give an account 

of something in a way which is different from the real practice of the research, it has been 

helpful to relate to these background (foreground being the doing of the research) ways 

of looking at a research project since it provides functional distinctions which 

organisesdifferent arenas of considerations of doing research. This movement might 

appear a simple step, but for me taking the step from consulting to researching provided 

me with some steps that made these transitory shifts possible. The inner triangle relates 

to theories on the spot, meaning how we make connections in practice to methodological 

choices and reorientations while in practice. Also ideas about what counts as data might 

change, and unanticipated insights happen that might change the agenda or influence the 

general reference. The inner circle was helpful since it provided an account of what I saw 

happening during my process of inquiry. A lot of my material had to be revised some of it 

was even dumped since the focus of the project merged into something different from 

what it originally set out to focus on. So the methods of inquiry attuned to the different 

Generel profession 

with its implicit 

preferences 

 

Theory 

Method Data 

t 

m d 

Fieldstudy 

Moving about 
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circumstances that emerged, and as I grew in competence and focus and so did my use 

of theory.  

We have already seen how a general approach to Method and method comes to 

be different hence the ideals of doing research are influenced through its active 

application to practice. Method being the general concerns and ambitions that motivate 

my project and research focus. This obviously has had consequences as to how methods 

in use were evaluated. The same pattern counts for Data and data relationships. General 

ideas about what counts as data in the project are informed by the interest in irreverent 

and ironic practice, and how this is lived in a systemic community of consultants.  

 

On a practical level these ideas were challenged and revised. From the inquiries 

into innovative consultancy work, the story of organisational practices as providing the 

conditions for innovative practice emerged as perhaps more interesting. Whether this 

came through theory or practice I am unaware of today, probably it's a combination. What 

certainly influenced a greater focus on our organisation was the time after merging with 

Rambøll Management Consulting when the organisation managed to reorient and renew 

itself yet re-iterating our culture making it even stronger today than before the merger. But 

also re-orienting the organisation through what is most popularly called the 'financial 

crisis', which will take part in the thesis were both interesting and impressive. These shifts 

and writing up the thesis has then again created another topic, which today is probably 

more engaging for me to look into, which is of a more personal kind since it is about the 

leadership that I am trying to develop in the organisation. This perspective will be 

reflected upon in the final chapter of the thesis. 

 The general Theoretical relation to theories in practice, as we shall see, is more 

following a format that emerged through year two and three of the doctorate programme, 

with my general interest in applying Rorty and Shotter as a kind of meta story to the 

research at large. This is made as a deliberate attempt to break free from a more 

traditional story about being systemic, which I am well acquainted with. Thus, taking a 
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different theoretical position helps provide an expanded view on the material and my 

relationship with systemic ideas, which in itself becomes a re-descriptive process of me 

as a systemic practitioner. It is about responding to Bateson's (1972) point about news of 

a difference as constitutive of making new information. When choosing a distinct 

theoretical framework as the general perspective, more classical systemic ideas serve to 

illustrate the different cases in the thesis. This is done in order to provide as many cases 

as possible with a theoretical background that resonates with that of the interview person, 

so that they can recognise the interpretations made as meaningful. 
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3. CHAPTER 3: BECOMING A SYSTEMIC ORGANISATION 

– REDESCRIPTION IN PRACTICE 

Among the many ways one can read the systemic tradition, I have always 

attuned myself with the rebellious and anarchistic stories setting out new directions for 

research, practice as well as for philosophy. But just as this is a personal preference, I 

also recognise the tendency to 'be on the edge' has been a thread passing through the 

great thinkers within our field. While any practice tradition produces methods and action 

guiding ideas, the systemic tradition also suggests that keeping the conversation about 

the relevance of these ideas and implicit metaphors going is vital in order not 'to fall in 

love with one's own hypothesis' (Lang, Little & Cronen, 1990, p. 40) because 'falling in 

love' introduces an inference, an end of inquiry. Campell & Draper (IN Cecchin, Lane & 

Ray, 1992, p. VII) describe this urge in their foreword to the important book 'Irreverence – 

A Strategy for Therapists' Survival': '...systemic therapists must always be on the edge, 

open to new ways of seeing things and new ways of intervening; they must always be 

prepared to say, "Yes, but there is another way to see this." This ability lies at the heart of 

systemic practice.' 

 

Being systemic denotes an ontological presence, a certain way-of-being-in-the-

world, but being systemic is more a matter of „what you do‟ than it is with „who you are‟. 

So one‟s way of being becomes a performative act, a social construction in motion, where 

the very wording and acting both form the social world in which we live and 

simultaneously shape the speaker in an ongoing recursive process. The view held by 

systemic theory-practitioners is that of emerging identifications of self, selves in the 

making. A key characteristic of these writers is their ability to move positions or change 

attitudes towards ways of relating, create new and enriched languages rather than 

sticking to some old language habits, and to live systemically is facing this challenge with 

joy rather than with despair or doubt. This relates us with some of the contemporary 

pioneers within organisational theorising who all share this urge to redescribe and 

question the established stories of good leadership and the dominant stories about the 
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challenge of organising. Some of these are: Morgan (1993, 1997), Stacey (1997), 

Cooperider & Shrivastva (1987), Weick (1979, 1995), von Krogh & Roos (1995), Barreth 

(1998), Argyris (1990), Gergen (1982), Senge (1990), Nonaka & Tacheuchi (1986), 

Tsoukas & Chia (2002), Shotter (2006) and Drucker (2007). Through their writing we are 

invited into an understanding of organisations, which is characterised by making the 

emerging processes of change constitutive of reality, and thereby making reality a 

position within the web of significance.  Though, it would be too crude a generalisation to 

re-describe organisational theories and practices of these different writers using one 

voice to govern all voices, the following description, clearly inspired by Rorty, offered by 

Tsoukas and Chia (2002. P. 570) would, I guess, respectfully account on the behalf of 

this literary community: 'we argue that change is reweaving of actors' webs of beliefs and 

habits of action as a result of new experiences obtained through interactions. Insofar as 

this is an ongoing process, that is, to the extent actors try to make sense of and act 

coherently in the world, change is inherent in the human action. Organization is an 

attempt to order the intrinsic flux of human action, to channel it towards certain ends, to 

give it a particular shape, through generalizing and institutionalizing particular meanings 

and rules. At the same time, organization is a pattern that is constituted, shaped, 

emerging from change. Viewed this way, organization is a secondary accomplishment, in 

a double sense: First, it is a socially defined (yet tacit and embodied, my emphasis) set of 

rules aiming at stabilizing an ever-mutating reality by making human behaviour more 

predictable. Second, organization is an outcome, a pattern, emerging from the reflective 

application of the very same rules in local contexts over time. While organization aims at 

stemming change, it is also the outcome of change.' Following this definition we 

recognise that there is a close relationship with this understanding of the process of 

coming to identify an organisation and that of coming to understand a self. Selves are not 

stable, but continually in the process of their own making and organisations form part in 

the making of selves, since they produce temporary continuity by providing operative 

distinctions through which selves can produce a sense of orientation and a sense of 

purpose.  
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A classical systemic example governing the relation understanding of self is 

found in Bateson‟s (1972, p. 288-289) article Cybernetics of Self. „[C]onsider a blind man 

with a stick,… Where does the blind man‟s self begin? At the tip of the stick? At the 

handle of the stick? Or at some point halfway up the stick? These questions are 

nonsense, because the stick is a difference along which differences are transmitted under 

transformation, so that to draw a delimiting line across this pathway is to cut off a part of 

the systemic circuit which determines the blind man‟s locomotion.‟ Where one draws the 

distinction about what to include and what not to, tells more about the position from where 

this distinction is made, than it denotes a truth about observing.  

 

Following this line of thinking, we immediately recognise that to study 

organisations, we must direct a great deal of attention to the processes of becoming, 

since we here engage ourselves in the living dynamics of organising the fluctuating 

nature of the living, that is to take seriously the process of self-creation.  

 

Living through the aspiration of responding continuously in new ways makes a 

clear link between this later organisational theorising and the systemic and pragmatic 

traditions apparent, since both traditions share the view that our world gets created 

through our processes of inquiry within and in relation to it. Maturana & Varela is (1987, p. 

247) famous quote is a vivid illustration of this link; 'Every human act takes place in 

language. Every act in language brings forth a world created with others in the act of 

coexistence which gives rise to what is human. Thus every human act has an ethical 

meaning because it is an act of constitution of the human world.' This means abandoning 

the traditional scientific question 'am I describing things as they really are?' and replacing 

it with the one earlier suggested by Rorty (1999, p.72) saying that the pragmatists 

'...substitute for this traditional question the practical question, 'Are our ways of describing 

things, of relating them to other things so as to make them fulfil our needs more 

adequately, as good as possible? Or can we do better? Can our future be made better 

than our present?' This irreverence towards inference as the aim of inquiry is considered 
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a moral commitment of a systemic professional (Lang, Little & Cronen, 1990, p.39) linked 

with the systemic notion of neutrality.  

 

The term neutrality (Cecchin, 1987, p. 405) was 'originally used to express the 

idea of actively avoiding the acceptance of any one position as more correct than 

another.' Later Cecchin (1987, p.406) further elaborated the idea proposing 'that we 

describe neutrality as the creation of a state of mind of the therapist (leader and 

consultant, my emphasis). Curiosity leads to exploration and invention of alternative 

views and moves, and different moves and views breed curiosity. In this recursive 

fashion, neutrality and curiosity contextualize one another in a commitment to evolving 

differences, with a concomitant nonattachment to any particular position.' This lead to the 

pragmatic position, Cecchin (1987, p.406) argues, that 'we are usually more interested in 

how useful our explanations of behaviour are than in their value as truth.'  

 

 Where irreverence is associated to professional practices within therapy and 

consultation I find in Rorty a much broader significance attributed to this ambition. Rorty 

isn‟t limiting it to a professional practice, but to the very challenge originally articulated by 

Nietzche, of self-creation. This must in his view be one of the primal tasks of living in an 

anti-representational world view, a view which in so many ways corresponds with that 

found in systemic writings. Through his writings one will easily recognise this challenge as 

the urge to invent new vocabularies as a primary task of philosophy, where he calls for an 

edifying philosopher, who ‗…aims to keep reinvigorating the conversation by finding new 

descriptions capable of making the world seem fresh all over again; they want to elicit a 

‗sense of wonder that there is something new under the sun‘ (1980, p. 370). In later 

writings he put his focus on literature and artistic expressions of living. There he replaces 

the notion of edification with that of redescription and irony. With his notion of irony as a 

practice he offers an enriching view of the living of a person operation under systemic, 

pragmatic, anti-representational ideas.  
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An ironist is understood fulfilling three conditions (Rorty, 1989, p. 73): 

 (1) She has radical and continuing doubts about the final vocabulary she currently uses, 

because she has been impressed by other vocabularies, vocabularies taken as final by 

people or books she has encountered; (2) she realises that argument phrased in her 

present vocabulary can neither underwrite nor dissolve these doubts; (3) insofar as she 

philosophises about her situation, she does not think that her vocabulary is closer to 

reality than others, that it is in touch with a power not herself.' 

 

Paradoxically the last thing an ironist wants is a 'theory of ironism' just as a 

systemic practitioner is reluctant to create a theory about being systemic. An example of 

such reluctance is found in Jones & Asen (2000, p. 13) responding to the challenge of 

accounting for the methods guiding their practice  as part of a comparative study of 

therapy and depression, they say: 'We found the writing of such protocol difficult partly 

because of our distaste for pinning down our practice in what seemed a rigid and 

prescriptive format – psychotherapy is, after all, an art as well as a set of techniques...' 

and further comments that 'each therapist is likely to use most of these techniques during 

the course of therapy...' One will easily in systemic communities recognise this reluctance 

towards final vocabularies, and we often use the phrase: 'Well it depends on how you 

choose to look at it!' 

 

 But where Rorty talks of an ironic stance as an individual private movement and 

aspiration (of a poet or philosopher), I would suggest that one could find equal aspirations 

in a community living in the realm of this ambition. In doing so I follow Bacon's (2007, 

pp.89-96) treatment of the critique of Rorty's private irony, suggesting that it is a too 

narrow reading of Rorty's intention. Since the individual is not alone, but a functional 

distinction that arises through the process of engagement with others through time. But 

what he highlights with private irony is the importance of letting everybody find their own 

private salvation and not through some text book or religious doctrine (Vattimo & Rorty, 
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2005). We have to decide for ourselves, we have to take up that challenge in order not to 

be set by the length of other people's salvation. This point I believe to be important, since 

management theory and management consultants have a long tradition of telling people 

what is good for them, rather than facilitating a process, where people make these 

decisions themselves. It is also important to recognise that we alone must face the 

consequences of our self-description as we impose differences on other people's lives 

through our conduct of that story in the social domain. Dewey (1922/30, p. 216-217) 

highlights that in the development of self is 'the thing actually at stake in any serious 

deliberation is not a difference in quantity, but what kind of person one is to become, what 

sort of self is in the making, what kind of a world is making.' The development of self 

provides changes in the world and it cannot take place outside of it, hence change is a 

moral matter to the extent that morality in seen as being within the process of the living, 

not outside. Dewey further highlights the importance of the surrounding conditioning of 

the development of self, since we can only alter our self by altering our habits and the 

best way to alter our habits is to change the social conditions constituting the formation of 

habits, hence 'we must work on the environment not merely on the hearts of men.' 

(Dewey, 1922/30, p. 22). 

  

Just in the same way as the poet isn't able to perform poetically all the time and 

alone (understood as separate from any social surrounding governing their conduct as 

humans), so isn't a community. But what a community as with the poet equally can do, is 

that they can become increasingly responsive to the circumstances that allow for such 

practices to happen. Also, it is important to recognise making this jump from individual to 

community that 'the human self is created by the use of a vocabulary, rather than being 

adequately or inadequately expressed in a vocabulary.' (Rorty, 1989, p. 7) And using a 

vocabulary is taking place within the realm of the social, e.g. within communities.  

 

It is within the realm of this world view, or background, that systemic practitioners 

commit themselves to as actors of a profession. It is this way that Rorty (1989, 1999) 
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imagines that we must take up the challenge formulated by the Enlightment of setting 

ourselves free from oppressions of final vocabularies, not through the Kantian vision of 

rational imperatives, neither through the Romantics belief in the indefinite opportunities to 

create our own new story and life direction freed from our pasts. To Rorty (1989, p. 88) 

the ironic practitioner realises ones contingencies, as does Dewey with his notions of 

habits, yet realising the opportunity for imagining new and better futures, since 'an ironist 

cannot get along without the contrast between the final vocabulary she inherited and the 

one she is trying to create for herself.'   

 

Where the professional practices such as therapy and consultancy are well 

explored, less attention has been offered to how professional organisational communities 

organise themselves and how they operate in order to provide the necessary conditions 

for such ironic practices to come naturally. Reasons for this can be many, but most 

important is the fact that very few organisations name themselves as systemic. Rather 

than wanting to offer a description about such a community I will illustrate in different 

ways how such a community sees itself from within its practices. I will do so by offering 

different views of the life and practice of the day to day operation and people reports of 

what becoming part of such a community does to their sense of self, e.g. their self-

creation or redescription. Rorty (1989, p. 84) emphasises the importance of self-creation 

as central to purpose of organising, he argues; '...the point of social organisation is to let 

everybody have a chance at self-creation to the best of his or her abilities, ... create their 

private self-images, reweave their webs of belief and desire in the light of whatever new 

people and books they happen to encounter.' For systemic practitioners this comes 

naturally as something distinctive of human life itself, since we argue 'that a distinctively 

human life is one that holds open the possibility of creative elaborations of our "lived 

experiences" (Dewey 1934) and the radical reconstruction both of our "stories lived" and 

of our "stories told" (Pearce, 1989)' (Lang, Little & Cronen, 1990). 
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3.1 Inquiring into episodes of redescription 

Common to all of the above thinkers and practitioners is the view that all living 

forms taken together form an irreducible pragmatic unity, pragmatic because the 

experience of unity is a felt dimension from within the movement of the process of the 

living, hence there cannot be an external criteria for such unity, „no sky hook‟ (Rorty, 

1980). As we move jointly, as we speak more, move more, create more, build more, write 

more, we orient our being in the world, not by rational means (since rational is an 

explanatory principle as opposed to a practical one), but by relating to happenings in the 

otherness around us, by anticipating the next move as a way of relating to the utterances 

of others. Indeed, as they relate to our presence and in so doing they identify themselves 

to us as being within the conversation. In this continuous flow of happenings particular 

moments are referred to as moments with a particular unique quality, a felt experience of 

things coming together forming a transformational wholeness.  

 

Dewey (1925) refers to these moments as consummatory dimensions of 

experience meaning, in Cronen‟s (2000) terms, „the creation of moments that have the 

feeling of finality, or a moment of elegant "fit" embracing form and feeling in a unifying 

moment.‟ (p.6). Not only do these moments change the qualitative experience of the 

episode, they also produce within us, in our way of being able to relate to the otherness 

around us, a different orientational knowing, a different sensibility that enables us to 

anticipate the „moves‟ of others in the social interplay; or, to put it in Wittgensteinian 

(1953) terms, how to draw on different „grammatical abilities‟ denoting our knowing how to 

go on in particular contexts and in this case into the „not yet actualised‟. With respect to 

the theme of this chapter these moments play an important role, since they are privileged 

as providing perhaps better than other ideas descriptions of innovative happenings, and it 

is significant in understanding these moments to deploy a responsive relational 

description of living interactions. Inquiring into these episodes also importantly implies 

inquiring into the constituting circumstances that provide the necessary background for 

calling out in us these spontaneous responses. 
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In the following examples we inquire into an organisational example of how 

strategy was approached as a continuous conversation taking place during the course of 

a year. This is done to provide an example of some of the organisational practices that 

take place in order to serve as a background for a series of examples of how people in 

the organisation experience significant moments in their organisational life as connected 

to the process of redescription. 

 

3.2 Strategy work as poetry, redescription and co-ordinations in action 

Crafting strategies and executing them are some of the big ideas governing 

managing organisations. But where the general idea implies specific instrumentalities and 

a narrow vocabulary, such as; 'Eight steps to successful strategies' as envisioned by 

Kotter (1996), systemic approaches emphasise the evolutionary coordination taking place 

through conversations between people in the organisation, with clients and networks. We 

emphasize that the process through which we talk about strategies form the strategies we 

live and perceive as real in the organisation. This view links with Dewey‟s notion of 

Inquiry by which he understood: “Inquiry is the controlled or directed transformation of an 

indeterminate situation into one that is so determinate in its constituents, distinctions and 

relations as to convert the elements of the original situation into a unified whole‖ (Dewey 

1938b, p. 104-5). The indeterminate situation is in this case the elaboration of where to 

go next as an organisation, so that people can organise their activities in relation to this 

direction, or end-in-view. The reason for doing so is our concern that in order for people 

to act according to the strategy they must come to embody a set of orientational skills so 

that they can make practical judgements on a day to day basis as they act out who we 

are becoming. 

 

The case extends over a period of a year and starts in the spring of 2009. In the 

year following the global economic breakdown in 2008, consultancy businesses were 

threatened by a market in free fall, since most HR departments had to close down 
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activities in order to save. We saw at that time the first signals of the decline since our 

competitors were letting people go, some even closed down during the spring. Hence, we 

didn't experience the same decline, partly because we operate mostly in the public sector 

and partly because our activities have a long time span and our order book was at that 

time pretty good. But we had to relate to the situation and find our own way forward in a 

market under change. This became the process of creating a new strategic sensibility 

which isn't brought to a conclusion yet but surely has created a series of new activities 

which today makes us practically the only consultancy experiencing growth in our market.  

 

To start from an end in the process a consultant recently came into my office 

where he said that it was funny to think about it, but it was as if the whole process over 

the past year had made us more systemic than we were before. I asked him if he could 

explain in more detail what he meant by this, and he replied on email: 

 

‖Attractor is a more systemic organisation than ever before‖.  

These were my words in a conversation that took place some time ago 

with Jacob. It was expressed in relation to reflections about the way we work with 

our customers, but also the way we act internally in the organization. It is the 

latter I am addressing in this ―essay‖. 

So what does this statement imply regarding being a member of Attractor 

as an organization? To get some kind of understanding or notion about it, I would 

have to quote one of the key inspirations in our work with systemic 

consultation,‖The Tree of Knowledge‖ by Humberto Maturana and Francisco 

Varela (1987, p 145-6). 

―If we know that our world is necessarily the world we bring forth with 

others, every time we are in conflict with another human being with whom we 

want to remain in coexistence, we cannot affirm what for us is certain (an 

absolute truth) because that would negate the other person. If we want to coexist 
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with the other person, we must see that his certainty - however undesirable it 

may seem to us - is as legitimate and valid as our own because, like our own, 

that certainty expresses his conservation of structural coupling in a domain of 

existence - however undesirable it may seem to us. Hence, the only possibility for 

coexistence is to opt for a broader perspective, a domain of existence in which 

both parties fit in the bringing forth of a common world. A conflict is always a 

mutual negation. It can never be solved in the domain where it takes place if the 

disputants are "certain." A conflict can go away only if we move to another 

domain where coexistence takes place. The knowledge of this knowledge 

constitutes the social imperative for a humancentered ethics‖. 

 

To me the quote captures the very essence of what we are focused on in 

our work as systemic practioners. If we believe in this basic assumption about the 

nature of the individual and the relation between individuals, it is imperative to 

strive for the establishment of a common ground for exchange and coordination 

of perspectives with the purpose of being able to make organizationally 

sustainable solutions or decisions. 

 

This is not to say that conflicts do not arise in Attractor. As in any other 

organization, there are a multiverse of different perspectives on a lot of issues. 

But what starts as a conflict or difference of opinion on a given topic, will always 

be transformed into multiple dialogues about how to move on. It does not mean 

that everybody has to agree on everything. In a systemic perspective this would 

be an impossible mission and we would not really understand what Maturana and 

Varela said about human interaction. What happens in these situations is that 

there will be a metaperspective on the conflict or the organizational issue being 

addressed. This meta consciousness is shared by both leaders and consultants 

and is a common platform that is essential in being capable of practising systemic 

dialogues within an organization.  
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In my view this has been evolving over the last years and could be said 

to illustrate a process of internalization of systemic thinking in our ―everyday life‖ 

as members of an organization. It is something we are aware of as being part of 

the foundation on which we interact with our customers. There must be 

coherence between our ―inner dialogue‖ and the way we practise systemic 

consultation. I will name this the emergence of a collective moral obligation 

regarding the individual responsibility to help one self and the organization to 

sustain and develop the capacity to coordinate meaning into coordinated action. 

 

This approach has in my view been strengthened in a period of recession 

where we had to be ―exemplary‖ in the sense that we as an organization faced 

serious challenges. It has meant that we as employees can address and raise 

issues on equal terms with the management. This is possible because of the 

shared sense of moral obligation described above. An essential part of this is that 

the management recognizes the importance of mutual trust in the leader-

employee relation in the sense that every member of the organization is 

responsible to help coordinate meaning in the organizational multiverse. 

 

 Essential to these reflections is the notion of systemic dialogues, dialogues that 

are sensitive and relationally responsive to the many different perspectives and voices 

that form our collective and shared organisational space, as something unique reflecting 

a meta-consciousness, the ability to both engage in a dialogue yet being able to hold 

open a view for the 'whole', an active tapping back and forth between the episode and it's 

conditioning contextual landscape, in the process of the conversation. Not only do these 

practices produce 'in him' a lived embodied sense of coherence between stories told and 

lived in the organisation, enabling him to relate to his work as consultant and to our 

practices as a community. Also this ability to keep a variety of voices alive in the 

organisation produces a situation of trust in the relationship between leaders and 

employees which he connects with a social moral imperative, which in Shotter's (2007, p. 
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588-590) word means becoming increasingly responsive to the otherness of the 

otherness around us. But also, this relates to, what Rorty (1999, p. 79) sees as the only 

moral commitment, if any is needed after all, a free liberal society can make; 'moral 

development in the individual, and moral progress in the human species as a whole, is a 

matter of re-marking selves so as to enlarge the variety of the relationships which 

constitute those selves.' In this sense his reflections portray very well the very ambitions 

that drive and motivate the practices of conversing in the organisation. 

 

Before arriving at this stage a process had taken place. Reflecting on the case I 

have selected a series of events that frame the year, though well aware that it also means 

leaving out possibly more, all the in-betweens. In order to give the reader an experience 

of orientation I have made this graphic illustration of the different sources of data. 

 

The description will fall into two parts, the first called 'Creating strategic 

awareness as an ongoing expressive act of becoming' focuses on strategic conversations 

during over a period of six months. The different events will be supplemented with 

quotations from interviews serving as background for understanding the intended 
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meaning which is expressed in these cases. The second is called 'Becoming through 

difficult times' and has its focus on how the community responded to the situation of 

letting a person go and how new organisational conversations emerged from it. Both 

stories have been read through by an employee and a manager in order for them to 

respond to the text with reflections. 

 

3.3 Creating strategic awareness as an ongoing expressive act of 

becoming 

This story focuses on four episodes exemplifying how we talk strategy and how 

the work emerges creatively. The start of the story builds on a turbulent period over the 

previous year following the merger with the RMC organisation. We had hired in more than 

20 new consultants and in the same period lost around ten consultants, so a lot of new 

faces were found in the organisation, that hadn't been part of much strategy talk since 

focus had been on keeping the organisation going and maintaining client experiences of 

quality. So in some sense it was also the beginning of a new process post-merger 

building a new purpose for our being as an organisation. The strategy process is now 

much more developed and in the fall of 2010 a more intensive dialogue on future 

purposes and identity stories has taken place in a joint process. 

 

3.3.1 From Recession to Re-Session, April 2009 

„The only real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes but in 

having new eyes.‟ Marcel Proust. 

 

Due to the general economic downturn in 2008/9, I was invited to give my 

account of the market outlook at a staff meeting.  My immediate concern at the time was 

with how media and politicians queued up with a defining vocabulary under the title 

„recession‟ and with it all the numbers that confirm the realm of this. This vocabulary left 

little room for other voices and I was missing a voice saying something about what it 

takes to move beyond recession. This deficit vocabulary had entered our organisation as 
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a whole since we, the Ramboll Group, see ourselves as an international business. The 

funny thing was that we at the time were producing quite impressive profits, so we didn't 

feel the pressure at the time. So rather than talking about recession, I renamed it „re-

session‟, arguing that we needed to session ourselves to new market conditions. The kind 

of 'session' we needed to engage ourselves in was not one that could be located through 

rational thinking since it was a request to engage in the not yet actualised. In presenting 

this I made use of Shotter's (2006) point, that some problems are difficulties of orientation 

rather than difficulties of the intellect. I stressed my point by saying that the challenge was 

not so much figuring out what was right to do, but instead to become increasingly 

responsive to the voices that invited different and new stories about making use of 

consultants relevant so that we could orient and prepare ourselves to the markets not yet 

realised. So the skills I requested for were those of orientation. After my brief introduction 

I made people engage in conversations relating to two questions: „What voices does the 

idea of re-session our selves call forth in us?‟ and „what kind of conversations and with 

whom do we need to invite ourselves into in order to increase our responsiveness to our 

being in the market?‟ Finally we did a round where each group highlighted the most 

important messages from their peer work. The event produced spontaneous responses 

from all sides in the organisation offering their support to making such moves possible. A 

consultant Hanne reflected on the event: 'A central episode in the process was to see a 

budget and results presented by a director who seemed undaunted by the dark clouds of 

the market outlook. One who presented (dull and ordinary) financial figures with words 

such as relationships, to do what you are best at doing, to build on our competences and 

to deconstruct the word 'recession' and instead inquire into 're-session' through brief 

encounters that opened up chances of talking about our best practices. It was an episode 

that was ground breaking. Never have I experienced anything like it. I was hit by a very 

strong gratitude that it was even possible.' 

 

I find this opening event interesting since it is quite characteristic of how we play 

with language ourselves, seeking better ways of expressing ourselves in relation to our 
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circumstances. Also the event summarises key theoretical ideas from Wittgenstein 

through Rorty and the whole post-modern tradition, arguing the belief that words make 

things rather than represent the thing denoted. Hence, words have in themselves no 

preferred way of being given meaning so the meaning of words is entirely up to our use of 

them in particular situations, and the use in such happenings always happens under 

some description or another (Rorty, 1980). Indeed, it can be a powerful move to create 

space for a curious inquiry into the assumptions governing the organisational practices. 

For our part as an organisation, having these conversations, talking theory and 

assumption, making inquiries into different ideas about doing consultancies is quite 

natural and it is not uncommon to find colleagues engaged in conversations about 

interpretations of Wittgenstein or Bateson, or some new idea one has come upon. Also 

we regularly invite different researchers and philosophers into our academy days, internal 

training, simply in order to get new inspiration, take a different view on things which is a 

treasured practice. Also her embodied responsive attitude produces 'in her' an experience 

of things coming uniquely together, a moment of consummation opening up for 'ground 

breaking' outlook at our opportunities in the market. 

 

A colleague Eva with eight years in the organisation, reports about such activities 

and their role in the organisation: ‗In a period I think that we were falling in love with our 

own five favourite lenses, acting as if we were champions of the world. But with the 

‗shipyard
2
‘ project we gave our selves new horizons to look at. When we for example 

engage in new methods, or when TO
3
 brought narrative ideas into the organisation it was 

done in a way with openness towards the new and different so that what resonated with 

our general ideas of self as an organisation gets included. I also see this in the way new 

colleagues bring e.g. philosophy into the house in a different way, with a different 

language. Over time it enters the little cracks, but all the time with a filter. We can‘t just  

                                                           
2
  Shipyard - An organisational project redescribing different aspects of our practices. The projects were 

chosen through a collective process in the organisation. The metaphor of taking a ship out of service in 
order to upgrade it in a shipyard. 

3
  A former leader in the organisation 
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take in everything just because there are many truths out in the world. In these situations 

we have certain perspectives and a filter determining what we let in.‘ 

 

What is interestingly said about our organisation is that it is open to discuss new 

ideas, try out experiments and what appears to resonate is being taken into the language 

of the organisation. But there is not „a somebody‟ who makes these choices, they kind of 

happen as a result of the strong stories about who we are, like Eva earlier in the interview 

describes; ‗If you haven‘t got a project for being here, there wouldn‘t be any idea in 

staying.‘ And this felt experience that we have something important that reaches beyond, 

is very much alive in the organisation; ‗we have lived our own ideas and they have proven 

themselves.' Central to this is the definition of relationships between people in the 

organisation, since people's sense of self provides an important condition for such 

participatory experimentation with redescribing our practices. Emerging out of the 

different interviews it has become quite obvious that how people enter our organisation 

plays an important role in their description of self as a member of the community. In an 

interview with a former colleague, Andreas, I account for my thoughts about empowering 

people is this way: 'If people are employed in the company it is because they are good 

enough. I relate to the good they offer – nothing else. It is my basic approach until the 

opposite has been proved several times, and that is what I communicate to people. We 

wish to empower people and we therefore tell them why they are important to us as 

employees and what we look forward to see. Being employed in Attractor is not about 

being good enough theoretically but about daring to let go of perfection and be present. I 

practice this in relation to all new employees. I give people a kind of a paradoxical 

message: You can become much better, but at the same time you are good enough – 

otherwise you would not be here!' 

 

Viewed through the eyes of the employees this is highlighted as important and a 

characteristic of the cultural practices forming who we are becoming. A previous 

colleague Andreas reports: 'One of the first times we carried out a seminar I got a task; I 
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was to give a presentation. Just before I started, you and Thorkil
4
 looked at me and said 

that when I started my presentation we never doubted that the client profited from it! We 

have never discussed it since. But I thought that it was a very interesting and 

empowerment based management story. I was in between being an intern and 

permanent employee but I experienced an equality relation. If it had not been there I had 

experienced a higher demand for reproducing. It exempted to me, as an employee, what 

the guidelines were.' A practice that has continued to live on, a recently employed 

colleague Pernille reports about her experience of entering the organisation: 'At the 

beginning I ventured into all kinds of projects where I did not know how to go about it. I 

just had to grab hold of myself and get going. Then at one point I met Thorkil in the 

hallway and he could see that I looked rather ‗cross-eyed‘. He put his hand on my 

shoulder and said: What‘s up? I jabbered that I was confused about my tasks having 

enough Attractor substance, that is, how much of what I was doing and paid for did 

actually correspond to his expectations when hiring me... Then he said: ―Know what, 

Pernille? From the moment I heard you talking, I realised that you are a true Attractor‖. 

We are talking about re-defining. Another time at the office, when I came and unburdened 

myself – I was busy handling some details and had a lot on my plate – you said that it 

was not about me having control or not; maybe it was just me being a person with a high 

ambiguity tolerance. A positive reframing – that makes the difference. It is about re-

defining and the feeling of you supporting in doing so.' 

 

 Indeed reframing is an important skill for the systemic professional, but it is more 

than that. Imagine a community where people at all levels helps refresh deficit discourses 

about what isn't possible or what people might think that they are incapable of, into 

conversations about the possible and not yet imagined. It keeps people attuning to the 

realm of the future since we reinvigorate inferences or dead metaphors, offering new 

words and images that provide people with a sense of orientation. It is not orchestrated 

according to a particular end, but better seen as an ever mutating living practice in- and 

                                                           
4
  Thorkil was co-founder, but is no longer part of the organisation. 
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outside the organisation which holds the ambitions of opening space for new forms of 

living together. Hence these practices provide the conditions for a culture in constant 

movement with no intentions of bringing these movements to a halt, which I recognise as 

central to the systemic ambition since we, along with Rorty (1989, p. 7), see that ‗…..a 

talent for speaking differently, rather than arguing well, is the chief instrument for cultural 

change.‘ 

 

 Living in a community in which speaking different is entirely natural provides 

particular backgrounds for a continuous creation of novelty, though for this to happen 

people need to take an ownership for the life and practice of the organisation. Eva 

reports; '… the really interesting and cool part of working in Attractor, is that you are 

offered the chance to influence and to be a co-creater of the culture. Right from the 

beginning Thorkil's and your organisational culture were open, new and fresh – one 

couldn't avoid shaping it. This I really want to make an effort bringing on the new, who 

comes today, so long time after. Come on take your chance! Shape what you want, go for 

what you aspire for the most! It gives me personally a lot of energy, that I can pursue my 

ambitions.' 

 

 The picture that I am trying to draw is one that provides a background of the 

cultural practices that are taking place on a day to day basis. It is all such background 

that comes together on a day of Re-sessioning ourselves. In the following we shall go into 

more detail with the different activities that shape the strategy work of the organisation as 

it unfolded. 

 

3.3.2 Innovation in our Work as Consultants, May 2009 

 Considering my research project as being a kind of action research I wanted to 

have a chance of inviting everybody into talking about the notion of innovative 

consultancy practice. How would the consultants account for notion of innovation? Also, I 
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wanted to expand the notion of re-session by giving people a creative space to inquire 

into one's own practices as well as those of their colleagues. I planned the day so that the 

way in which we would work with the topic would in itself be experimental, so that learning 

not only related to the outcome of the processes, but also to the different exercises. 

 

 In the invitation I made the purpose of the day clear saying that apart from being 

part of an academy day
5
, it also served as part of my research. Characteristically of the 

organisation people immediately went into discussing the meaning of this position and 

especially the written consent that I wanted them to sign, accepting that notes and 

statements from the day could be used as part of the doctoral thesis. This was negotiated 

in the morning creating a common ground for all, though not without debate. Especially 

people responded to the notion of research ethics, asking for permission and giving 

people rights to withdraw statements. This was reported as being experienced as making 

something as important as trust and ethics instrumental, which was counterproductive to 

the living of an ethical researcher. I very much share this view. Also my invitation made 

clear that I wanted to inquire into the meaning of innovation in relation to their 

consultancy practice and link it with their notions of self as consultants. The day was 

centred around an exercise which I have developed with inspiration from colleagues. 

                                                           
5
  Academy days are our learning days where we all gather to focus on developing our own practices and get 

new inspiration. These days are scattered out during the year. They take part in a series of important 
internal event focussing on our community, our professionalism, our relationships and collective creativity. 
Besides serving above, they are also important in our self-storying as a systemic learning community 
because they remind us about why we are a community and not only a group of people. 
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1

EXERCISE IN INNOVATIVE PRACTICES

• You must create three stories about your self as an innovative practitioner.

• The three stories have the following focus:

• Told from the perspective of a specific episode (In-the-moment)

• Told from the perspective of your present work situation

• Told from the perspective of a career script

• To each story I want you to find three different metaphors that can help you 

describe your innovative practice as being more than just words. The three 

metaphors have to relate to the following. 

• Architecture, building or sculpture

• Music

• A third of your own choice

 

All in the group started off by interviewing each other in pairs about possible 

stories. From these mutual interviews they joined in groups sharing their stories and 

findings with each other. In these groups they were to pick three stories with 

accompanying metaphors and present this as the group result. This process produced an 

enormous creativity leading us into dialogues on notions of self in relation to practicing 

innovatively, though this talk didn't unfold as much due to limited time. Some of the 

notions from the day will take part in chapter four, explicitly elaborating the meaning of 

innovation in a systemic consultancy.  

 

The intention that shaped the choice of exercise was that of bringing time into people's 

reflections as a determining distinction. It is a central theme in Bateson's work (1972, p. 

298) that time shapes stories or portrays since no man can be innovative in 'a vacuum'. 

Our innovative capacity always relates to a background or premises against which the 

meaning of the words is formed or called out. Combining three time distinctions with three 

metaphors, a huge complex of possible relationships and connections gets created which 

again is shared with colleagues producing four X nine perspectives – the possibilities of 

making meaningful connections is enormous. According to Rorty (1991B, p. 154) the 
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'desire to enlarge oneself is the desire to embrace more and more possibilities, to be 

constantly learning, to give oneself over entirely to curiosity, to end by having envisaged 

all the possibilities of past and future… The principal technique of self-enlargement will be 

Hegel‘s: the enrichment of language.' So the meaning of such exercises is multiple and is 

intrinsically related to our becoming as selves in their making, since besides being an 

exercise it also produces over time in relation to other exercises and activities a particular 

way of being as a community which produces an emerging background against which we 

live our lives in the organisation. Besides being introduced to a lot of fantastic music and 

sculptures what people came back with was a lot of small examples from their practice, 

which demonstrated systemic ideas in use. Here I will only make space for one small 

comment from a consultant, Lone, who during the group discussions commented on the 

exercise saying: 'I have some examples, but I am really struggling with the premises, 

because I experience that all of what I do all the time is in reality novel. I mean this quite 

literally. I never repeat myself and nobody else really does. So the idea that some 

happenings or some things being particular informative, and that this on top of it should 

come from me as person, as a singular individual, I find difficult relating to. I consider 

every moment as a novel moment, without being pathetic about it, I really think it is so.' 

 

In some way this is a very peculiar situation but also very characteristic of 

people‟s approach to challenges. Instead of playing the game of doing an exercise, 

people end up talking about the false premises of the challenge. In a very profound way I 

see this attitude as central to understanding the lived irreverence. Also it highlights an 

important point about never repeating oneself, which key idea of systemic practitioners 

originally borrows from Heraclitus (Johansen, 1998, p.52) who said that 'you cannot step 

twice in the same river'. 
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3.3.3 Poetry and Creating a Strategic Awareness, June 2009 

 Every summer, and Christmas, we have for ourselves two-three days with 

different activities and time to address and reflect on professional as well as 

organisational issues. On the first day of these days focus was put on strategy talks. In 

the autumn we were to craft a more detailed strategy for 2010 and it was decided that we 

wanted to give life to words and ideas governing conceptions of strategy with the 

intention of introducing a landscape of metaphors that we could engage with later in the 

year as we moved into more practice near conversations. Our different competence 

centres take turns in preparing these days, which is done in order to assure that we don't 

produce routine like practices and that each day has its own expressive power. A lot of 

effort is always put into it. 

 

 In the morning our managing director of RMC group and I were interviewed by a 

consultant about our thoughts about past, present and future of the organisation. We 

didn't prepare much for the interview so we had to answer with what came to mind in the 

moment. This led to more open discussions and questions from all sides. Following this 

one of our Business Managers Heidi had prepared the process for the afternoon. After 

the event I asked her to reflect on her motivation for doing the day as she did, she 

replied: 'To me strategic processes are conversations about movements and important 

signposts for the members of the organisation. It is about what it is that makes us come 

together in professional communities and working with clients in ways that for us are 

important. From a systemic platform and a strong connection to action learning it was my 

idea to take the poetic principle
6
 in our social constructionist practice seriously.  

 

 My intention was to move, involve and collaborate on a common writing process. 

That we together created a poem that could evoke a feeling of unity in relation to the 

 

                                                           
6
  The poetic principle is found in literature on Appreciative Inquiry, e.g. Molly-Søholm, T., Storch, J. et al. 

2006. 
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 strategic talks that we were going to have and in relation to the engagement that needs 

to be the driver in our work with clients.'  

 

 What she had done was to produce a poem inspired by one of her favourite 

poets, Søren Ulrik Thomsen, which is called 'the best and the worst'. She had re-written 

the original poem, though keeping the structure but including reflections on different 

dimensions of strategy thinking. It has proven impossible to translate the poem without 

losing its rhythm so for now I will simply present two paragraphs. 

 

'The best is when words like ambitious, professional, quality is given life
7
 in the 

conversations we share with each other and when meaning arises from continually 

insisting on meetings between colleagues and clients. 

 

The worst is when words are frozen into truths that someone holds exclusivity to and 

stops all conversations with reference to inference, that there is no more to talk about.' 

 

 Reflecting on the experience and what she felt it created she replies: 'I wrote the 

first part of the poem myself which I read aloud to all. I wrote it with the inclination of my 

heart, it came easy to me, it was a thrill. I looked forward to reading it aloud to the 

colleagues and involving them in the continuation of the writing of it. I wanted to produce 

an excitement through my own engagement and passion. 

 

 I place myself in the high chair in the middle of the room – a clear choice of 

position – with a paper in the hand. I start off with some reflections on strategy and 

strategizing with quotations from Olafur Eliason, who is an outstanding and exciting 

intellectual artist. I account for my purpose and I can feel the interest and the intensity in 

                                                           
7
  'Given life' refer to the idea that words in themselves have no meaning attached to them. They gain 

meaning and significance through their relationship with other words in their active union in practice, 
whether in writing or conversations. 
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the room and I feel comfortable. I read the poem – I am on the one hand very aware of 

my doings and on the other hand extremely present – right now – right now – right now. 

 

 Groups continue the work – it's a different way of being together. People 

compose and write – together we produce a strategy poem or perhaps a poem about 

what is important to us when we are going to work with strategies. People read aloud and 

listen.' 

 

 Later we have seen how the exercise developed into activities with clients and 

took part in courses as well as being part of a strategy day later in the year. 

 

I find this example very illustrative of the kind of practices that take place. There 

is no ambition of following a screenplay written by others or to adopt a vocabulary left 

behind by others. The urge to create novel ways of working with strategies as an example 

comes naturally is the norm rather than the exception. In the past year no two days have 

been alike. 

 

Also I find her reflection interesting since she makes use of several invitations for 

people to respond to what she says, and she says it. She intends to bring forth her own 

embodied intensity, excitement, engagement and passion. She uses the room, by placing 

herself on a higher chair than the rest, as if her space was a scene. She does with 

deliberately intentions, but in her doing she makes use of responses from the 'intensity in 

the room' as signposts for her continuous building up as she starts to read the poem, and 

her intonation produces in the whole set up an artistic experience – can strategy talks 

really be like this! At least this was what it evoked in me as I sat in, a participant to the 

event. 
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3.3.4 Strategy day, follow up and narrowing down, September 2009   

 The first official follow up session took place in September, two month later. At 

that time our general financial performance was affected so that we were far from 

meeting budgets in Q3 and the outlook for the rest of the year was uncertain. To some 

extent we had anticipated that the good times from the first six month wouldn't continue, 

since clients were holding back projects and even cancelling. Also a shift in the market in 

relation to Public Tenders took place during the summer. Previously most of our work was 

sold through direct contact with client and now we saw that this was replaced with open 

bidding due to EU regulations. So we were inclined to adapt to these market conditions. 

This served as the immediate context for the strategy day which was planned by two 

consultants Ida and Asbjørn. Our reason for choosing two consultants was to invite both 

the consultants and the management into different voices in relation to strategy talks. A 

motivation was to experience what employees felt was important for them to discuss in 

relation to strategic themes, but also to create an arena for talking, that wasn't defined by 

management but by colleagues. One of the consultants, Ida, reflects on her thoughts 

about being given this task: 

'I had my thoughts about this being such a good idea... But on the other 

side I thought that maybe the word 'strategy' would be received more welcoming 

if my colleagues knew that this was being arranged by employees/colleagues. 

In one way or the other days like 'strategy days' are not particularly sexy. 

It is as if you are bored to death even before you show up on the day. It was my 

impression that most of my colleagues shared this view. "Why shouldn't we make 

something fun instead of having a strategy day?" "It is the management‘s need to 

have one, why can't they do their work themselves."  

 

 Smile... Maybe it is because the word strategy sounds dry and "non-

involving". Something that management deals with, so that some figures look 

right and reasonable. And maybe it's also because strategy has to do with 

something so far out into the future that it doesn't really concern our every day 
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here and now activities. You know, like savings for pension, it is so far into the 

future that it becomes difficult to relate to. Who knows where we are at that time. 

 

 So I tried to "walk around the 

 pig!" (You know, looking at it from a 

 multivers of perspectives.)  

 

 

 

 Imagine if we could create a strategy day that would become relevant 

and meaningful to our work here and now! Imagine if it could become fun! 

Imagine if we could see the management perform on a 'slack rope' and interview 

them about the strategy day. Imagine if we could be completely transparent about 

our relationship to the word strategy and what it means, both as managers and 

employees. Imagine if we as employees could see the trust and influence what is 

offered to us by the management and to put our own future on the agenda. 

Imagine if all could sense the uniqueness in that we all can have direct influence 

on our organisation‘s strategy. Imagine that my colleague and I are going to 

design the day. Imagine if all go home afterwards with their hands in the air and 

with dreams of making such a strategy day for our customers. Imagine if...' 

 

 It is worth paying attention to the movement that takes place during her 

description, going from an indeterminate stance to a determinate, from closed to open, of 

how she approached the challenge. She moves from prejudices about management and 

strategy into imagination. I think of it is a brief example of how the ability to embody 

systemic ideas in practice helps create moves away from undesired attitudes and into 

something much more alive. She describes this movement herself saying: 'I had the 

feeling that our attitude went from thinking that perhaps management eased their burden 

on us, into thinking that management was so up front and brave in letting us as 
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employees run the day, with all the different prejudices we have in relation to what 

appeared as a boring strategy.' It is a central systemic point to organisational changes to 

involve people in the meaning making processes, since our ability to act collectively in 

relation to for example a strategy is depending on the degree of embodied knowing, 

internalised languaging. This does not intend to bring forth rational criteria for knowing 

how to go on, rather the emphasis is on increased orientation skills as people act and 

make situated judgements, e.g. closing the phronetic gap (Taylor, 1993, p.57) meaning 

filling in the improvisational space that arises between rules, purpose and the practical 

situated flux of interactions. 

 

 Different situations during the day supported the happening of these moves. I will 

limit it to two examples, one illustrating how active positions allow for different voices to 

become possible. The other is an example of the importance of being able to have and 

laugh together.  

 

 Early in the day the management group (exclusive of me) was interviewed by a 

consultant about their thoughts about the role of strategies and the decision of letting 

consultants take a lead on the day. Ida describes her experience of that situation: 'I think 

it made a difference interviewing our leaders about their relation to strategies. Realising 

that the leaders also struggle with strategies and hearing their considerations about 

leaving the planning of the day in our hands. It made several of us look at each other 

nodding; "you know they are doing a pretty good job, our leaders." I think that people 

realised what a unique workplace Attractor is, where we are involved on levels that not 

many people experience – if any. 

 

 And I think it is an eternal balancing we are trying to perform together, leaders 

and employees. (There isn't really written a lot of books on this kind of doing!) Sometimes 

we shouldn't have as much influence as are offered by the management and at other 



CHAPTER 3 – BECOMING A SYSTEMIC ORGANISATION – REDESCRIPTION IN PRACTICE 

Page | 67  
 

times it has been very crucial for our collaboration and wellbeing. This day I experienced 

as one of the very important ones.' 

 Interviewing an organisations management in front of their employees is a 

practice we do with our clients from time to time, and therefore a natural choice to make. 

It offers a different arena of relating, since the speaker responds to the interviewer, and 

the listeners, rather being spoken to, have the opportunity to reflect and select what 

appears to be significant. This practice is often know as; ' reflexive positioning' (Oliver, 

2002) and originates from the pioneering work of Andersen's (1994) elaboration of the 

reflecting team practice found as early as in Bateson's (1972) work with Schizophrenia 

and further developed by the Milan Group (Selvini Palazzoli, Boscolo, Cecchin & Prata, 

1980). 

 

 The next episode reflects perhaps a different side of our practice with each other. 

We share the idea that things also have to be fun, not only serious and academic, but 

also light and playful. Capturing this combination of seriousness and playfulness has 

been part of our story always, and is also reflected in the different pieces of art that we 

have acquired. We have classical as well as humorous pieces of art, pictures from the 

organisation is shown in the portfolio work. 

 

 'One last thing that I want to mention as a valuable moment was when all had 

paper put on their backs, Steve Wonder music from the speakers, we laughed because it 

all was a bit silly walking around writing on each other's backs those competences and 

strengths we experience that colleagues have. We even had to make sure our self that 

other people would write on our back, so in that way it was all about giving, inviting and 

taking. Many said afterwards that we should do more of this kind of activities. It had also 

meant a great deal having colleagues whom you might not know that well writing things 

up. It had also been fun but also difficult asking for others to write on ones back.' 
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 Silly as might seem, it makes a difference being able to meet and relate to 

colleagues through laughter, rather than through argument and dialogue. As we shall see 

in the next case laughter became a way of reconnecting for people, opening up new 

directions that were not available through ordinary conversations. 

 

3.4 Becoming Through Difficult Times 

The previous case tells us something about practices related to strategic 

conversations in our organisation. This all took place in a period of growth and positive 

results. These conditions are not always present and in the Autumn we experienced a 

period of uncertainty. Through the summer no major new projects came in, mostly due a 

new market situation with very low activity, leaving us in a situation where we were too 

many people. Though we anticipated that the sales activities taking place would change 

our situation from 2010, this was an outlook with a lot of uncertainty. This meant that we 

had to let one consultant leave, while also drawing back a contract under finalisation. This 

set out a series of events following from this decision. In the following I will go through the 

different events that were significant to what happened. Comments on the process and 

episodes will shape the descriptions. I will comment and reflect theoretically as we move 

through the material. 

 

My reflections will move between different distinctions of time. I will look at 

specific episodes as one way of making sense of the situation relating to the different 

responses they produced. Another way of looking is to see from a distance, making 

sense of the episodes through the perspective of what it brought us of important learning. 

Doing the later follows Dewey's (1938a) notion that the meaning of an episode is defined 

by what it moves forward to and into, rather than having a particular meaning in itself. My 

view on the different episodes also follows Dewey idea of consummatory moment, 

moments producing a fit, a sense of things coming together, setting out new directions for 

joint action. 
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3.4.1 Letting a Consultant Go! October to December 2009 

 In October we had to take the decision of letting a consulting go. Our own 

forecast was poor and order books didn't meet our performance indicators, which 

happened in a context where the other business units couldn't keep track of their budgets 

too. Though we at the time were about four consultants too many we decided to limit it to 

only one person due to anticipations of an increase in order books by the end of the year. 

 

 The event brought a difference into our system, challenging established 

distinctions and definitions of relationships. Suddenly leadership became visible and 

employees had to relate to the situation of uncertainty as a group as well as individuals. 

In earlier conversations with consultant Pernille Thorup she raised the issue of not having 

a common platform or identity from which the consultants could communicate as a group. 

She said; 

'The problem, however, is that when we also are a part of a hierarchic 

organisation, which also is the case with our business managers and with you, and which 

we do increasingly with the ongoing merger process in Ramboll and their understanding 

of management, then new conflicts emerge, which I do not know if we can handle. 

Whether it can be handled in the existing equality, the existing equal dialogue, or in the 

constant dismantling of structures starting to emerge... Actually, we have no staff forum. 

In a way we have this approach where we are part of an interaction at one level, and at 

another level we are not taken seriously at all, respected or attached importance to.' 

 

To many this was the first time that they experienced a decline in activity. It was 

as if this couldn't happen to us. As Pernille warned, the employees found it difficult to 

handle this situation. How should they talk about it, with whom should they talk? Suddenly 

the distance between the big WE, being the organisation, the community, and the 'I' as 

employee were a felt experience. Some conversations couldn't take place in equality – 

we couldn't talk about everything in the group. The fragmented stories of selves as 
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employees produced orientational difficulties, many reported that they felt alone or kept 

worries to themselves, who would be next? I need to assure myself by getting enough 

work in my calendar etc.?. Hanne describes the time in this way: 'The whole situation 

seemed noisy in the organisation and you could see systemic consultants who are well 

aware that there is no final answer to the big questions requesting answers to: How can I 

know that I am good enough? When and how am I a good consultant? How can I know 

when I deliver what is expected of me? What does it mean that we only measure on 

economy? People were disoriented and insecure.' 

 

 In the month following the decision a staff meeting was held without management 

being present. Reports from the day very much reflected the above, that they found it 

difficult to share a common ground. Some of it related to our two offices, where I had 

communicated with people in Aarhus and the rest of the leaders where in Copenhagen, 

people had experienced the communication differently even though we in the 

management had prepared ourselves well trying to assure that we would say more or 

less the same thing in each place. Themes for discussion were: What are the criteria for 

choosing the person that had to leave? What can I, on an individual level, do in order to 

assure my position? Why weren't we included in making these decisions? Couldn't we 

just accept a five percent cut in salary in order to make our way through these difficult 

months? Management have managed the process well with a lot of transparency! 

Management is not telling all and we lack transparency! Pernille Thorup reports from her 

experience of the day on what moved people in new directions: 

 'It soon became clear that it was the circumstances around the employees‘ 

experiences about what had happened that became the important bit to discuss. On the 

day it was quite obvious that we were coming from two different places. In Copenhagen 

they were much angrier, they felt vulnerable, uncertain, less informed and having a story 

going that Jacob didn't care about what happened. Stories that we from Aarhus could 

disprove, which actually made the employees from Copenhagen more content and feeling 
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safer... that they had been seen and heard which had given them a new space into which 

they could understand themselves.'  

 

The employees got a chance to discuss their different experiences and sharing 

their thoughts, which set off some new conversations, opening some new possibilities of 

interaction. Among others a new meeting was arranged the following month which should 

prove vital to the process onwards.  

 

From this second meeting a letter from the consultant, Pernille, was sent out, 

which caused a lot of new conversations about leadership and employeeship, the letter 

was named 'Voices in the Night'. The letter obviously hurt management more than 

intended, which gave rise to renewed experience of a split between management and 

employees, but also between employees. A lot of mail corresponding and talk took place 

causing a tension in the organisation of something being unsettled. We were disabled in 

our ability to move jointly and there were no clear signposts. Pernille, who also wrote the 

letter and had received comments from the different managers about their experience 

with the letter, comments on the uncertainty: 'It was a very clear experience of not being 

able to share all that I experienced with the rest of the employees, since this could easily 

'set things on fire', but instead it became important instead to report from some of the 

good conversations with Jacob, and not show my 'inner' discomfort about the whole 

situation. It meant a lot that Jacob kept insisting on maintaining the contact and that there 

all the time was friendliness, even though it was clear that I had hurt him... It was my 

experience that it was in those days that the managers first really understood that they in 

the hierarchy that we had built in the organisation fundamentally had shifted position from 

being primarily colleague and consultant into having a primary distinction of being a 

leader .' 
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Aside of this process a lot of colleagues chose not to respond to the letter. 

Instead they tried to introduce different stories about the organisation and in that way 

reiterate the distinction between employee groups. Following shortly after 'Voices in the 

Night' we had our two Christmas days, which had an opening session where a Business 

Manager and a Senior Consultant made a Christmas shadow play accompanied by music 

by two interns. As a consultant Hanne describes it: 

'A giant breakthrough for me was the Christmas days. I can't exactly say what it 

was, but I think that it was the shadow play, that manager HSA and colleague TB 

performed together – accompanied by two interns. The shadow play, which was fantastic, 

and a total laugh, involved reindeers, pixie and hearts followed by languorous tones. It 

was ultra poetic and great fun. After this shadow play we had our Christmas days where 

Attractor's CC
8
-strategies were on the agenda, something happened physically in me. I 

became calm, relaxed, I could even accept that we had become blue
9
 and had the feeling 

that we were moving on together. When something like this is possible, it gives hope – 

hope that the hectic and the focus on the deficits (money, orders, clients, sign-ups for 

course) isn't going to take up space and focus, when there is so much that could give 

energy by spending time on it. 

 

Why it happened? I don't know. It was like sitting in the opera listening to 

Madame Butterfly and suddenly you cry without even knowing why. Things just took off 

without knowing why. It was the most important and enjoyable days together.' 

 

Supplementing this description Pernille reports: 

'I think that the meeting had the function of showing to ourselves that we could 

care for each other, to have fun and feel comfortable together, even when there are 

serious issues going on, heavy/difficult process‘ taking place. It got us balanced again...  

 

                                                           
8
  CC = Competence Center 

9
  Blue refers to the colour of Ramboll logo 
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we had values such as creativity, poetry, musicality, togetherness, irreverence, 

innovation, courage etc., high on the agenda... it reminded us of why it is we are Attractor. 

 

It was a really good day where we as an organisation demonstrated that we 

managed to care of difficult conversations our selves... Maybe it was because we had 

prioritised time as a factor, time for conversations, time for reflection, time for being?' 

 

I think the examples show several things of importance. The ironic nature of our 

culture allows us to make brave moves, shifting genres, because we are not in a belief 

that we need rational criteria for dissolving difficulties. It can equally count to be carried 

away by a spontaneous response, it can be liberating with different views or just a good 

laugh. Many organisations would have stayed in the domain of the difficult. But the group 

planning the day had decided to start off by making a shadow play. Obviously they 

couldn't have foreseen the responses it had on the group, but viewed in the context of a 

reflexive and playful attitude people realise that if what we are doing isn't working for us, it 

is better to try something different, than trying fix the problematic within perhaps an 

argumentative discourse. It is also important to notice, that through the previous 

examples we see the same playfulness as part of our organisational repertoire.   

 

Also, the case illustrates the importance of artistic expressions, and how they can 

exert an influence on us that not only moves us, but also changes our relationship with 

the otherness, and the othernesses around us. It importantly reconnects us with both our 

past yet at the same time points toward the future for being together in particular ways 

that is the Attractor way of working. Reconnecting with a certain style of talk and relating 

enabled people to move on relating to the difficult in new ways, keeping central to the 

process that we need focussing on, caring for the otherness of the other in order to take 

seriously ourselves as participants in a process of becoming as a community of systemic 

practitioners which links back to Thomas' opening quote from Maturana and Varela 
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(1987, p. 246): 'A conflict is always a mutual negation. It can never be solved in the 

domain where it takes place if the disputants are "certain." A conflict can go away only if 

we move to another domain where coexistence takes place. The knowledge of this 

knowledge constitutes the social imperative for a human centered ethics.'  This also 

highlights the importance of keeping the conversation going, not to judge the other 

person, but to try and understand motives and differences, not in order to arrive at a 

conclusion but to enlarge the responsive repertoire of the mover, to make space within 

our conception of self for the otherness of the othernesses around us.  

 

In March, a few months later, we had a follow up day, re-evaluating where we 

were now. There were still a variety of voices, some of uncertainty, some of hope and 

some simply arguing that it is time to look forward and relate to all the good we share as a 

community. I saw the day as part of the process of coming together again as a different 

community, 'a much more mature organisation that had lost its virginity.' Pernille reported. 

During the day some introduced that we were moving away or supplementing our family 

metaphor with one of being a workplace. We quite literally expanded the range of 

metaphors that we implicitly make use of, when referring to each other and talk about the 

organisation. 

 

Pernille reports on the learning that she experiences we have gained through the 

process: 'We have learnt something about the many realities and about the importance of 

not riding on emotional waves, but instead to redirect the energy towards constructive 

progressive development in the organisation. And we have increased our ability to 

manage crisis from a systemic and appreciative platform. We have also learnt something 

about listening for other voices and from the systemic point that to coordinate the creation 

of meaning as perhaps the only way to come closer to one another.'   
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Importantly this last statement consolidates the experience of being able to move 

on. In her account she reflects on the process as a learning experience and not about 

who won or who was right. Also this leads me to my emphasis on time as a distinction. If 

you had operated with a narrow time punctuation of the episode, one could have 

concluded many different things about the happening, but with extended time punctuation 

the initial situation of firing a consultant ended up becoming a learning experience 

maturing the organisation, helping management to become more aware of their role 

including rights and obligations. But most importantly the way in which we at all levels 

managed to orient and reorient ourselves produced by becoming increasingly responsive 

to ourselves, each other and to Attractor as a whole. All in all an experience, which as 

Thomas in the opening quote concludes: 'we are more systemic now than ever!' 

 

3.5 Reflections and learning 

 Evaluating the two hypotheses' set out in the introduction I want to reflect on what 

we have learnt so far about their relevance. The first hypothesis was that the irreverent 

attitude was a key characteristic of a systemic community of consultants. We see 

throughout the empirical material that people do indeed take up the challenge of 

irreverence. First we saw this in the part on strategy building that attention to words such 

as recession and what they do to us is used to create a re-labelling of it into re-sessioning 

ourselves and from this initiate a dialogical process of involvement in creating new 

directions and sensibilities. We saw how a strategy day was turned into poetic writing, 

which prepared the organisation to engage in developing a strategic awareness that we 

could further elaborate later. This elaboration was accounted for by a consultant who 

orchestrated the following strategy day a few months later. Here we saw how she moved 

herself from prejudice into a creative and collaborative attitude which contained a great 

deal of fun. 
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 We also saw that the irreverence is more rooted than just these examples 

showed. Reports from different employees about becoming part of the organisation, 

demonstrated for us some important learning about the notions of labelling people as 

skilful as a way of inviting them into the organisation and how re-framing was used as a 

management skill helping employees to move on.  

 During the second case we saw that the ability to be moved by others helped 

coordinate meaning around difficult issues. Though we did not see as explicitly irreverent 

acts as during the strategy days, besides the shadow play, I recognise that the attitude is 

so much more profound for our doing. The ability to engage in continuous conversations 

about the difficult, to shift genre as a way of moving beyond and reconnect, is perhaps 

even more important. The processes and the conversations were not about right and 

wrong – at least not for longer periods of time – instead it remained in a domain of 

exploration that over time matured relationships and the organisation for a future 

together.  

 These experiences lead us into the other hypothesis arguing that extending the 

notion of irreverence from being a situated responsive practice in the context of 

consultation and revitalising it with Rorty's notions of irony and redescription, will allow us 

to pay attention to the background against which we act with the urge to be irreverent 

about our hypothesising. If we argue that irreverence as such is a professional attitude 

developed and associated with systemic consultations, we can raise the question of 'what 

kind of attitude gives rise to an attitude of irreverence?' As we have seen, operating within 

a year long span of time, allow us to recognise that several practices are re-iterated in the 

different cases. We can ask; what kind of general cultural practice repeatedly produces 

situations; of playfulness, of reframing ideas and words, collaborative open ended 

processes, participatory responsive engagement in other people´s perspectives and 

understanding etc.? 

 The kind of culture I experience and read in the material is one I associate with 

Rorty's notion of ironic or redescriptive practice. To Rorty this attitude is closely related to 

living from within the conditioning of a liberal community that is, being concerned with 
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being ever more inclusive of and responsive to people's needs and desires. But in order 

to keep a community going and not getting stuck in a self-contained attitude it needs an 

ironic attitude, a redescriptive practice towards the continuous unfolding and emerging 

reality. It needs to keep refreshing its words, ideas and expressive acts in order to keep 

the wonder alive, the wonder that there is something new under the sky. Something yet to 

be unfolded, lived and experimented with and it is under such conditions that irreverence 

is lived out as a situated activity producing the kind of intended movements that originally 

motivated Cecchin and his associates to advocate so strongly for this attitude in practice. 

And as to the extent that my analysis carries through, it shows that making that extension 

relates meaningfully to descriptions of practice.  

 An underlying question that needs attention is: „in what way can Rorty‟s ideas be 

put in dialogue with systemic ideas, and perhaps more importantly, in what way do they 

extend or challenge current systemic vocabularies?‟ As already discussed above the 

notion of an irreverent attitude can meaningfully be combined with Rorty‟s notions of irony 

and redescription and this enables the systemic practitioner to re-relate to the notion of 

irreverence from within a much broader context of ideas and ideology. What that 

extension also does is to challenge - and in my view it is a much needed challenge – to 

challenge the systemic community to put greater emphasis on the contexted nature of its 

preferred ways of speaking. Hence, the redescribing practitioner must track down his/her 

own contingencies as part of coming to create a new language, a new sense of self. This 

also positions the systemic community within the current debate in management literature 

in the ongoing debate on the relationship between theory and practice. Here Ramsey 

(2011, p. 4) argues for a attempt to „locate academic theory as an unfinalized, perhaps 

tentative contribution to such interplay inviting or provoking a response that is transitory 

and generative, not so much an application of the theory but as a rejoinder that carries a 

conversation onwards.‟ 

Indeed this challenges the systemic community as I have come to know it. In 

recent years I have seen a very limited use of the literature in our community. As a 



CHAPTER 3 – BECOMING A SYSTEMIC ORGANISATION – REDESCRIPTION IN PRACTICE 

Page | 78  
 

consequence we have come to see much more reproductive work than novel work 

coming out.  

This manifests a new tendency that places a focus on a growing need to 

redescribe what once was an „on the edge‟ practice and way of speaking as something 

that can now be done mechanically, in terms of a recipe. If we are to prevent ourselves 

from becoming the kind instrumental repetitive practitioners that we so strongly argue 

against, we must seek to retain the critical edge, the irreverent attitude that was 

characteristic of systemic pioneering practitioners, not seek merely to implement a 

particular language game. Further the process of, what I called above, „confronting one‟s 

contingencies‟ involves going beyond any mechanistic or instrumental tendencies. It 

means relating to differences between systemic and non-systemic ways of speaking as 

differences in complexity (horizontal extend) rather than oppositions in ontology, of kind 

(vertical distance) (Rorty, 1999, p. 83). Indeed this challenges a lot of what is implicit in 

our everyday speech acts where oppositions such as: linear vs circular; expert vs process 

thinking; appreciative vs deficit language are pervasive and often taken-for-granted. Not 

only does this imply  intellectually the need for edifications (Rorty, 1980), for more 

articulation and detailed expansion of our descriptions  within the community at large, it 

has also challenged my own practice in such a way that I am now much less inclined to 

act on prejudices than previously. Instead I act with curiosity, inquiring into other peoples‟ 

ways of thinking and doing in much more detail, that is, responding to their unique 

contingencies in more specific  ways that facilitates a shared space for an emerging 

reality of 'things' shared in common. Indeed such moves have resulted in less intellectual 

fights and more dialogue, and also in cross professional project creations with colleagues 

in our organisation.  That is to argue for a „provocative relationship with theory… in 

wanting to focus our attention more on our use of ideas and theory rather than on the 

process of understanding.‟ (Ramsey, 2011, p. 5) 

Eventually this leads to the recognition that systemic thinking is better seen as a 

speech genre (Bahktin, 1984), a language game with a rich and nuanced tradition for 

living from within a reflexive relationship between theory and practice, rather than thinking 
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that systemic language is the best, a more true language. What we need to keep alive is 

the question whether „our current description serves our purposes or if we are better off 

replacing our speech habits with some new words and styles of talk that can do the job 

better?‟ 

In the next chapter we will look at some of the consequences of such 

organisational practices in the context of innovative consultancy work. 
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4. CHAPTER 4: INNOVATION AND THE CONTINUOUS 

CREATION OF NOVELTY 

 In management literature the notion innovation represents „the vintage wines‟ of 

concepts that good organisations must address in order to be truly competitive. But rarely 

is it discussed what is meant by innovation and far too often it is seen that organisations 

„solve‟ the „innovation gap‟, e.g. the difference between what we ought to be doing or 

selling and what we currently do and sell, by creating a department, an innovation lab, in 

the hope that this will do. Reviewing literature one will find notions such as incremental 

versus radical innovation (Fonseca, 2002), social and user driven innovation (Mulgan, 

2007). All of these conceptions arise from the domain of classical management practices 

where change is seen as the stand out from stability and innovation the kind of 

methodology that bridges the gap between needs and desires and the current state of 

affairs. I believe that there are yet more ways to see innovative practices. I find much 

greater inspiration from artistic expressions such as those descriptions found in art and 

Jazz music, brilliantly described by Barrett (1998) and my favourite composer and 

musician Keith Jarrett (2010): 

'Music is an amazing thing. It doesn‘t exist as a stationary object. It moves in real 

time and can be uplifting both to the player and the listener. The melting, trans-figurative 

moment, that feeling of everything being there, just for an instant, that surrender that 

overcomes us as players (if we‘re good enough) and leads us on to the next pregnant 

second, patient in the knowledge that there always is, waiting in the wings, the next 

chance to feel this fullness and celebrate it (as it is only in the nature of art to produce it 

this way); to this we dedicate our lives. But it is not for us alone; it is also made for you, 

the listener, to feel these same feelings along with us, to participate and to also be 

uplifted by it.' 

 

During the course of the past ten years we have as an organisation not only 

grown in size we have also managed to keep inventing new styles of practice, and 

celebrate the feeling of coming to experience the fullness of consulting practices. We 
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have managed to expand the practice arenas that we operate in, from the very simple 

brief workshops and consultations, into huge programs some of which stretch over four 

years. Also we have gone from doing brief courses into having two year courses. This is a 

huge achievement in many ways – but what really fascinates me is that we hardly ever 

talk about the need for innovation, that is inventing new activities or entering new 

markets. Yet it happens all the time! In that way we represent a counter story to the 

dominant discourse on innovation. There can of course be many reasons for the success 

of our organisation, and I will not argue for a singular causality governing the growth, but 

it is my hypothesis that a key characteristic of our organisation, making it distinctively 

different from other consultancies, is that we have created an organisational practice that 

performs collective innovation as self renewal. This means that I will advocate for a very 

special take on innovation, since I use the word without categories and without a specific 

productness in mind but a narrative one, the ability to keep the stories going with a sense 

of freshness and novelty in them. In that sense I regard our practices as forms of art, an 

art in bringing to people's attention richer and fuller ways of living in organisations. 

 

 In the previous chapter I argued that living from within systemic languaging, that 

is relating in relationally responsive ways, produces a particular attitude towards an open 

ended inquiry which continually creates new courses of action or re-creates old language 

use producing new kinds of relational opportunities. I argued that this attitude could be 

described through Rorty's (1989) ideas of irony and redescription on a cultural or 

community level. Using these ways of relating would offer a better and extended 

understanding of the systemic practice of irreverence (Cecchin, Lane & Ray, 1992) and 

under which circumstances these ideas come to a full expression. It is my hypothesis, 

that innovative practices viewed from within an ironic redescriptive and irreverent practice 

produces a continuous flow of novelty, since the attitude of the systemic practitioner 

makes him relate uniquely to the opportunities of creating unique moments of 

consummation. That is, for an organisation, to be continuously concerned with ways of 

reinventing selves in the making into the processes of the organising, whether this be in 
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relation to clients, partners or internally. This has led Vernon Cronen (2000, p. 14) to 

portray systemic ideas of living as practical theories which he defines as: ‗A Practical 

Theory informs a grammar of practice that facilitates joining with the grammars of others 

to explore their unique patterns of situated action. The proximal reason for joining is the 

co-creation of new affordances and constraints for creative participation in the 

instrumental and consummatory dimensions of experience. Practical theory itself is 

importantly informed by data created in the process of engagement with others.‘   

 

The instrumentalities that inform grammars are for a systemic practitioner not 

randomly drawn, rather they „invoke commensurable understandings of the situation-in-

view‟ (Cronen, 2000, p. 14). These understandings are felt bodily knowing, rather than an 

outgrowth of logical reasoning, they happen spontaneously in a continuous responsive 

way of relating. A grammar importantly informs an orientational awareness of how to go 

on, but also an awareness of where to go next.  

 

In recognising that life is full of experiences of novelty and that we have to invent 

our way forward into the not yet realised, I choose to use the word innovation to 

announce a particular phenomenon. From the point of view of an ironist, community 

innovation is not a special achievement but the very nature of how we constantly 

challenge our selves, test out ideas, apply new metaphors and create new forms of 

consultational practices in a continuous emerging flow and expansion of not only what we 

do but also who we are. Also I look at innovation from a temporal perspective, which is 

different from how it is conceived in the dominant literature on the topic, arguing that what 

becomes significant to a novel practice is not the novelty as such, since every moment is 

per se novel, but what it creates and moves forward into, in our case both in our 

organisation, and in the client‟s organisation over time. In practice this means that the 

empirical work is centred around innovative projects that have created new forms of 

concepts and ideas about practices long after the original project finished and in that way 

formed and shaped our self-storying as a distinct systemic community. In other words I 
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will focus on practice portraying two central dimensions of an organisational capacity to 

perform „continuous creation of novelty‟ as its way of identifying selves in movements. 

Shotter (2006, p.2) describes the conditions for such practices, and thereby characterises 

a central constituting practice of an ironic community, as „1) the pre-reflective volition, (or) 

the wilful efforts we put into organizing expressive acts in the world, and 2)… our 

expressive acts in their temporal contouring,… can exert an influence on the others 

around us, thus to shape not only their actions but their very way of being in the world.‟ I 

recognise that over time we have performed a recursive way of being with clients, 

employees and networks, a kind of tapping back and forth in a co-evolutionary pattern 

meaning a conjoint development were the change in one becomes the constituting 

conditioning for the change in the other, gradually adapting to greater and greater 

complexity as we wilfully, as opposed to logically, developed systemic practices by re-

contextualising the organisational challenges of our clients, thus realising that this 

renewed contextual landscape re-contextualised our own ways of being systemic. This 

leading me back to my point of self renewal, hence it is in such relationally responsive 

circumstances I realise the innovative capacity of my organisation, the willingness to be 

carried away from the temptation of concepts into a creative emergence of ideas in a flow 

between everybody in the organisation and in a relationship with the client´s organisation 

performing a collective act of practical organisational and intellectual significance 

reaching beyond the episodes themselves. 

 

We will trace these perspectives through two cases by listening to the people 

involved in the projects. One example is a project that we made on a dialogical leadership 

appraisal process for a client, which in itself was unique and one of a kind, but importantly 

produced a whole series of other projects on dialogical process evaluation, making for 

ourselves a whole new market. In the portfolio the case is described in full. Another case 

is also special hence eight years ago we did a project on absenteeism for home nurses 

and people on old people's homes. At that time it was a brand new activity for us, and we 

engaged in a whole systems approach where we developed some novel ideas about how 
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we involve a whole organisation without meeting and working with everybody. These 

practices proved so successful that we later have made use of these ideas in ever new 

ways and with different kind of clients. In the portfolio a case story of how we transformed 

these practices into working in a bank. The experiences we had gained over the years we 

then reiterated in the same municipality where we originally had developed the practice 

doing a project involving more than 2200 people, which proved even more successful 

than the first time. The clients being interviewed are the responsible executives taking 

part in the projects. My own role is that I have been part in co-creating all of the projects, 

though not consulting on the latest project in the municipality. 

 

This will provide the chapter with the structure of following a general introduction 

to innovation portrayed through Rorty's and Shotter's vocabularies, linking them with the 

Japanese knowledge creation management tradition (Nonaka, 1991). This description will 

be accompanied by examples relating to specific consultancy practices and experiences 

from the people involved in the chosen projects. After the general discussion follows a 

more in depth inquiry into both Rorty's ideas and Shotter's ideas followed by examples 

from practice descriptions.  

 

Making use of Rorty and Shotter provides a unique contribution, since they, 

besides agreeing on a general level, emphasise two different focuses which provide a 

double focus on the cases by keeping open different ways of relating. Rorty emphasises 

the language use and the role of language in the creation of novel expressions. Shotter 

offers a much more in detail focus on the embodied intertwining in relationally structured 

conversations. Brought together they will offer us a novel literary contribution, since these 

authors are not usually brought together as complimentary writers. 
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4.1 Innovation as Redescriptive Practice 

 Within the management literature one will easily realise that there is an extensive 

publication list on innovation. The more interesting part of this is found in Japanese 

management literature called knowledge creation (Nonaka, 1991), which to a great extent 

is forgotten today as a primary source of inspiration or perhaps what stands back is the 

instrumental practices, the background against which these ideas were developed were 

probably never fully conceived. Yet it is my reading that the holistic process view, that is 

offered here, is perhaps one of the best accounts of how businesses can make use of a 

process thinking and practice in organisations. Though the focus of innovative processes 

described in this literature is on product innovation, like machines and technology, the 

basic positions that are offered here relate to those of systemic practitioners. Nonaka 

(1991, p. 2) argues that ‗the essence of innovation is to re-create the world according to a 

particular vision or ideal. To create new knowledge means quite literally to re-create the 

company and everyone in it in a nonstop process of personal and organizational self-

renewal. In the knowledge-creating company, inventing new knowledge is not a 

specialized activity—the province of the R&D department or marketing or strategic 

planning. It is a way of behaving, indeed a way of being, in which everyone is a 

knowledge worker—that is to say, an entrepreneur.‘ Even though these ideas have been 

available for the last two decades it seems that the majority of organisations misread the 

key messages and instead aim at relating to the instrumental practices offered such as 

Lean Manufacturing and Total Quality Management without realising the anticipated 

effects and without making the cultural shifts in their conceptions of who they are as 

necessary to understand these practices from within. 

 

So what is meant by re-create? And what kind of knowledge is being referred to, 

when talking about personal and organisational self-renewal as a way of behaving rather 

than something possessive in the organisation? It is my belief that these need close 

attention since the reading of these on practical levels anticipates different kind of 

practices.  
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In the systemic and pragmatic literature we find extensive accounts illuminating 

these questions. Both Rorty (1991a, p.94) and Shotter (2006, p.2) argue that all contexts 

can be divided into two kinds: One that sees inquiry as developing a new set of attitudes 

towards something already known in one‟s repertoire, which for Shotter is associated with 

assimilating something to an already existing and known category. He warns that doing 

this often makes us ignore the unique characteristics of a situation and important 

deviations that may advance new practice and knowledge. 

 

The other kinds of contexts, Rorty argues, are the ones, where one develops a 

new set of practices „toward which one had previously no attitudes.‘ Doing so becomes a 

process of imagination and language-learning as opposed to inference. These attitudes 

are not developed „at an intellectual level, as something one can talk about to others‟, 

rather they are aspects of an orientational difficulty in which „knowing how to go on‟ 

becomes a felt dimension of the dynamic process of living relationships and a matter of 

„being responsive to the unique details of a situation by one‟s actions within it.‟ (Shotter, 

2006, p.2) Rorty further argues that (1989, p.27) „to create one‟s mind is to create one‟s 

own language, rather than to let the length of one‟s mind be set by the language other 

human beings have left behind.‟ 

 

If one sees knowledge as something that can be captured or brought to a 

conclusion, one is inclined to assimilate to pre-existing ideas. Hence, to re-create is to 

expand, and it is in the process of acting that knowledge is lived as practical judgements 

we create not only who we are but also re-iterate our knowledge about who we can 

become and what kind of world this becoming is taking place in. Innovation is not only 

about developing things, it is about developing who we are in the world we create as we 

try to figure out who we are becoming. Knowledge is an ongoing activity, and trying to 

capture, bring it to conclusions or locate it as something within people's minds will 

eventually fail in practice. Instead, one need stepping into the process of the unfolding in 
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order to make sense of the world as it expresses who we are and what kind of world we 

choose to live in. 

 

On a practical level this expresses itself in very different unique ways. A 

consultant, Eva, explains her experience of how we relate to our clients as a way of co-

creating affordances for participating: ‗...it is very characteristic of what we do, that we 

think intervention from the first minute we speak with the client. It is very essential, that 

one doesn‘t think; that now we are having a telephone talk, then I must do so and so, but 

instead starts dancing
10

 from the very first second. This I like very much because it 

fosters the opportunity for co-creating innovation.‘ And she continues; ‗I tell my 

participants on courses that balancing between being an expert and a process consultant 

in some way resembles building a house. If someone calls and says that they would like 

to build a house one is a bad entrepreneur if one wants to decide everything for them, but 

one is equally bad if one isn‘t consistent in telling that the foundation comes before the 

roofing. That you need to know something about! But do you know exactly what kind of 

atmosphere is wanted in the bathroom? This metaphor fits very nicely with my practice in 

a broad sense. And it demands quite a lot of them (the clients)… We demand a shared 

responsibility, which I don‘t hear many others are asking for. It might be that this makes 

us take conversations different from those being invited into (e.g. expert positions).‘  

 

Above, Eva describes two central dimensions of our professional practice a) 

dancing from the very first meeting with client´s, joining grammars, trying one step out 

sees if the client follows, learning about the clients preferred ways of moving adjusting to 

the circumstances and continuing the dance. The metaphor of dancing is often used both 

in teaching and in conversations about practice in our organisation to illustrate the 

complex intertwining of movement any holds, the relational responsiveness (Shotter, 

2006), further a good dancer is good at anticipating the moves of the dance partner 

                                                           
10

  The dance metaphor is one we use in teaching to demonstrate the relational understanding of 
communication that we advocate. A dancer needs to be in a relational responsive process as their 
movements are jointly coordinated with the moves of the other. Also it denotes the importance of 
orientational skills one needs a sense of direction in order to know your way about from within the dance.  
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before the actual moving providing manoeuvrable repertoire of how to keep the flow of 

dancing going, and b) the issue of expert and process consulting, which are often set up 

against each other. But in our practice these two professional practices simply denote 

different ways of relating if the situation in view invites such professional responses. The 

question is not if they are in opposition to each other, instead one needs to work on the 

question; what kind of knowing is needed in order to know when one position appears 

more relevant than the other?  

 

Eva gives an example of an episode where she saw this practiced. She refers to 

a meeting where we ended up designing a change project that created a whole new 

practice in our organisation, an innovative breakthrough. I was the consultant leading the 

project design and the one knowing the client, a client that we now have worked with for 

more than five years continuing the project in new regions with consistent positive results. 

Eva describes; ‗When I saw you long time ago in the meeting with XX and YY, there I saw 

you dancing with them in a very special way… What I experienced right there was exactly 

co-creation, where one might have an idea about what kind of dance is needed here and 

what kind of poses one can take. So you don‘t enter like some kind of soft amorphous 

alike thing, but one comes in as someone with ideas, but one follows ‗dance 

metaphorically‘ those who are in the room. I saw you put an opportunity (a project design) 

on the table after some relationship building in the shape of attuning, listening and 

questioning… And then you gave them space to both be satisfied and unhappy about it – 

they actually left the room and came back and said it wasn‘t fitting for them. And this you 

just contained and said, that‘s okay, how would you like it to be? And then you facilitated 

a process with them that made them draw up what they would like instead, what they 

really imagined would work for them in their situation in their departments and regions. I 

think this was very exemplary and the crazy thing was, something I was really impressed 

by, they had completed an idea that as a whole resembled what you in the first place had 

presented to them, just slightly modified so that they now saw it as their project. They 

didn‘t have the slightest idea about how much the two things looked alike. 
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… 

I:  Couldn‘t one say that this was successful manipulation? 

Eva:  No, I don‘t at all think so. They had the total freedom to say what they wanted. 

They were held in the open and facilitated in such a way that it became possible for them 

to put into language something that they didn‘t have words for… It is here the consultant 

needed to manage the balance between keeping the process open and at the same time 

assure that the solutions created actually produce desired outcomes. It is here that we 

come close to the idea of innovation, letting people in on the ideas, have them take 

ownership – it is here that one lives the idea that those who hold the problems also hold 

the key to their solutions.  

 

What this example shows is really the joint effort to explore the affordances and 

constraints that is lived in the relationship between consultant and client, in a shared 

pursuit of a consummatory dimension of experiences in an imagined future relationship. 

Consummatory dimension since the experience of practices and intentionality coming 

together in a unique moment transforming both the content of the episode and the 

possible futures that alone become possible from having such moments together. These 

moments are related to the artistic and aesthetic dimension of the living, life coming to a 

culmination (Cronen, 2002). 

 

It also highlights the important notion about knowing from within. The client´s 

immediate decline of the proposed process, can be understood as a difficulty in relating 

the proposed from within the idea. But as they are offered the opportunity to speak their 

way into an idea of how a process could be carried out, they start to embody the process 

providing them with orientational grammars of how to go on in their organisations. This 

practice stands in contrast with that of many other consultants, the client Inge describes 

her experience:  
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Inge:  It works really well when a consultant does not insist that the product is like this 

and this is what we are going to do – because this does not work. 

Interviewer: Have you experienced consultants who want to do things in a specific way? 

Inge:  Some show up with their product or their concept. And I think: What do you want 

me to do with it? Today, many consultants within the organisation ask what we 

need. This is also a way for them to move on. But it is more about the approach. I 

especially noticed that when you were here you did not relate to right or wrong. In 

relation to the employees you have really inspired me so I have gradually learned 

that you cannot relate to things as if they were right or wrong. 

 

What she highlights is that it is more than just asking the client, what they need or 

propose a solution. It is an approach, a certain way of being actively engaged in the 

relationship which produces often anticipated effects, like learning about relating 

differently than from a right – wrong distinction. She further comments on the approach: 

I:  What does it mean to you as a client of this type of services to experience 

communication used in this way? 

Inge:  It makes me listen very carefully and work on what I hear. It is in itself a pleasure 

to hear the language being used really well. In relation to our target group I can 

see that our employees immediately understand you. You have cleansed the 

language for different management and foreign words and have processed and 

translated the ones you use. I really believe that this is a very important 

thing...This is also connected to the way you ask questions. It is appreciative 

questions in a certain way making you think that what I know and mean is 

important. 

 I:  Which importance does this feeling have for the development of relations? 

Inge: It has the importance that you open up and become more daring. You start up a 

process in a group that contains creativity which makes people give inspiration to 
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each other to open up and thus create creativity. I remember the happiness and 

excitement in some of these sessions. It also influences the relation between you 

and me because when both the group and I experience it, it has to contain some 

good values. There is something we have to take care of and act upon... This 

gives rise to continue the work afterwards and dive further into it. I get inspired to 

think that if I can use it in this situation maybe I can also use it on that.  

 

 What the quote offers in its own condensed form is both some ideas about the 

approach and what kind of response it creates in her and her organisational life. First she 

says that it is a way of communicating that makes people want to listen because the 

language invites a responsive dialogue rather than an expert to non-expert, which relates 

to Vernon's (2000) point about joining grammars in order to explore affordances and 

constraints and with Shotter's (2006) notion of dialogical responsive ways of speaking. 

Doing so becomes an act of empowering the people whom you are in a dialogue with, 

meaning that you affirm their participation in such way that they experience that their 

voice matters both in relation to the process and you. In her view this leads to a series of 

positive consequences. Firstly it opens up for daring different things such as applying 

creative ways of working which she associates with happiness and excitement. This then 

feeds back on the relationship between the consultant and her, because it becomes a 

shared moment of consummation. This moment she associates with good values, which 

lead her into feeling an obligation to act upon it and further re-iterate a continuation of 

exploration into further actions and languaging of her organisation and ways of relating to 

employees and situations. Her emphasis on opening up space for novel acts exemplifies 

the whole point about moments of consummation, since it is the quality of such moments 

that they can change the experience and what becomes possible next. Like when 

someone gets something right that the person has thought about for a long time, 

suddenly the worries are gone and the relation to the end-in-view changes. These 

moments can, as quoted earlier; '… exert an influence on the others around us, thus to 

shape not only their actions but their very way of being in the world.‟ (Shotter, 2006, p.2)   
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Another client Pernille reports on her experience of the approach that led her to 

engage her organisation in an innovative project on leadership appraisals based on a 

dialogical approach: ‗One of the things that created the necessity of the project was the 

recognition that came as a consequence of us relating the different theoretical 

backgrounds, that both dialogical leadership and the processes we were working with, in 

the organisation had, and then the background of the general appraisal system (provided 

through the municipality) rested upon. When it became clear that these resembled two 

different mindsets I needed to take action. And it is here that your (me) courage to 

suggest ideas and take the time to relate critically to our situation and choices of action 

became significant. This is one of the things that I have later become very conscious 

about, that there has to be a coherence between theoretical backgrounds, aspired 

effects, the process and its practical mastery.‘ And Pernille continues: ‗It is of great 

significance that the ideas and thoughts that we are working with are coherent and do not 

produce internal tensions. It is not the case that other ways of working wouldn‘t be 

effective, but the value that there is an internal coherence and logic assures that there 

can be communicated much more trustworthy around decisions and processes, in that 

these in themselves are communicated in a way that are examples of how we aspire to 

work as a result of the general project. Our goal was to build a higher degree of dialogical 

leadership in the organisation and therefore the leadership appraisal needed to be built 

dialogically so that we in the course of evaluating were given chances of training different 

dialogical practices.‘  

 

If you have a dialogically responsive relationship with a client, then I think it is 

poor consultancy not to comment on what you experience as incoherent. As Eva said 

earlier, there is no dichotomy between expert and process when consulting. These are 

only different ways of relating, and indeed you can present people´s incoherent ideas in a 

respectful and helpful way. It is not necessarily what is being said, but the way in which it 

is being said that matters, and in the case of this client it was within contours of a 

dialogical relationship. Obviously it is also about taking chances, sometimes clients 
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disagree with you, and you have to let go of your darlings, when and how this is done 

comes from experience but is importantly informed by the ability to be irreverent towards 

your own ideas and prejudice, in the moment, there on the spot in a split of a second. 

 

When I refer to people´s inconsistencies of ideas and approaches, it is not to 

suggest that I might have the right and enlightened idea. Rather it is to be aware that any 

idea and practice has its own history, its contingencies and its context. This is brilliantly 

explained in James' (1907, p. 27) old story of the squirrel: ‗Some years ago, being with a 

camping party in the mountains, I returned from a solitary ramble to find everyone 

engaged in a ferocious metaphysical dispute. The corpus of the dispute was a squirrel—a 

live squirrel supposed to be clinging to one side of a tree-trunk; while over against the 

tree‘s opposite side a human being was imagined to stand. This human witness tries to 

get sight of the squirrel by moving rapidly round the tree, but no matter how fast he goes, 

the squirrel moves as fast in the opposite direction, and always keeps the tree between 

himself and the man, so that never a glimpse of him is caught. The resultant metaphysical 

problem now is this: DOES THE MAN GO ROUND THE SQUIRREL OR NOT? He goes 

round the tree, sure enough, and the squirrel is on the tree; but does he go around the 

squirrel? In the unlimited leisure of the wilderness, discussion had been worn threadbare. 

Everyone had taken sides, and was obstinate; and the numbers on both sides were even. 

Each side, when I appeared therefore appealed to me to make it a majority. Mindful of the 

scholastic distinction, I immediately sought and found one, as follows: ―Which party is 

right,‖ I said, ―depends on what you PRACTICALLY MEAN by ‗going around‘ the squirrel. 

If you mean passing from the north of him to the east, then to the south, then to the west, 

and then to the north of him again, obviously the man does go around him, for he 

occupies these successive positions. But if on the contrary you mean being in front of 

him, then on the right of him, then behind him, then on his left and finally in front again, it 

is quite as obvious that the man fails to go round him, for by the compensating 

movements the squirrel makes, he keeps his belly turned towards the man all the time, 

and his back turned away. Make the distinction, and there is no occasion for any farther 
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dispute. You are both right and both wrong according as you conceive the verb ‗to go 

round‘ in one practical fashion or the other… I tell this trivial anecdote because it is a 

peculiarly simple example of what I wish now to speak of as THE PRAGMATIC 

METHOD.‘ 

 

In the case of this client it was pretty straight forward to recognise that there was 

a discrepancy between their desired outcome of an appraisal, which was to become even 

more dialogical, and the process of getting their through a non-dialogical process method. 

But how to do it differently is of course the challenge. How we developed the idea is a 

funny story. I had on a previous meeting commented on the appraisal as being in conflict 

with their general aspiration in their organisation. I didn't necessary expect it to go any 

further than this, but she and her HR manager came back and asked for a meeting, 

where they wanted me to present something. On the day of the meeting, I missed a ferry 

to Copenhagen and couldn't get there on time since I had to drive for three hours. Instead 

I spoke on the phone with her for about two hours on possible ways of doing a dialogical 

appraisal. Upon arrival we sat down for about 30 minutes drawing up her notes from the 

conversation, and there it was a co-created process design, which in its unfolding would 

create the answers to the challenges we couldn't imagine with our present experiences 

and vocabulary. One of the consultants, that joined in on the process, Eva, reports her 

experience.  

 

Interviewer: Is the KTK case an example of innovation within consultancy? 

Eva:  Yes, there is no doubt about that. In this project process consultation and 

evaluation are inspired by each other and something new had emerged which 

was different and could do something different. The way in which we worked with 

evaluation here was a very special structured way of doing process consultation. 

What's special about it is that it is educational. With a social constructionist 
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perspective we change every time we do something and if you take it seriously 

it's better to go for some desired effects. 

I:  Were there key events or processes in the XX case which transformed something 

important and tell something about the innovation process?  

Eva:  Yes, there were key events both in the design phase, and in the process. The 

first key event was the first group interview we had with regard to evaluation. The 

client was worried – not about us not being able to handle it, but about a critical 

situation among the employees where we were to evaluate the manager. But 

because we had another wish for effects and another basic assumption about 

what it took to develop the present managers, our interview had another 

approach than the traditional. What happened during the interview, I would 

characterise as a fine group process which almost included elements of 

coaching. It was great! And we have seen it several times in connection with 

evaluations – that practice gives the participants so much more than a traditional 

evaluation. In this case we came out and delivered something which they 

embraced, innovated and went out again changed and wanting something 

different! That was a key event. 

I:  How did this become a key event – why do you mention it? 

Eva:  Because I became aware of the possibilities in our way of working with 

evaluation. We had created an evaluation consulting practice which makes it 

possible to create development. I saw new ways of how to go when we talk 

evaluation and at the same time I had to hold on to a classic evaluation set up 

and argue for this being a systematic retrospective assessment like Vedung 

defines evaluation.  

 

I think it is worth mentioning two things, one being the case that during the 

process of working we came to experience things that change us and our relationship to 

what we are doing. In this case, she realised the potency of our project through 
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successful group interviews with people in the organisation. This ability to be moved 

during the process of working is an important skill, rather than staying with the plan it is 

suggested to relate to the flow of things during the course of engaging with the 

organisation. The other thing is how this project opens for a whole new conception of 

evaluation as a way of doing process consulting. It simply goes beyond current 

distinctions of what evaluation is all about, going from a focus on learning as a higher 

context for the evaluation into change and development as the higher context. This has 

resulted in several new initiatives such as courses and other projects on process 

evaluation. 

 

 In the following part I want to go into more detail through the focus on language 

that Rorty presents and later treat the embodied responsive practice suggested by 

Shotter. 

 

4.2 Rorty, Redescription and Novelty 

To Rorty „redescribing ourselves is the most important thing we can do‘ (Tartalia, 

2007, p. 219) and with this ambition he sets out a moral project which at its core holds the 

vision of finding increasingly better ways of living together by reducing social exclusion 

and unjust. Hence he was aware that this was not a conclusive moral position in arguing; 

‗you cannot aim at moral perfection, but you can aim at taking more people‘s needs into 

account than you did previously.‟ (Rorty, 1999, p. 83) Though one cannot escape the 

contingencies of language and social practice, one can pursue emancipation by facing 

the challenge of „reinvigorating the conversation by finding new descriptions capable of 

making the world seem fresh all over again‘ (1980, p. 370) so that we don‟t live by the 

language left behind. To refresh my earlier comment on needs, Rorty intends to say that 

is fundamental in order to understanding the process of the living, to recognise, like 

Dewey (1938a) that people intuitively try to move toward certain purposes, end-in-views, 

desires as a way of responding to the indefinite characteristics of the web of significance.   
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One can of course live one‟s life through the stories told by others and succeed 

with an experience of happiness and success, but as for communities he insists that there 

is a need for a moral aspiration of better social worlds. We must not settle for the current 

state of affairs in the world and he cannot imagine that we are at the end of social 

evolution just as all would agree that we are not at the end of biological evolution (1999). 

So we must live up to the challenge of confronting our contingencies constituting our 

present living embodying  ‗a talent for speaking differently, rather than arguing well, (as) 

the chief instrument for cultural change.‘ (1989, p.7). 

 

Speaking differently in Rorty‟s sense is an experimental challenge and in it there 

is a persistence not to urge for a sense of rigor or clarity since this is ultimately an attempt 

of certainty and inference. Rather it is a process of imagination, a process of asking new 

questions, making use of new metaphors, a process where one  ‗try to ignore the 

apparently futile traditional questions by substituting the following new and possible 

interesting questions.‗ (Rorty, 1989, p.9) Doing so engages people in a very different 

inquiry, an explorative inquiry in which one through the process of redescribing selves 

and others creates a position in the web of language that holds less tension than one 

previously experienced. Doing so is applying poetic practices, through enrichment of 

language and embracing of more and more possibilities, so that one becomes a constant 

learner giving oneself over to curiosity. Having envisaged new possible forms of life 

allows one to formulate richer and fuller ways of living jointly with others and in the course 

of that living making one‟s life richer and fuller. (Rorty, 1991a, p.154) Doing this creates 

an original living unfolding story about how one can be as a person or a community, but 

in order to achieve such a position one has to let go of certainty and being rational about 

the course of action and engage in the process with an orientational preparedness. This 

because, as Rorty describes (1989, p. 12-13), a redescribing poet „is typically unable to 

make clear exactly what it is he wants to do before developing the language in which he 

succeeds in doing it. His new vocabulary makes possible, for the first time, a formulation 

of its own purpose. It is a tool for doing something which could not have been envisaged 
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prior to the development of a particular set of descriptions, those which itself helps to 

provide.‘  

 

Listening to Rorty‟s account of redescription and his understanding of the 

importance of novelty as expansion of selves resonates with Nonaka‟s learning from 

studying the top performing and innovating Japanese organisations. Here Nonaka (1991) 

observes that Japanese top managers often make use of metaphors that are deliberately 

paradoxical, a paradox in logic which arouses in people a need for closing the phronetic 

gab (Taylor, 1993) not by reaching a conclusion but by producing an enlarged context 

(like James did in the squirrel example) and therefore make no effort to facilitate clarity, 

rather the opposite, they want to benefit from the conversational processes of creating 

new meanings taking place in the organisation as a way of uniquely recreating itself. He 

(Nonaka, 1991, p.8) argues that ‗there is a continual shift in meaning as new knowledge 

is diffused in an organization. The confusion created by the inevitable discrepancies in 

meaning that occur in any organization might seem like a problem. In fact, it can be a rich 

source of new knowledge—if a company knows how to manage it. The key to doing so is 

continuously challenging employees to re-examine what they take for granted.‘ Case 

stories (Takeuchi & Nonaka, 1986, Nonaka, 1991) show that some of the biggest 

innovative breakthroughs resulted from finding a way of living out such dilemmas, not by 

solving them but by making them irrelevant through advancement of communication 

governing the organizational practices and these often originate from tapping tacit 

insights and intuitions of employees, clients or suppliers. Appealing as these ideas of the 

characteristics of innovative communities may seem, the more it needs to be stressed 

that this is rarely the practice that is seen in western, including Danish, organisations. 

Good leadership is more often associated with clear communication and control of the 

organisational operations (meaning predictability) than with spontaneous adaptation to 

circumstances through creative and innovative manoeuvring. 
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On a practical level I see Rorty‟s ideas corresponding with different dimensions of 

our organisational practices. I recognise that our systemic commitments offer different 

vocabularies than normally spoken by consultants. The choice of doing so goes back to 

our foundation, where we decided to create a consultancy that would make explicit use of 

academic discourses in order to give people a more rigorous experience of how the ideas 

we were offering related to traditions of ideas inspired by philosophy, biology, 

anthropology, social psychology, systems theories, family therapy etc. This theme came 

about in the interviews with my colleague Eva. She describes it with an example: 

Interviewer: If we asked our clients about our use of language what do you think they 

would say? 

Eva:  I think they will say that we speak rather academically or that we have a fairly 

straight forward walk about with long words that are unusual to them! But 

because we do it naturally they buy into it. I had for example met a woman who 

couldn‘t join module 1 on a course… so we made a brush-up session for her and 

two of her colleagues. She said that; ‗I was all nervous before going in, because I 

simply didn‘t understand half of the words on the slides that were sent me as 

preparation. I had looked them up and I couldn‘t actually find them!‘ This she 

hadn‘t experienced before that she had to look words up. But in our way of 

presenting nothing choked her, perhaps ‗heliotrope‘ or similar words… This 

combination of theory and practice and a natural and after all manageable way of 

bringing the abstract concepts in to play in practice is some of what I have heard 

again and again for many years that we are really good at. 

I:  Let us catch the idea about new words and the way we are going about using 

them. What do you think in relation to clients having to adopt new practices, are 

we consciously aware of our use of new words that can offer new meanings as 

an important part of their way of re-thinking their practice? Is it part of a broader 

conceptual idea to offer a language that does, when one re-tells one´s practice, it 
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transforms into new ideas and that process we take part in facilitating by our use 

of a different language? 

Eva:  That I can fully agree with and I am convinced that what I see happen in 

coaching conversations is about seeing situations from a different perspective. 

The way it is done bringing new words and theoretical points into play in a 

language that dares to be abstract, facilitates them walking out of the door 

changed. But it only works because we believe in it, and it is okay that I express 

myself like that. 

 

The example provides a good case in illustrating the point that not only are we as 

consultants providing clients with ideas of change, we do so in a language unusual to 

most professions. New word give rise to new anticipations and new possible ways of 

relating, like Wittgenstein (1980, p.2) argue 'A new word is like a fresh seed sown on the 

ground of the discussion.' In the process of relating to the clients we offer continuous re-

descriptions as we respond to their challenges, either by using practices such as re-

framing a word or an idea or by offering new ways of expressing the-situation-in-view 

making use of a systemic language. As the unfolding of the relationship takes place the 

client re-describes herself in relation to the challenges in a way that evoke a different 

sense of knowing how to go on, and a sense of change in what constitutes the 

experience of difficulties. 

 

4.3 Shotter, Embodiment and Continuous Creation of Novelty 

Where Rorty emphasises the use of new words and vocabularies Shotter wants 

us to take a closer look at the details of the happening when using new words. Indeed he 

argues that it is the spontaneous bodily responsiveness to the ‗intonational contours of a 

person‘s utterances, as well as the whole style of their talk‘ that provides the necessary 

difference for the „shared space‟ for the happening of innovative change. It is „when 

everybody involved in an interaction is open to being ‗touched‘ or ‗moved‘ by the 
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otherness of the others and otherness around them, that innovative change can 

happen… it is only in such moments that it can happen.‟ (Shotter, work notes). 

 

So what are the characteristics of these moments? Shotter (2006 p.1) 

distinguishes between two kinds of difficulties, those whose solution can be arrived at by 

the „application of a method or process of reasoning‟ and on the other side those which 

he calls „difficulties of orientation or relational difficulties‘, situations where the challenge 

is knowing how to go on or how to relate to the circumstances as opposed to „knowing the 

fact‟. The second kind of difficulty cannot be resolved, arrived at a conclusion, instead it 

becomes crucial to people organising their inter-activities with each other, that they are 

able during the course of acting together to arouse in each other, „transitory 

understandings of „where‟ so far in their activities they have „got to‟, and action guiding 

anticipations of „where‟ or „how‟ they are likely to go on.‟ (Shotter, 2006, p.4) It is only 

from „within‟ the process of engagement that people become capable of organising these 

multiple voices. Doing so means attuning to the continuous unfolding of the bodily as well 

as expressive dimensions of experiencing, recognising that a ‗word does not merely 

designate an object as a present-to-hand entity, but also express by its intonation my 

evaluative attitude toward the object, toward what is desirable or undesirable in it, and, in 

doing so, sets it in motion toward that which is yet to-to-be determined about it, turns it 

into a constituent moment of the living, ongoing event' (Bahktin pp.32-33, In Shotter, 

2006, p.4). 

 

This means that words-in-use point beyond themselves into something „not-yet-

determined‟, and in order to become able at organising ourselves collectively creating 

experiences of novelty, we need to learn to re-orient our attention towards the often 

vague tendencies that words or intonations create in us as we spontaneously respond to 

each other´s use of them. By doing so we engage ourselves with new ways of relating to 

the phenomena, seeing the object with a different „background‟ provides us with different 

attitudes towards its manifestation in our present lives, with a different orientational skill.  
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I will argue that we engage with such responsive presence in many different 

ways, though Shotter privileges a dialogical practice. Takeuchi & Nonaka (1986) offers 

two examples of how Japanese organisations try to work with the tacit dimensions of 

knowing as a way of innovating products. In one case he describes how a researcher was 

sent out on internship to study how the best bakers felt their way with bread. This resulted 

in the creation of a whole new baking machine, which previously had proved impossible 

to produce due to bad interpretations of the importance of kneading and how movements 

of the hands and a general feel for the bread related to the finished bread. In another 

case a group of developers were sent to Europe to get a sense of a different way of 

living, so that they could refresh their conversations about possible new products in the 

automobile industry. The general attitude in these organisations Nonaka describes is that 

the organisations try ‗tapping the tacit and often highly subjective insights, intuitions, and 

hunches of individual employees and making those insights available for testing and use 

by the company as a whole.‘ (1991, p. 2). 

 

From an organisational point of view it is important to recognise that one cannot 

deliberately create such moments, one can only occasion them (Shotter, 2008). Working 

as a systemic consultant one is constantly oriented toward creating the better conditions 

for meaningful conversations to take place, since we recognise that people in 

organisations express and simultaneously create themselves through their ways of 

communicating with each other. In the following example my client describes how the 

relation was shaped dialogically over time creating the „shared space‟ for innovative ideas 

to emerge and thereafter evolve as the process unfolded the many meanings in the 

project.  

 

Pernille A: The relation was built up over time, where the professional interplay created a 

form of reliability to the ideas and solutions that the current activities had realised. 

In the course of this collaboration you had shown the courage to challenge our 

solutions and the logics we were working with, in the organisation. The fact that 
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time was invested in conversations was important in the sense that they weren‘t 

just sales or productivity talks, but instead conversations where the necessary 

time needed was made space for. In these conversations space was created to 

put light on the different challenges and possible solutions from several 

perspectives. One of the outcomes from these conversations and the practice we 

created was a sense of wholeness in the initiatives that was put in to the world. 

I:  How would you describe this wholeness? 

P: Wholeness understood on several levels, both on a more personal level maturing 

a more balanced use of both rational as well as emotional decision making 

leadership practices. This dimension has given my leadership a series of 

qualities, where I earlier more exclusively made use of my strong analytical skills 

in difficult situations I am now more inclined to use my gut feeling and believe that 

the processes will create the desired outcome. The thing about working with the 

processes is now completely clear to me, that one needs to create the right 

involvement in the organisation around the things that one hopes to achieve 

otherwise you won't get far. And in our case it was the processes that created the 

content of the project, why we had had to feel our way more than we could 

calculate our way to the solution.   

 

And commenting on the long term effects in the organisation from applying these 

practice Pernille says. 

P: Once we started the project I was absolutely certain that we would gain an 

organisational effect simply because both you and I knew the demands for 

efficiency so we could secure the direction and progress of the process if 

necessary. And we both had an open approach for interference – that interfering 

does not make it a fiasco but a natural part of the approach/process we have 

chosen. Based on this, we did not need a large safety net under the process and 

given the fact that I had seen how you continuously could assess where and 
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when the process should be open, or experiment with the form, and when we had 

to play safe and control the process, gave a sense of security all the way through 

the process... Afterwards, we have continued working with the experiences from 

the process in our management evaluation for the entire administration. We have 

not used the large model but have repeated the process (re-iterated it) in the 

sense that we have developed the evaluation model through a continuous 

dialogue both internally as well as with the consultants. In this way, we have 

created a new practice where we work with open processes where experience 

and importance grow. I think that eight out of ten managers experience that they 

profit much more of this work than if we had run a classic management 

evaluation. But it is not only here we have become more process oriented, it also 

comes off on other parts of our work within the organisation. It has meant a lot to 

the previous employees (who participated in the smaller organisation) as this 

area is traditionally a low status area within the municipality. But in recent years, 

this area has reached an average level and gained much respect as the 

employees have shown an ability to enter into dialogue regarding the challenges 

and changes which we have presented to the organisation and thereby been able 

to solve these issues in a much better way than other knowledge intensive areas. 

The employees ability and will to believe that together we can create something 

good is fantastic when you think of what they have been exposed to through the 

efficiency improvement process and subsequent dismissals and new 

organisation. It is decisive to see that the ways, in which we have worked, have 

created a confidence in each other's intentions and a will which reach far beyond 

the immediate experiences. 

 

What I find important about this quote is that the time dimension becomes very 

significant. It is not just a one conversational event she is talking about it is a 

conversational practice that has developed over a series of conversations including 

working together on projects continuously qualifying the concepts and ideas. To both 
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parties the outcome of the conversations wasn‟t planned, rather they were occasioned by 

experiencing a responsive presence of being within conversations of conversations about 

change in the organisation. Also I recognise how the project and our conversations led to 

a different consciousness about the significance of using emotional responsiveness as 

measure of good leadership have changed her story of self as a leader significantly. She 

describes this as bringing a different sense of wholeness into her leadership, which 

relates with the idea of experiencing strong orientational skills in manoeuvring and 

organising in the unfolding movements of the organisation. This increase in sensitivity to 

the bodily dimension of living responsive dialogue of the organisation, was not taught, 

rather it is an outgrowth of lived practice in our relationship. At one point I ask her if she 

can recognise the experience of us taking turns in being courageous and she replies that 

she recognises this and that she often put aside her tendency to take control by relying 

on my calmness, my orientational skills, where I see my calmness as a consequence of 

my experience of her capability in creating rigour and direction by her enormous overview 

of the organisation. Due to her position as director in the organisation this has had major 

consequences for the organisational practices as a whole and we see again as with the 

other client that these ways of working exerts a difference in people's life that reaches 

beyond the episodes themselves. It is in a way impossible to go back to old language 

habits once you have adopted a new and better way of relating. In this case a dialogical 

practice building on trust in the intention of the other.  

 

4.4 Reflections and Learning 

 Linking back the general questions raised in the introduction it becomes apparent 

that the characteristics of the attitude through which we explore our organisational 

landscape in order to make sense of the world in coherent ways linking theory and 

practice in our day to day conduct is by virtue innovative. Doing my inquiries into stories 

of innovative practice it appeared difficult to even get people to relate to the word 

innovation¸ as with other hyped 'up in the air' words such as strategy, power etc. Maybe it 

is better to think that the employees and clients related to the word by re-relating to it and 
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in doing so exercised an expression of an ironic redescriptive attitude and thereby in 

practice demonstrating the very meaning of the word from within a systemic attitude. As 

we saw in the previous chapter in relation to the innovation day people tend to 

deconstruct the word before exploring it and not only this word but any word or utterance 

that can appear final. Rather than accepting innovation as some pre-determinate practice 

people took their conversation into talks about different ways of seeing novelty and in 

doing so actively engaging in an act of innovative practice. The actual exploration of 

innovation manifests the very theme of inquiry in practice. I have come to believe that 

living from within a systemic world view produces a natural practice of re-creating not only 

practices but also our very being in the world with clients. So rather than seeing 

innovation as a special happening we see it is as how we live, the way we form 

relationships with each other and with our clients and in the doing exert an influence not 

only on our relationship to ourselves but also to our clients and how they subsequently 

relate and re-relate to employees and colleagues. 

 

 Understanding the nature of novelty, the moments where new worlds come to live 

we inquired into both Rorty's and Shotter's shared and also different perspectives. We 

saw how Rorty's emphasis on language and imagination offered important descriptions 

on how language use with an ironic attitude provides sensitivity to redescriptions and how 

these are lived out into client relationships. We learned that this language focus was lived 

in client relationships as ways of 'joining grammars' and as ways of being irreverent to 

one's own ideas and preferred ways of working, and during the course of such practices 

form unique relationships with clients and their organisations. A focus on the importance 

of 'speaking one's way into something' provided an important reflection on the 

significance on how orientational skills gets developed. As people speak 'through', or 

with, or in relation to an idea, they 'give it life' with their own unique intonation of words or 

phrases. This highlighted both Rorty's point about coming to know one self as being 

equal with making up one's own language just as it resonated with Shotter's emphasis 

about embodying words and becoming increasingly responsive to how we relate not only 
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to ourselves but also to the otherness around us in a process in which language use 

takes up an integral part. Further we learned from Shotter that the happening of novel 

expressions happens in relationships which were described as dialogical which here 

means becoming increasingly responsive to the otherness' of the otherness' around us, 

hence corresponding with what we discussed in the previous chapter as being moral, that 

is being increasingly responsive to people's needs and desires. This is equal to being 

responsible meaning doing justice to the present situation by giving all the details the 

recognition they deserve. The nature of these dialogical ways of relating also means that 

innovative openings are out of our control, and they should be, they just happen to us, but 

what we can do is to become increasingly attentive to the different circumstances under 

which such happenings comes more easily. Also, we saw how such ways of relating 

opened up new ways for the clients and employees involved for relating to people around 

them and that this could be seen even years after the initial conversations. 

 

 Further, uniting Rorty and Shotter in an exploration of novelty provided a unique 

contribution to understanding the living consequences of irony and irreverence in a 

professional consultancy practice. It has offered an increased attention to how ways of 

relating to both language and embodiment in a systemic practice provide a natural access 

to the very processes in which novel acts and languages come naturally, with ease, as 

people from within such attitudes try to exert a professional influence on the world. It has 

bridged the level of attitude with the very details in conversations that need our attention 

in order to more fully enjoy these ironic tendencies in practice. Shotter takes over where 

Rorty comes short on details in the living conduct. 

 

 In short, it has provided a unique alternative to the literature on innovation by 

offering both detailed accounts of novel happenings in our organisational conduct and in 

relation to working with clients. It has done so by taking innovation beyond current 

abstract mainstream understandings providing both a rigorous account on the level of 

theory and its meaning in detailed practice. 
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5. CHAPTER 5: BEYOND LEARNING AND CONCLUSIONS  

 As this thesis reaches its completion it is not finished. So much of what has been 

explored is already part of new ways of speaking and developing practices in the 

organisation and with clients. The continued focus over the past years on forming a focus 

for the thesis has made clearer what counts as important practices in the organisation. In 

the course of these inquiries certain ways of working have been further enhanced, such 

as strategy days and academy days which have become even more important ways of 

sustaining relationships within the organisation and in developing new ways of working. 

 

 Also the events that have taken place during the past four years, including selling 

the organisation and the departure of my co-founder along with colleagues post-merger 

and a significant growth doubling our size have provided challenges enough for several 

doctorates. I have tried to make the thesis as being about a systemic community and 

deliberately not about myself. Though I realise that whatever direction that has been 

explored eventually added to the invention of a vocabulary about myself as a director of 

this beautiful organisation. It is as if Rorty's (1989, p.27) point that ‗To create one‘s mind 

is to create one‘s own language, rather than to let the length of one‘s mind be set by the 

language other human beings have left behind‘ has become a ever more meaningful to 

me as I through the elaboration of the thesis, invented for myself new vocabularies and in 

the course of doing so became ever more irreverent towards traditional stories about 

leadership. A process that certainly hasn't been easy and not without anxiety. What if the 

only vocabulary that I could come up with would be recognised by others as trivial or 

something left behind by others? 

 

 In the early contours of the thesis I highlighted three things that I wanted to 

explore, these were: 

Firstly I wanted to explore the notion of irreverence as a key to understanding 

growth and development of a systemic community and in doing so extending this situated 
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practice with the ironic and redescriptive attitude making the later a more general 

approach to the kind of being in the world that leads to open ended and irreverent 

practice. 

 

Secondly I wanted to inquire into how such a community lives from within these 

ideas and how this form and shape ways of organising and in the process of inquiry 

demonstrate the usefulness of the theoretical conceptions irreverence, irony and 

redescription. 

 

Thirdly I wanted the thesis to provide a self reflexive journey about leading such a 

community. 

 

 While the first two themes have been elaborated extensively above, the third 

theme has remained silent or implicit until now. With this final chapter I want to touch 

down on several issues including relating to the following three themes of inquiry. Firstly I 

will evaluate the usefulness of the theoretical focus that has been articulated throughout 

the thesis. I will do so by emphasising the experience of these ideas as being extremely 

consistent and strong, yet helpful in providing a challenge for my own process of inquiry 

since it has challenged my preferred ways of speaking and in doing so changed me and 

relationship with being systemic. Secondly I will evaluate my findings and make some 

statements about being a systemic community in practice. This I will do by arguing that 

the there is something fundamentally different about this way of working that makes it 

distinctive compared with other organisations. In the doing of this I will explore some of 

the themes that I have come to regard as most central in understanding my role as 

director. Further I will discuss how this way of organising uniquely forms relationships with 

clients and its surrounding world that provides a self-sustaining pattern of continuous 

growth. Thirdly I will discuss the wider applications of these ideas and ways of working. I 

will argue that it from a general point of view is without limits, but that the practice 
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explored in the thesis obviously has some conditions that are not necessarily found in 

many places. 

 

5.1 Usefulness of Irony and Irreverence as research ideas 

 As set out in the beginning the theoretical project with the thesis was twofold. 

Firstly I wanted to develop and advance the systemic notion of irreverence by arguing 

that the neo-pragmatic attitude as demonstrated in Rorty's texts on irony and 

redescription would not only place irreverence within a broader context of ideas, it would 

also be an irreverent act in itself toward the notion of irreverence. Rather than defining it, 

it was expanded and further developed making it a conceptual idea beyond a situated 

practice by arguing for it as being a way of relating to and in the world. It was argued that 

a systemic way of being in the world is commensurate with Rorty's ideals of a free liberal 

community. He argues (Bacon, 2007, p.82) that 'such a culture is characterized by 

imagination and innovation, by the attempt to make the future different from the past 

rather than approximate pre-existent reality, and where the aspiration to represent the 

world in its terms is replaced with the concern to offer new interpretations of it and thus 

give meaning to our lives.' Hence, it's a continual renewal as conditions change.  

 

 Secondly, I intended to produce a theoretical tension between my current 

vocabularies and that offered by Rorty and in part by Shotter. The purpose was to 

produce in practice an ironic attitude towards myself as a researcher that is an open 

ended non-conclusive position one that privileges imagination over certainty. Having to 

express not only myself but also my observations from within a particular language 

practice has produced a creative process where meaning emerged during the course of 

exploring and language use from within the process. 

 

 From my re-reading of the thesis I have come to believe that for a reader, and 

certainly to myself, this project stands out as a culmination of a process of inquiry that is a 
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uniquely consistent contribution to ways of describing what makes systemic practices 

different and ultimately making our organisation a one of a kind in the market. The 

coherence between the theoretical outlines and the empirical material produces an 

account of a community that resonates on many different levels. In professional conduct 

with clients it is remarkable how the living of a practice exerts an influence on people's 

ways of relating so that it extends into other relationships outside the conversations 

between client and consultant. Also it is remarkable how the client relationships develop 

over the years, as they learn more so do we. The definition of relationship becomes a 

partnership of mutually learning actors in a mutating expansive web of significance. Also 

it served as contextual signposts as we highlighted certain aspects of our organisational 

practice, such as strategy work and muddling through difficult times. It highlighted very 

important practices that in our daily conduct often pass by without much notice, since 

these processes are so much our way of being in the world. But also very importantly it 

offered a rigorous account of our innovative capacity and how it works for us, both in 

relation to our colleagues and our clients. I am not trying to say that I have provided a 

final vocabulary on how our organisation and systemic ideas should be understood. But I 

am arguing that the thesis has provided a consistent story about being systemic, 

combining a novel literary review with research material supporting key messages in the 

texts. Stating this is also consistent with the different feedback that generously has been 

offered by people in the organisation from their reading of parts and wholes of the thesis 

and through continuous talks about ways of expressing what and how things happens in 

the organisation. 

 

 My second focus is on making a theoretical tension that has guided me through a 

terrain that I hadn't imagined that I should go through. The thesis obviously stands out as 

a whole with a retrospective order. Living my way into to the project has been a much 

more back and forth process. Adopting a new language and insisting on reading almost 

exclusively neo-pragmatic literature over a period of two years is a much more complex 

process than can be described here. No doubt that it has produced a tension, hence 
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getting a new language also means starting to see things a new, and there is no turning 

back once the steps have been climbed. The relationship that I now have with systemic 

ideas is different from previously, it is as if I have a theory of what it means to be systemic 

which I can be irreverent about. It is really, as Rorty (1989, p.9) describes an ability to set 

aside old questions and replace them with new and more interesting ones. This process 

on a more personal level has found way into to the thesis as a productive move. It has 

kept the process open until very late, hence keeping the conversation going between 

different ways of relating to the material and making connections. It is further my belief 

that words such as 'irreverence, irony and redescription' produce a tension in readers, 

who are not necessarily into this literary tradition and for them these words might 

associate something different, which helps keep open the text in a way, were the reader 

is questioned in his or her pre-judgements and language habits. To me these words are 

beautiful they resonate with an emotional response of calmness, of being in balance with 

„a something‟ beyond myself, a unifying whole. So the theoretical ambition has 

succeeded and provided a rigour and a creativity, which in itself has kept the irreverent 

attitude alive in the research. It has really been a way of walking the talk, or more specific 

learning to do the walk from within the process of learning to do the talk.   

 

 Relating the two themes above provides in my view a novel contribution to the 

literary community of systemic practitioners. Linking theories and practices in ways not 

yet described and made explicit in literature or research, it does so in a way that is 

consistent with and at the same time is an expression of the ideas. This both counts for 

the descriptions of the organisation as it does for the way in which the research was laid 

out, hence providing a living piece of writing that shape the lives of people in a successful 

community of systemic consultants. It becomes a moral statement, moral in the sense 

described as ways of growing selves by enlarging the language through which they come 

to know themselves as professionals. A language that increases the varieties of ways of 

relating so that we can become ever more inclusive of other peoples perspectives and 

desires, hence moving ourselves into new conversations with clients merging our arenas 
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of consulting, which has taken place simultaneously with writing up the thesis starting 

from the process of re-sessioning ourselves.  

 

5.2 New concepts in business organisations 

 One can look at organisations in many different ways. If one chooses to look at 

our organisation through more classical metaphors than the ones I have adopted, one 

would recognise that we are very much alike other organisations. We have our KPI (Key 

Performance Indicators) which frame monthly bizz reviews. We have time registration. 

We have a classical organisational structure with one director, four business managers 

supported by six managers and administrative staff and obviously consultants. In that way 

we are very much the same as our colleagues in the rest of the organisation. Yet we are 

not alike. I like to think about something as being foreground and background. The above 

mentioned 'classical' instrumentalities are in my view background. Whereas the living 

responsive relationships we have in the organisation form the very reason for coming to 

work every day wanting to make a difference not only for ourselves but equally for our 

clients. Ultimately these instrumentalities have no reality apart from the attention they 

deserve from us, they are our making – social constructions, and we offer them life 

through our ways of relating to them. Indeed we can choose to respond to them in many 

different ways, and our conversations are about possible ways of relating that serves our 

purposes and desires best, rather than talking about right or wrong ways of relating. 

 

 It is a community that is fundamentally moral and self-sustaining. Seeing moral 

development 'in the individual, and moral progress in the human species as a whole, (as) 

a matter of re-marking selves so as to enlarge the variety of the relationships which 

constitute those selves.' (Rorty, 1999, p.79) Through the process of remarking self, we 

keep the self-developing and innovative process going, since this process in ultimately a 

process of growing as human beings. We humanise ourselves towards ideals of 

becoming ever more systemic in our practice, which many in the organisation understand 
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through Pearce's (2007) notion of 'making better social worlds'. As this aspiration involves 

a greater number people in and around the organisation the attitude and search for ways 

of relating comes to take part in our professional practice and hereby exert an influence 

that changes, not only peoples thoughts and language but their very being in the world. 

Growing and being innovative is not only what we do, it is our way of identifying yourself 

in the world. This insisting attitude came out during one of the interviews with Pernille T. 

who said: 

Pernille: Yes, sometimes I consider, if it really is a sect that I am involved in – in a good 

way (laughter). I interviewed Tonny Johansen (our CEO) in connection with our 

community days last summer, and one of the things he said was that he had wondered 

that for Attractor people it was always a question of life or death. Initially, he had been 

wondering a lot. Then I thought: ―He is damn right‖. In some way, what we do is linked to 

something that deals with our self-understanding. On one hand, it is one of the places 

where it is really, really good to be because here we touch a somewhat bottomless 

source. On the other hand, it is a place where we as organisation must be very much 

aware since people are opening up at some levels requiring sincere respect or 

gentleness. Then you cannot do whatever to each other. 

 

 I think that this really captures a lot about our way of being and what it creates for 

us. Because it is a matter of life and death! Hence, we recognise that we come to life in 

language from within responsive relationships so we do care a lot about what kind of 

language is being offered to us and that we can exert an influence on the words and 

metaphors being used to describe us. It is therefore Rorty's (1989, p.84) notion that the 

purpose of organising is to give people the best change of self-creation as possible is so 

important. It is about offering people an experience of choice and responsibility, that they 

can exert an influence on themselves and others through an expansion of language use. 

As they come to recognise themselves as being their own creators, they must also face 

the challenge of being relationally responsive, which is ultimately what Rorty understands 

as the only reason for being moral, since taking care of other people's needs and desire 
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is ultimately taking care of our own manoeuvrability, our orientational skills in the domains 

of the social. For pragmatists this is the same as to 'treat inquiry – in both physics and 

ethics – as the search for adjustment, and particular for that sort of adjustment to our 

fellow humans which we call 'the search for acceptable justification and eventual 

agreement'. (Rorty, 1991a, p.72) Hence, it provides a criterion for justifying a sensibility 

for 'increasing (one's) ability to respond to the concerns of ever larger groups of people – 

in particular, the people who carry out ever more acute observations and perform ever 

more refined experiments, so they see moral progress as a matter of being able to 

respond to the needs of ever more inclusive groups of people. (Rorty, 1999a, p.81). 

 

 Fully adopting this attitude it also becomes apparent that the classical desire for 

control and power, as is traditionally found in organisational language and metaphors, is 

an inadequate idea to capture ways of relating in such a culture. As we have seen 

through the examples, leadership is distributed, people from all functions in the 

organisations shifts in taking the role of leading and being managed. Consequently power 

is not something often talked about in the organisation. This is not to say that if someone 

inquired with the purpose talking about power, one couldn't find such stories and even 

strengthen the experience of it being present in the relational responsivity. I would simply 

argue that such an inquiry would more satisfy a researcher with a power agenda than it 

would be an adequate hypothesis to describe the relational practices of our organisation. 

The power in the organisation is really the non-obsession with power and instead 

emphasise the power of adapting and being responsive to new chances and openings in 

and around our organisation. In the following I will try and talk a bit about the kind of 

leadership that I have come to regard as important in my own process of describing my 

own leadership practice, my own re-creation.  
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5.2.1 Can One Talk of Ironic Leadership? 

 Central to understanding how I regard my leadership is my anxieties for really 

putting it into language. For many years I said to people in the organisation that I am a 

consultant and a director by accident or by consequence of something different from a 

choice. I have never applied for my job, which for a long time has bothered me, since I 

have never had the chance of being appointed to the job, because somebody found me 

qualified. It has in some way been out of my control exactly how this has developed, 

since it was more the organisational development that formed and shaped my doing and 

story, than it was me who did it the other way around. In the process of coming to know 

myself as a leader I have found a great resonance in Rorty's writing, it has helped me put 

into language something felt but not yet articulated. Rorty (1989, p. 75) points out that 

'(t)he ironist spends her time worrying about the possibility that she has been initiated into 

the wrong tribe, taught to play the wrong language game. She worries that the process of 

socialisation which turned her into a human being by giving her a language may have 

given her the wrong language, and so turned her into the wrong kind of human being. But 

she cannot give a criterion of wrongness.' This means that we fail in creating for 

ourselves category names for either rightness or wrongness by reference to some 

external criteria. 

 

 During the interview with our consultant Eva she brings about the notion 'the 

imperfect leadership' as way of describing the leadership practice in the organisation. She 

describes it as follows; 'it is not by the book...it has no manual...so one has to find one's 

own direction and way into it, and it then becomes the way that one really believes in. It 

maybe sounds a bit silly to talk about the imperfect leadership, but there is also 

something really down to earth about it, something very human. It doesn't become a 

distant leader out of reach – it offers you an opportunity to feel yourself instead of just 

following the pretty roads laid out for you.' The whole notion of imperfection I really like, it 

is perfectly ironic. I like it because it denotes something unfinished, something utterly 

human. What that does is to provide the exact circumstance where she experiences a 
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tension of having to make up a road for herself to take an ownership over her own 

presence and what it offers her in return is the experience of feeling herself. And she 

continues: 'From my point of view it has first and foremost forced me to feel myself and 

figure out – laud and clearly – where I stand... and I actually think that one could strive 

more for this condition because it is so much more human, there is something real and 

authentic about it which I like better than the polished. It makes possible for me to take a 

different ownership and through it experience a different kind of engagement.' It is 

important to recognise that the forcing of somebody does not come from someone it is 

'within the circumstances' that conditions for people to produce relationally responsive 

ways of embodying purpose and desires in a language free from finality yet brought 

together give rise to the experience of having made up one's mind. Besides offering the 

embodied experiences of taking ownership of her own self-creation she importantly 

highlights that it produces a sense of engagement, a feeling of energy being set free, she 

later calls this a 'special feeling of opportunities and freedom.' I see no higher purpose for 

being a leader that to give people their experience of freedom. Gaining one's freedom is 

closely related to finding your own way, coming to feel yourself in the process of re-

relating to oneself, one's colleagues, one's professionalism and clients. Freedom is 

neither final nor perfect, it is temporal, situated and what started off as freedom one day 

becomes your constraint the next. One needs a continuous redescriptive attitude towards 

one's current ideas this comes with irony as it has been argued throughout the thesis as 

one puts imagination over certainty, experimentation over inference, growth over stability, 

innovation over repetition, that is producing a continuous flow of novelty. 

 

 Eva later sums up her view on the leadership of our organisation, and she 

highlights three things that for her are unique. I commit to these three ideas as central to 

my own motivations: 

1) 'If you haven't got a reason for being here there is no reason for staying.' One has to 

take up the challenge of redescribing oneself that is finding one's own language for 

describing the purpose for staying. 
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2) The organisation needs to relate to its future as it being a positive image, a 

Pygmalion, which is communicated across all scales in the organisation that is 

relating to everybody as an opportunity for growth and development. To read people 

and situations with an appreciative intent, to view challenges, whether in market of in 

the organisation as an opportunity for growth, both as an organisation but more 

importantly as human beings. 

3) Go with the energy, encourage people to be engaged to relate to their work with 

enthusiasm to risk something. That is to drop the distinction between reason and 

passion, to stop discriminating against one's own or others ideas because of their 

origin alone and instead to see ideas as ways of exploring and to recognise that 

orientational skills comes ready at hand, from within the exploring when one is in 

need of them. 

 

I think these three points are quite right and I would like to comment on them 

below. They are probably not enough either. But what would be the point in trying to give 

a full account of such a leadership? The desire to do so would be equal to suggesting a 

final vocabulary, as if these were findings – they are mere creations, small brackets of 

differences and their quality only reside in their ability to invoke in me and in others an 

experience of temporal coherence. 

 

My concern is with people's reading of the above because they could easily be 

misled. A leader should never lay out a vocabulary for redescription and self-creation for 

others, a leader can and should only provide, occasion or circumstance the conditions 

through which people get the best chance at describing themselves at the level of their 

capability. I see contemporary leadership found in mainstream literature doing the exact 

opposite, rather they enforce their own private salvation on other people, hence salvation 

becomes an instrumental step by step approach. Further, we also see how the whole 

traditional idea of stability as a higher purpose for organising a general attempt at 
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controlling behaviour rather than liberating the human potential. The desire to do so come 

from the desire to be admired (Kierkegaard) rather than to fully encompass the otherness 

of the otherness's around us in order to explore the unique possibilities of our joint living.  

 

The desire to fully embrace the world and its wonders cannot follow instrumental 

practices. The appreciative attitude does not have a particular language or set of words, it 

is an attitude, a way of relating to the world around us.  To fully appreciate is to cast 

oneself into curiosity, to wonder and imagination and to set aside the desire for inference, 

instrumentalism and prejudice. I see that the current demand in management literature as 

asking for instrumentalism, and I see excellent practices such as Appreciative Inquiry 

being reduced to simple positivity and instrumental step by step approaches, this is not 

what I am talking about. 

 

I have a high regard of enthused people. Their drive and motivation is 

inspirational, it brings something unique into relationships that takes conversations to a 

different place. I often see myself clearing the way for people so that they can maintain 

their inspiration and experience a flow rather than having to fight their way through. Too 

often people have to argue their passion which is a great shame, rather passion needs 

acting out into relationships because it is here it lives and grow. My concern is that people 

with a behaviouristic mindsets see enthusiasm and passion as something that needs 

being ignited or motivated, set in motion by good leadership skills. Whereas, we need to 

recognise that all people have the potential of relating to other people and their 

surroundings in ways that give rise to passion, not because it is within them, but because 

it is a way of relationally responding to other people. 

 

 Not only do I regard ironic leadership as a possibility, I have come to regard it as 

my private salvation, my own oxymoronic perfect imperfection. It is not so much a method 

of practices as it is a mindset it is an attitude that is profoundly optimistic about our 
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current state of affairs, a belief that what is right and just will take care of itself as long as 

we stay concerned with increasing our sensibility for taking more and more people's 

needs into account as we engage ourselves in relationally responsive affairs such as 

coming to know our way in the process of organising. Being ironic is about being moral. 

 

5.3 Can these practices by applied in other organisations? 

 The immediate answer is: Yes they can. But actually I find above question a bit 

odd. It denotes that what is in this thesis has some general features that can be copied 

and installed somewhere else. Obviously one needs to respond to the question with other 

questions, such as: 

- Can one relate to other people in new ways in their organisations? Clearly people can 

relate and re-relate to other people in their organisation as well as them being able to 

re-relate to themselves in a self-reflexive act.  

- Can one choose to test out new words or metaphors as they relate to others in their 

organisations? New words come and old ones pass away over time, this is perfectly 

natural and will happen to us without any effort. To which degree people can put 

themselves in the making of new words and metaphors is not a matter of capacity but 

about the desire to become author of one's own life in collaboration with others in and 

around them.   

- Can one choose to look for peoples intentionally positive desires? To some this 

seems difficult, even artificial. It starts as an act of generosity, the willingness to 

respond to the intentionally good of the otherness and the othernesses of the other. It 

is to offer the possibility for a living good to break through prejudices, it may require 

an irreverent act towards one's own preferred ways of relating but the gain is an 

increased attention to the many details that needs being taken into account as we 

grow the space of the social to be as inclusive to as many people and desires as 

possible. 
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- Can one chose to say 'Yes, and' to other people's ideas as opposed to 'Yes, but'? 

Doing so is making a shift from judgement and evaluation of the other and to replace 

it with curiosity, with the desire to understand the living practice of the other from 

within their realm of the social. 

 

What I have tried to portray is a different way of relating to the world, a different 

attitude. It is universally open-ended, unfinished and irreverent towards final vocabularies. 

It a way of being that doesn't seek justification by reference to some external universal 

criteria rather it invites participation and collaboration among as many people as possible. 

I have seen how this works for people in diverse organisational contexts such as therapy, 

nursing, banking, architects, schools, whole systems like municipalities, telecom etc. I 

have seen it work in Denmark, U.K., Norway, Sweden, Finland, Germany, USA, 

Greenland, China and I know of many other places where people have adopted these 

ideas and mindsets and indeed it works for people. I call these ideas and attitudes 

systemic and I now recognise that I am in fact a leader, but a leader of a very unusual 

kind – a systemic leader, or something like that. 

 

 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Page | 123  
 

6. BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Andersen, T. (1994) Reflekterende Processer – Samtaler om samtalerne, Dansk 

Psykologisk Forlag 

Argyris, C. (1990) Overcoming Organizational Defenses. Facilitating organizational 

learning, Boston: Allyn and Bacon. 

Bacon, M. (2007) Richard Rorty, Lexington Books, UK 

Bakhtin, M. (1984) Problems of Dostoevsky's poetics, ed. And trans. Caryl Emerson, 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Bakhtin, M. M. (1993). Towards a philosophy of the act, trans. And notes by Vadim 

Lianpov, ed. M. Holquist. Austin: University of Texas Press.  

Barrett, F. J. (1998) "Creativity and Improvisation in Jazz and Organizations: Implications 

for Organizational Learning." IN Organization Science, Vol 9, No. 5, September-October, 

1998, pp. 605 - 622. 

Bateson, G. (1972) Steps to an Ecology of Mind. Ballantine, New York. 

Bateson, G. (1979) Mind and Nature Ballantine, New York 

Boscolo, L., Cecchin, G., Hoffmann, L., Penn, P. (1987) Milan Systemic Family Therapy: 

Conversations in Theory and Practice (Hardcover), Basic Books 

Brinkmann, S. (2006) John Dewey – En introduction, Hans Reitzels Forlag 

Carol, L. (1999) Alice in Wonderland, W. W. Norton & Company 

Cecchin, G. (1987): Hypothesizing, Circularity and Neutrality revisited: An Invitation to 

Curiosity. IN Family Process, 26, p. 405-413. 

Cecchin, G., Lane, G. & Ray, W.A. (1992) IRREVERENCE A strategy for Therapists' 

Survival, Karnac Books 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Page | 124  
 

Cooperrider, D. & Srivastva, S. (1987) Appreciative Inquiry in Organizational Life IN 

Research in Organizational Change and Developement, Vol. 1. p. 129 – 169 JAI Press, 

1987 

Cronen, V. E. (2000): Practical Theory, Practical Art, and the Naturalistic Account of 

Inquiry.  Prepared for the conference: ‖Practical Theory, Participation, & Community,‖ 

Baylor University, january, 2000 

http://www3.baylor.edu/communication_conference/cronen.htm 

Cronen, V. E. (2002) Fyldbyrdede øjeblikke og etiske handlinger, IN Forvandling, 

Dalsgaard C., Meisner, T. Voetmann, K. Dansk Psykologisk Forlag 

Dewey, J. (1922/1930) Human Nature and Conduct An Introduction to Social Psychology, 

The Modern Library, Reprint by Kessinger Publishing 

Dewey, J. (1925) Experience and Nature, W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. N.Y. 

Dewey, J. (1934) Art as Experience, New York: Perigee 

Dewey, J. (1938a) Experience and Education, A Touchstone Book 

Dewey, J. (1938B) Logic: The Theory of Inquiry. New York: Henry Holt & Co 

Drucker, P.F. (2007) People and Performance. Harvard Business School Press 

Feyerabend, P. (1975) Against Method, Verso 

Feyerabend, P. (1987) Farewell to Reason, Verso 

Fonseca, J. (2002) Complexity and Innovation in Organizations, Routledge 

Garfinkel, H. (1967) Studies in Ethnomethodology. Pentrice-Hall reprinted in 1984 by 

Polity   

Garfinkel, H. (2002) Ethnometodology‘s Program: Working out Durkheim‘s Aphorism. 

Boulder: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

Gergen, K. J. (1982) Towards Transformation in Social Knowledge. Sage (2nd ed. 1994) 

Hanson, N.R. (1958) Patterns of Discovery, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Page | 125  
 

Mulgan, G (2007). Social Innovation - what it is, why it matters and how it can be 

accelerated. Said Business School Oxford University. See 

http://www.youngfoundation.org/files/images/03_07_What_it_is__SAID_.pdf 

Jarrett, K. (2010) Jasmine. EMI Records, From the inner cover 

James, W. (1907) Pragmatism, Reprint by NuVision Publicationss, LLC (2007) 

James, W. 1909/1996. A Pluralistic Universe. University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln, NE. 

Johansen, K. F. (1998) Den Europæiske Filosofis Historie – Antikken, Nyt Nordisk Forlag 

Arnold Busck 

Jones, E. & Asen, E. (2000) Systemic Couple Therapy and Depression, Karnac Books 

Keeney, B.P. (1984) Aestetics of Change. Guilford Press, New York 

Kotter, J. (1996) Leading Change. Harvard Business School Press 

Kuhn, T. (1962) The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. The University of Chicago Press, 

London (Third edition, 1996) 

Kvale, S. (1997) Interview – En introduction til det kvalitative forskningsinterview. Hans 

Reitzels Forlag 

Lang, P.,  Little, M. , & Cronen, V. E., (1990): The Systemic Professional - Domains of 

Action and the Question of Neutrality. IN Human Systems 

Lang, P. & Cronen, V. E. (1994): Language and Action. Wittgenstein and Dewey in the 

Practice of Therapy and Consultation. IN Human Systems.  

Lindlof. T. R. (1995) Qualitative Communication Research Methods. Sage 

Luttrell, W. (2000) “Good Enough” Methods for Ethnographic Research, in Harvard 

Educational Review Vol. 70 No. 4 

Maslow, A H (1943) The dynamics of personality organization 1. & II., Psychological 

Review, 50 , 514-39, 541-58. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Page | 126  
 

Maslow, A. H. (1968) The New Science of Man. In Papers on The Human Potential for 

the Twentieth Century Fund, New York. 

Maturana, H. & Varela, F. (1987) The Tree of Knowledge. Shambhala Publishing 

Morgan, G. (1993) Imaginisation, Sage Publications 

Morgan, G. (1997) Images of Organizations. Sage Publications Revised Edt. 

Nonaka, I. (1991) The Knowledge-Creating Company, in Harvard Business Review, 

Harvard University Press 

Oliver, C. (2002) Appreciative Inquiry as Aesthetic Sensibilty IN Værdsat Dansk 

Psykologisk Forlag 

Pearce, W. B. (1989) Communication and the Human Condition, Southern Illinois 

University Press 

Pearce, W.B. (1997) Kommunikation og skabelsen af sociale verdener. Dansk 

Psykologisk Forlag 

Proust, M. (1913-27). La Prisonnière', À la recherche du temps perdu, In Roger Shattuck, 

Proust (1974), p. 131.  

Ramsey, C. (2011) Provocative theory and a scholarship of practice, in Management 

Learning SAGE http://mlq.sagepub.com/content/early/2011/02/28/1350507610394410 

Rorty, R. (1980) Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Princeton University Press 

Rorty, R. (1989) Contingency, irony, and solidarity. Cambridge University Press 

Rorty, R. (1991a) Objectivity, Relativism and Truth, Philosophical Papers Vol. 1, 

Cambridge University Press 

Rorty, R. (1991b) Essays on Heidegger and Others, Philosophical Papers Vol. 2, 

Cambridge University Press 

Rorty, R. (1999) Ethics Without Principles (1994) IN Philosophy and Social Hope, 

Penguin Books 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Page | 127  
 

Selvini Palazzoli, M., Boscolo, L. Cecchin, G., & Prata, G. (1980). Hypothesising-

circularity-neutrality. Family Process, 19, 73-85 

Senge, P.M. (1990) The Fifth Discipline, Century Business 

Shotter, J. (1993) Conversational Realities, Constructing Life Through Language, Sage 

Publications 

Shotter J. (2006) Organizing multi-voiced organizations: action guiding anticipations and 

the continuous creation of novelty. Draft Paper httt://pubpages.unh.edu/~jds/Essex.htm 

Shotter J. (2007) With What Kind of Science Should Action Research Be Contrasted?, IN 

International Journal of Action Research, vol. 3, Issue 1+2, 2007 

Shotter, J. (2008) Living within the midst of complexity: preparing for the happening of 

change To appear in: A Guide to the Perplexed Manager, edited by Sid Lowe, Kingston 

Business School, U.K. 

Shotter, J. (working notes) Creating „shared space‟ for the happening of innovative 

change. Hand outs from KCCF  

Silverman, D. (2005) Doing Qualitative Research. Sage 

Silverman, D. (2006) Interpreting Qualitative Data. Sage, third edition 

Sluzki, C. & Ransom, D. (Eds.). (1976) Double Bind: The foundation of the 

communicational approach to the family. New York: Grune & Stratton 

Stacey, R. (1997) Strategic Management and Organisational Dynamics – The Challenge 

of Complexity, Pentrice Hall Financial Time (Fifth Edition) 

Søholm, T., Storch J., Juul, A., Dahl, K. (2006) Ledelsesbaseret Coaching, Børsen Bøger  

Takeuchi H. & Nonaka, I. (1986) The New New Product Development Game, INHarvard 

Business Review, Harvard University Press 

Tartaglia, J. (2007) Routledge Philosophy GuideBook to Torty and the Mirror of Nature, 

Routledge Philosophy GuideBooks 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Page | 128  
 

Taylor, C.  (1993), „To Follow a Rule . . .‟, in C. Calhoun, E. LiPuma and M. Postone 

(eds.), Bourdieu: Critical Perspectives (Cambridge: Polity), 45–59. 

Todes S. (2001) Body and World Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Tomm, K., (1987) "Interventive Interviewing: Part I. Strategizing as a Fourth Guideline for 

the Therapist," Family Process, 26: 3-13, 1987. 

Tomm, K., (1987) "Interventive Interviewing: Part II. Reflexive Questioning as a Means to 

Enable Self Healing," Family Process, 26: 153-183, 1987. 

Tomm, K., (1987) "Interventive Interviewing: Part III. Intending to Ask Lineal, Circular, 

Reflexive or Strategic Questions?" Family Process, 27: 1-15, 1988. 

Tsoukas, H. & Chia, R. (2002) On Organizational Becoming: Rethinking Organizational 

Change IN ORGANIZATION SCIENCE, Vol. 13, No. 5, September-October 2002, pp. 

567-582 

Vattimo, G. & Rorty, R. (2005) The Future of Religion, New York, Columbia University 

Press 

Von Krogh, G. & Roos, J. (1995) Organizational Epistemology, MacMillanPress Ltd.  

Wadel, C. (1991). Feltarbeid I egen kultur. SEEK A/S Flekkefjord 

Weick, K. E. (1979). The social psychology of organizing. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley 

Publishing. 

Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in organizations. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 

White, M. & Epston, D. (1990): Narrative means to therapeutic ends. New York: Norton.  

Wittgenstein, L. (1953) Philosophical Investigation (G.E.M. Anscombe, trans.) Basil 

Blackwell, Oxford 

Wittgenstein, L. (1980) Kultur og Værdi. Philosophia 



PORTFOLIO 

Page | 1  
 

PORTFOLIO, BRIEF INTRO 

The portfolio is intended to support the thesis with a series of background material. The 

different parts of the portfolio is not thought of as producing an independent whole, rather 

it serves to back up different parts of the thesis so that what is presented there is further 

described here. 

This first section intends to give an overview of the chosen material with a few comments 

why I think of it as relevant. The different parts contained in the portfolio will stand alone 

without any further commenting. 

Academic Curriculum including publications 

Besides having undergone academic training I have had a long commitment with the 

University of Aarhus, where I have been teaching for a decade. Having an annual course 

has over the years provided a context for academic experimentation. Every year I have 

designed the course to be different, so that each year demonstrates some of the progress 

made and the learning gained.  

Also I have had engagements in other academic institution, which hopefully provides the 

reader with an experience of a general academic commitment and a long standing effort 

to passing on my learning to a new generation of consultants and leaders. 

Finally a list of publications is presented in order for the reader to gain an impression of a 

general commitment of making available the different experiences that I have had over 

the past ten years or so. 

Besides a written curriculum the material is supported by a small film which included on a 

DVD where the university course in pragmatic systemic consulting is presented to the 

students, with comments from several students about their learning and experiences from 

the course. The design of the learning process demonstrates how teaching and 

consulting can be integrated as a way of increasing learning among the students. 
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Projects Referred To 

In the thesis two clients are reporting about their involvement in projects, further a third 

project is presented through statements made by Eva, my consultant. These three 

projects are here presented. They have all been published in different books or journals. 

Two of them have a particular relationship with each other. Being very different case 

stories, one being about reduction of absenteeism among home nurses the other being 

about leadership training and organisational development in a bank, they actually show 

how innovative progress happen in the organisation. The way in which we involved the 

home nurses in the projects was a particular development of a new practice. This practice 

was later developed and reiterated in the project with the banks. The third article is 

presenting a dialogical leadership appraisal process that I personally regard as some of 

the best work I have ever been involved in. Not only was the project enormously 

successful, it was also genuinely novel, created in a partnership with the client as part of 

a much bigger project. The project was nominated to the best consulting in 2007 in a 

national nomination award held by the Danish Management Council. 
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Pictures 

Finally a series of pictures from the organisation is presented in order to visually give the 

reader an impression of how our organisation presents itself. These pictures are 

presented trough out the material. 
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ACADEMIC CURRICULUM INCLUDING PUBLICATIONS 

Educations 

Year   School    Title awarded 

2003   Sunderland University  MSc in Systemic Management  

and Consultation 

1999   Aarhus Business School Post Graduate Diploma in  

       Organisation and Leadership 

Employments 

Year Organisation Position 

2007- Rambøll / Attractor Director 

 

2000-07 Attractor 

 

Founder and Managing Director  

 

1999-2000 

 

2000 – 2004 

 

 

 

 

2002- 

 

 

 

 

Freelance consultant 

 

Aarhus School of Business 

 

 

 

 

Aarhus University 

 

 

 

 

Selfemployed 

 

External Lecturer in 

processleadership and project 

management on Post Graduate 

level 

 

External Lecturer  in Systemic 

Consulting on Post Graduate 

level 
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2006 -  Aarhus School of 

Architecture 

Part time Associate Professor in 

relation to 3 master courses 

 

List of Publications 

Books 

Storch, J. & Søholm, T. M. (Edt) (2005) Teambaserede organisationer i praksis, Dansk 

Psykologisk forlag  

Molly-Søholm, T., Storch, J. Juhl, A., Dahl, K. & Molly, A. (2006) Ledelsesbaseret 

Coaching, Børsen Bøger  

Molly-Søholm, T., Juhl, A. Nørlem, J., Storch, J. & Molly, A. (2007) Teambaseret 

coaching, Børsen Bøger 

Storch, J., Sørensen, C., Solsø, K. & Keiding, L. (2010) Resultatorienterede 

Medarbejderundersøgelser, L&R Business 

Articles 

Storch, J. (2009) Lean som det burde være, IN Christensen, R. & Vinding, M. (Edt.) 

(2009) Erhvervsfilosofi Frydenlund 

Storch, J. (2007) Fra vulkan til stjernekaster, IN Hertz, B. & Iversen, F. (2007) Mere 

anerkendelse I børnehøjde. Dansk Psykologisk Forlag 

Storch, J. & Søholm, T. (2005) Gensyn med domæneteorien, IN Erhvervspsykologi no. 2, 

2005, Dansk Psykologisk forlag 

Storch, J. (2004) Når børn anerkender, IN Hertz, B. & Iversen, F. (2004) Anerkendelse I 

børnehøjde. Dansk Psykologisk Forlag 
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Storch, J., Molly-Søholm, T. & Clemensen, J., (2004) Coaching - at være gamemaster. IN  

Strategi og Ledelse, Børsens Ledelseshåndbøger, jan. 2004 

 

Film with comments from university course 
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PROJECTS REFERRED TO 

Below are the three cases that is referred to in the thesis. The first stand in relation to 

each other since, the project on absenteeism developed ways of engaging a whole 

system of employees that shaped the process design in the second case. These two 

cases links up with interviews with Eva Damsgaard and Inge Bank. 

 

The third is on leadership appraisal and is linked with interviews with Eva Damsgaard and 

Pernille Andersen. 

 

Not a word about sickness absences 

- a description of practical experiences from a development project focusing on 

attendance, job satisfaction and presence that resulted in a 27% decline in sickness 

absence!  

by Jacob Storch & Andreas Juhl, Conference paper 2003 

 

Our central theory and hypothesis in this article: Listen to the diverse perspectives and 

resources of employees in organisations and they will work together as a collective flock. 

This hypothesis is based on experiences in the cooperation between Jacob Storch from 

ATTRACTOR and Silkeborg Municipality. This cooperation delivered genuine success in 

the work relating to sickness absence. 

 

Introduction 

The following article was written on the basis of questions posed to the three parties 

involved in the project: Silkeborg Municipality, represented by Aase Krag-Petersen from 

the personnel department, Inge Bank, past manager for elderly care (now head of elderly 

services in Hedensted Municipality) and Jacob Storch. The questions were systematised 
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and edited by Andreas Juhl and Jacob Storch. However, only minimal editorial changes 

were made to the respondents‟ answers. 

 

The project centred around an appreciative systemic approach to organisational change 

processes. The article explores this working method indirectly; for a more comprehensive 

presentation, refer to the article‟s authors (see www.attractor.dk). 

 

The result speaks for itself! 

To begin with, we will provide a brief review of the process and present the quantitative 

results achieved. The following refers to the process, which consisted of two introduction 

days, a full day follow up after about three weeks and two half-day follow ups on the 

activities after one and three months, respectively. Aase Krag-Petersen speaks, based on 

the following question: 

 

How did it go and what results did we achieve? 

I feel that the elderly services area is very satisfied with the process so far. The elderly 

services area has about 250 employees, divided into about 25 groups, from which we 

selected one person per group to serve as the “trainer” for their colleagues. Other 

participants in the “trainer training” included the management group, safety 

representatives and the development team‟s internal consultants. We began with two full-

day work meetings, in which Jacob coached us through the AI processes that were to be 

implemented afterwards. 

 

After 14 days, during which time the trainers worked to generate debate and visibility 

regarding the conditions that already function in the group, we held another one-day work 

meeting. Here, the trainers presented their results; a lot of energy had already been 

generated in the groups, as well as many good narratives about job satisfaction and 

mutual appreciation. Each group received a notebook to record and share the positive 

stories in the group. Some groups put up pin-up boards in visible locations. Drawings, 
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clippings and other things that communicated interesting and appreciative stories were 

posted and read by colleagues, visitors and residents. It was a pleasure to hear all of the 

feedback. 

 

In regard to this, I would like to recount a brief episode with significant value: A 

small boy is visiting a resident and sees the many drawings and appreciative 

stories from everyday events on the pin-up board, after which he says: ―I want 

to live here when I get old!‖ That is a great tribute to the employees! 

 

At a one-day work meeting, training was provided in the processes designed to place 

focus on the future we wish to create together. Once again, the result was a lot of creative 

ideas, energy and enthusiasm. 

 

After about one month, we met again for a half day to follow up on the processes. And 

things were still going exceptionally well! This was followed by the summer period: A long 

process, when 250 people have to go on holiday while maintaining the same level of 

service for the clients. Honestly, I have to admit that I was worried about whether the 

enthusiasm and processes would survive from June to September. 

 

Or, to quote Mark Twain: “"I've had a lot of problems in my life, most of which never 

happened.” My worries never materialised; in September it became clear that even 

though the processes had been almost dormant during this period, they were still alive. 

So all we had to do in September was start up again and the processes began to 

accelerate once more. 

 

Many people asked me how we would measure the effect of the process! And my answer 

was, “We won‟t!” But of course, we would like to know whether the processes create what 

we hope to create. We wish to create job satisfaction and appreciation in our daily work 
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and visibility about the individual employee‟s importance to residents, colleagues and our 

community. This cannot be measured, but we can have a dialogue about it.  

 

This includes the question of whether we can allow ourselves to interpret a decline in 

absences as an increase in job satisfaction and an increase in absences as the opposite. 

I do not feel this is possible. But in September, we received the initial absence statistics 

from since the project start in April 2002:  

Sickness absences for Silkeborg Municipality as a whole (i.e. absences solely due to 

sickness, not parental leave, sick children, etc) from the first half of 2001 to the first half of 

2002 fell by 12%, from 9.23 to 8.12 days on average per employee.  

 

The numbers for the elderly services area, which also worked on the “Turn Around” 

project, are shown below, with a focus on short term absences:  

 

 First + second 

quarter, 2001 

First + second 

quarter, 2002 

Change 

1-2 sick days 499 days    1.87 avg. 339 days    1.43 avg. -160 days    -24% 

3-4 sick days 274 days    1.03 avg. 185 days    0.78 avg.  -89 days    -24% 

5-6 sick days 183 days    0.68 avg.  66 days    0.28 avg.  -117 days    -59%  

7-8 sick days 155 days    0.58 avg. 116 days    0.49 avg.  -39 days    -16% 

  

The total decrease in sickness absence in the elderly care area was calculated as 27%. 

So if we were to draw a conclusion based on the statistics, we might be justified in saying 

that a decrease of 27%, compared to an overall decrease of 12% in the organisation as a 

whole could indicate that the Turn Around project influenced attendance positively.  

The important thing to keep in focus is that, if we are satisfied with our work and have a 

good social life at the workplace, if we are recognised for the work we perform, and if 

others can see that we make a difference through our important and beneficial work, then 

we are more inclined to overcome obstacles to come to work (illness, snowstorms, etc). 
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The project takes form 

A relevant question we asked ourselves is: what made us believe that our way of 

approaching the issue of absences was correct? The following responses provide an 

answer to this question. Head of elderly services, Inge Bank, says: 

 

Sickness absence in Silkeborg‟s elderly care area was very high, as in many other 

municipalities. In our West region, we had worked for many years on reducing absences 

by: 

 focusing on work injuries, analysing them and implementing prevention activities to 

ensure they did not happen again. 

 conducting a Stop Lift project, focused on physical issues. 

 giving supervision in the groups (by external and internal supervisors) and a number 

of key persons were trained as supervisors. 

 training the management group as supervisors. 

 employees and management together developed and implemented an 

absence/retention policy. 

 

As long as there was maximum focus on the individual measures, absences decreased, 

only to return to previous levels afterwards. This was the cause of much reflection among 

members of the management group! 

 

I believe that the underlying explanation is that when we implement new knowledge or, as 

in this case, a new policy, the union representatives and managers in each group discuss 

the policy, giving them tangible influence over its contents. Finally, the finalised policy is 

discussed in the groups again. Our employees were highly motivated and indicated that 

they found the process very good. However, something was missing. The overall angle is 

still very problem-oriented and what do employees find that it gives back in return? 

 



PORTFOLIO 

Page | 12  
 

The management group brought in Jacob Storch for various developmental courses, and 

personally experienced AI (Appreciative Inquiry, ed.). They were all very fascinated by it. 

A previous experience in regard to visible leadership made a new difference for us. In the 

management group, we had a feeling that we did not know enough and perhaps were not 

visible enough. And what does it mean to be visible? We had plenty of questions and 

concerns. 

 

In our process, we started with ourselves and our good stories about visible leadership as 

the starting point, and we shared these with each other with mutual appreciation and 

confirmation. It was a moving experience and we opened ourselves to new learning. It 

was a kick!  

 

Personal involvement is what makes the difference. Today I am certain that we must 

secure the individual successes in order to achieve development. This is why AI became 

the new initiative for reducing absences and creating presence. 

In addition, the Social Committee established three working groups in the elderly services 

area on working environment. I was elected as the chairman of the working group on 

absences. Aase Krag-Petersen was also in the group and therefore we started a 

collaboration on the project.” 

 

Building on Inge Bank‘s considerations, Aase Krag-Petersen speaks about the reason for 

working with presence in this way: 

 

In recent years, Silkeborg Municipality has worked intensively on the development of its 

organisation, with the aim of maintaining the ability to match coming tasks and 

challenges, e.g. increased competition and a freer choice of services for citizens, while 

maintaining talented and professional case handling and service. 
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The elements we have chosen to work with are: a more horizontal organisation structure, 

leadership values and learning; in our work with “the learning organisation”, we 

incorporate the systemic approach and appreciative inquiry. 

 

Silkeborg Municipality wishes to be at the forefront when it comes to working environment 

and well-being. More than 15 years ago, we established a working environment 

consultant position. And we developed a health policy as one of numerous measures to 

ensure that all employees in the organisation think about health in their everyday work. 

Sickness absence represents a challenge in this work. It is of importance to Silkeborg 

Municipality in terms of both economy and the service we can offer citizens, and it is also 

very important to the well-being and health of employees. 

 

In the fall of 2001, Silkeborg Municipality developed a sickness absence policy clearly 

stating that sickness is not a private issue, but rather a common issue for employer and 

employees and, therefore, an issue of interest to the sick employee‟s manager. So a 

manager and employee must discuss the work and other relevant issues for the 

employee‟s health and well-being if he/she is frequently sick over an extended period of 

time. This dialogue also contributes to establishing a sense of security for the employee 

during times of sickness. 

 

In the implementation of this policy, Silkeborg Municipality trained its managers in 

conducting absence conversations. A “toolbox” was developed, containing descriptions of 

all the options available to managers and employees in the efforts to help employees get 

“up and running again”. 

 

In the AI approach, absence is quickly reformulated to presence. Therefore, the 

personnel manager requested, and received permission and funding, to conduct a pilot 

project on presence, with AI as the method.”  
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Following these initial considerations, a decision was made to invite process consultant 

Jacob Storch into the project as a coordinator. He also had some considerations 

regarding participation in such a large-scale project: 

 

When I first heard that Silkeborg Municipality was ready to test the project, I was glad. I 

had worked with various employee groups in the municipality over a period of several 

years, where I discussed sickness absence as one of the issues that concerns most 

employees, as they are all more or less affected by it. 

 

I am certain that our thought processes regarding sickness absence are based on some 

“bad” hypotheses that deadlock a situation instead of developing it. First and foremost, I 

found that the focus is aimed in the wrong direction. People have often asked 

themselves: We have so many sickness absences – what‟s wrong? This question often 

leads people‟s towards an oversimplified thought process, where the issues of fault and 

problem solving are on the agenda. As the problems are solved, new problems arise in a 

different area, and may return after a period of time, leaving people in a Sisyphus 

situation, where the stone (the problem) is always rolling down the hill when we let go of 

it. It wears you down and, first and foremost, it is extremely demotivating for the 

employees who battle with the consequences of absences in their daily work. I do not 

have any experiences that indicate long-term benefits from the problem solving model – 

quite the contrary. 

 

Instead, my experience is that there is a need to turn things on their head, so that we 

begin to focus on what we want to happen, instead of what we do not want. My view is 

that lower sickness absence is not in itself the goal, but rather a closer examination of 

how we achieve greater presence and improved quality in the cooperation between 

colleagues. With these thoughts in mind, I have asked myself the following reversed 

questions: What drives people to go to work and feel appreciated and valuable? And how 

can we do more of these things so that we achieve greater presence? 
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These questions help us turn the focus from what is not working to our actual goal, which 

is more presence and attendance. And this also directs the organisation‟s resources 

towards the good results that are waiting to be harvested. 

 

And in response to the question of why he believed that the project could be a success, 

he says: 

 

One of the things that I saw from the start was that we had to start at the very base of the 

organisation in order for this process to succeed. We had to establish a dialogue with the 

individual employees to learn about their concerns and ideas for creating a better working 

community. Because of the fact that the personnel department in the municipality and the 

management in this area supported this approach, I was certain that we would achieve a 

good result. 

 

I believe that in order for people to develop and create change, we must speak to them at 

eye level. By this, I mean that the management and consultants have to drop all of their 

preconceptions about being more knowledgeable about other people‟s development. 

Therefore, the starting point was that we had to be the learning and curious observers, 

who together with the employees were to explore how changes could take place. We had 

to avoid shoving solutions down people‟s throats. Furthermore, our role was to catalyze a 

process, support the initiatives that employees wanted to develop and to ensure that 

these initiatives were discussed by everyone to secure maximum sharing of good ideas 

and experiences. 

 

Additional significant factors included allocating time for the process to unfold through 

three follow ups, so that we could work over the course of a half year. Time is a vital 

factor and one of the three requirements for creating development. The two other 

requirements are disruption and recognition of differences. The disruption would be there 

thanks to the appreciative questions that invite employees to discuss things together in 
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new ways and examine their work lives from a new perspective. Recognition of 

differences was an integral part of the project‟s approach, as we never sought „the right 

solution‟, but rather a diversity of solutions that could be used in a diversity of work 

situations. With everyone‟s support and belief in the project, how could it go wrong?” 

Aase Krag-Petersen sums up the difference between the expectations for the project, 

compared to the municipality‘s traditional sickness absence projects:  

 

Language creates reality! It may seem a bit simplified, but that is what happens every day 

in the organisations and life in general. We can also recognise situations from the 

workplace, such as a person who comes to work with a headache and is a bit pale, and 

colleagues say: „You look like you‟re in bad shape. Go home until you feel better.‟ Or if a 

person has decided to come to work with a cold, people say: „Now don‟t give us your 

cold.‟  

 

Of course, I don‟t think that people should come to work when they are sick. But like so 

many other things, attendance is partially culturally determined: „Oh, we‟re so busy!‟ „It‟s 

difficult because of all the things we have to get done...‟ etc, and you can spend a lot of 

time stressing each other. And this doesn‟t get better if you also have sickness absence 

in the group. Then we can spend more energy confirming each other‟s stressful 

situations. 

 

A participant adds: “You say that you don‟t have time. The question is: how will you spend 

the time you have?” This reflects the transition they have experienced, from being 

passive recipients of major work-related stress to actively considering how to best use the 

available time. You can sum it up by saying that they have become directors of the 

experiences work presents them.  
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Aase Krag-Pedersen continues: Therefore, I wanted to initiate some processes that could 

create a different way of speaking about things. A focus on presence and what presence 

gives us, rather than on absence and the problems caused by absence. 

 

Speaking about the importance of the process‘ structure, Inge Bank says:The most 

important thing is that the management believes 100% in the project and that they 

become a part of it. This enhances the motivation and makes sense. The leader is the 

bringer of AI and must always serve as the positive role model. 

 

Another thing is that the learning has been very experience-oriented, i.e. people 

experience success through the process, so it is a good way of learning. Feelings are 

never forgotten.  

 

AI can be used at work, but you can also go home and work with it. Teach your family 

about the concept. I think that this also has a motivating effect. 

 

A talented conveyor of AI is very important. 

 

Aase Krag-Pedersen adds: Sometimes you‘re lucky. Externally, we were lucky in that we 

already knew Jacob Storch from Attractor, because we in the personnel department‘s 

development team had taken a number of courses and training sessions, and Jacob had 

provided talks, instruction and consultant services for Silkeborg Municipality. 

 

Internally, and unrelated to our own plans, we were contacted by a person from the 

municipality‘s elderly care area who wanted to work with appreciative inquiry in relation to 

sickness absence. The area‘s management group and safety representatives had some 

ideas about a project they had dubbed ‗Turn Around‘. 
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We in the development team had made a lot of progress in our approach to AI and its 

application, but we were cautious about personally conducting the processes without 

having any practical experience. Therefore, we wanted support and instruction from a 

more experienced AI process consultant. 

 

So we decided that the development team would collaborate with Jacob Storch on the 

implementation of development processes as a pilot project in the elderly services area‟s 

Turn Around project. 

When asked whether the events gave him a belief that the process would be a success, 

Jacob Storch says: 

 

There were many situations during the process that made me proud on behalf of the 

participants. When we met for the first follow up after just three weeks, many people 

discussed their best experiences with the project. I was impressed by the wealth of ideas 

they had in relation to approaching their individual tasks. Each module concluded by 

having all of the participants tell what they planned to test out in their groups when they 

returned to work. The only requirement was that everyone had to try something new after 

each module, of their own choosing. It quickly became clear that virtually every group 

operated in a unique set of conditions, which resulted in a wide diversity of solutions. Two 

people in particular impressed me at the first follow up. One of these was an night shift 

worker who was rarely together with her group, which made it difficult for her to arrange a 

group event. So she handed out notebooks to everyone in the group, where she had 

written everything she liked about them as colleagues. She also told them about her 

experiences from the course and how they were now going to work with these things 

together.  She gladly conveyed the positive responses from the group and their 

unanimous support of the project – including those who had been sceptical to begin with. 

Another person told about how she conducted a variation of the exercise we called the 

„Yellow note exercise‟. In brief, this exercise is about writing appreciative statements 

about another person‟s actions on a yellow Post-it note, and then to give it to the person 
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with an explanation of why the note is being given. During the exercise, she found that 

many of her colleagues shed some tears. So she asked them what happened. They said 

that they had never felt appreciated and valued at their work and that they had never 

dreamt that their colleagues saw so much positive in them. The group had changed its 

perception of itself and of each other. 

 

The purpose of the follow ups was to provide more opportunities for employees to 

exchange experiences and ideas with each other, which they certainly succeeded in 

doing.  Furthermore, this established a level of credibility surrounding the work being 

carried out in the process. Simply put, it had a more credible effect when colleagues 

stood op and spoke about their positive experiences than when the consultants and 

management did the same. This created a sense of „if you can do so and so, I can too!‟ 

This pattern of mutual confirmation generated a steadily increasing sense of ownership 

for the things being implemented.  

 

Another event that convinced me we were on the right track happened at a follow up 

about two months into the process, where two employees presented a two-page article 

they wrote in the municipality‟s internal magazine about their experiences with the project. 

In the article they wrote: „working with Turn Around is like being infected with a positive 

virus that is unstoppable now that it is set in motion.‟ The article represented an important 

part of the participants‟ understanding and view of the project. It was like they wanted to 

show the world, ―we can do this!‖ 

 

Another experience that made an impression on me was the final follow up, where the 

project was to be evaluated. This also included recognition of the employees‟ efforts and 

the impressive results that had already been achieved. During this final follow up, one of 

the participants in particular was beaming. At the follow up three months before, she said 

that she was about to completely give up. She couldn‟t make any progress with her 

group, where several people ruined every initiative to start up the project. At that time, we 
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spoke about whether there was anybody in the group she could get support from, so she 

didn‟t have sole responsibility for the project. Then she could conduct the project with the 

people who wanted to be a part of it and let the others be. She was disheartened, but 

agreed that this may be a solution. She then discovered that many more people were 

willing to help than she had expected. They worked together on a number of exercises 

she borrowed from other colleagues, which created such a positive atmosphere in the 

group that the people who had previously stood in the way of the initiative now wanted to 

participate. She was clearly proud of having succeeded.  And I was proud of how proud 

she was. Being a part of this was a very positive experience. 

 

Jacob Storch on the most important changes resulting from the process: 

 

The biggest change may be hard to identify, but there are some key points: 

 The language used to communicate has changed. 

 There is a growing recognition of how much we can influence our everyday life and 

that we can make demands on each other in an appreciative way. 

 

I have seen development in the type of communication used in everyday work. Generally 

speaking, you could say that the organisation has moved from a language of deficiency to 

a language of resources. By language of deficiency, I mean a focus on problems 

experienced, errors that are made, and the causes of sickness and a poor working 

environment. I find that this type of language can be dangerous to an organisation, as it 

can easily push people apart from each other and create an atmosphere of impassivity. 

And it is difficult to accept different and diverse solutions when the focus in on avoiding 

errors, as it often leads to a uniformity of actions and procedures.   

 

By language of resources, I mean a set of social conventions in which we consciously 

recognise each other and confirm the resources and competencies we possess – 

individually and collectively. And we focus on the things we do well, which gives a sense 
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of pride and dignity in the work we perform. This type of language is much more likely to 

bring people together and create a positive mental and physical state of being. 

 

The growing recognition that we have an influence over our everyday lives if we take the 

responsibility is clearly reflected in an event that reflects one of the major changes made 

by many of the employees. On the last day, during a concluding phase, a group of 

employees said directly to the management that they would like to see the management 

improve its ability to see, appreciate and support all of the good work being done to 

increase presence and attendance in the area. This statement was meant positively, but 

still contained a message that we are now ready to make demands on our managers and 

we expect them to listen to us. I don‟t think anybody would have dared express such self-

awareness on the first day. 

 

Through our questions, we have attempted to illustrate how a project like this sickness 

absence project begins even before the introductory days where the concepts are 

presented. And in the same way, the process also continues after the final follow up on 

the project. Thus, one final relevant consideration is about ideas and advice that can be 

given to ensure a process of ongoing development. Jacob Storch says: 

 

Sickness absence projects come and go as focus is placed on the issue and a need is 

experienced. Presence and attendance are choices people make in their organisation, 

not a project that comes and goes. 

 

It is important to avoid thinking that the philosopher‟s stone for reducing sickness 

absence has been found. On the contrary, you now have some valuable experiences in 

how a focus on attendance and appreciative presence at the workplace can cause 

attendance to rise. The challenge is to continue this development, which is a matter of 

how much attendance we want, not how much sickness absence we can accept! 
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We would like to give Inge Bank the final word on this matter, with a general assessment 

of the process: 

 

Yes, the results show that absences are decreasing. It is quite remarkable that it works so 

quickly. This probably has something to do with employees being much more involved, 

but I think that the previous work also was quite significant. 

 

In my opinion, the process of changing absence to presence is a cultural change that 

requires work over a long period of time. 

 

Appreciative Inquiry in practice 

Published in Leadership Based Coaching, by Jacob Storch 

 

We will conclude this chapter with an illustration of how one of Denmark‟s largest financial 

companies had great success with the implementation of a development process based 

on AI. The purpose of this case is to provide inspiration for designing a development 

process on a strength-based and appreciative approach, and to illustrate the effect this 

has in practice. 

 

Prior to the start of the development process, the involved departments in the company 

were characterised by their satisfied and loyal customers, good sales numbers and 

earnings, and high employee satisfaction. Thus, the basis of this process was the well 

known: if it ain‘t broke, don‘t fix it! Instead, this positive basis was used as the framework 

for further organisational development.  

 

This case tells the story of an organisation that gradually enhances its reflective abilities 

to work in an appreciative and resource-oriented way, in ever-increasingly complex 
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contexts; and how this translates to positive developments in employee satisfaction, 

sickness absence and the bottom line. 

 

Before starting the development process, the following overall goals were defined for a 

development process based on Appreciative Inquiry: 

 Reduced stress/increased well-being, including positive change in culture and 

atmosphere at the workplace. 

 Increased appreciative awareness in relations with others at the workplace. 

 Better implementation of current and coming projects. 

 Improved cooperation between departments. 

 

The development processes were arranged into two tracks – a leader track and an 

employee track – which gradually intertwined as the process developed. 

 

Leader track 

The leader track consisted of four modules with instruction and training in the basic 

concepts, models and language on which AI is based, as well as the principles of 

leadership-based coaching. The instruction was accompanied by homework assignments 

in which the leaders used small elements from the course in their daily practice to create 

mutual benefit. This was because the theories and methods gain relevance and meaning 

through direct implementation in daily work, and because the individuals‟ experiences 

from this homework serve as inspiration for the other course participants.  

 

The homework included optional and mandatory assignments. One example of these 

optional assignments, which were met with great interest throughout the organisation, 

involved a manager who decided to involve employees in budget planning for the coming 

year. The normal procedure entailed the manager determining the budgets, often in 

collaboration with her superior, after which the employees were informed of the coming 

year‟s budget expectations. This often resulted in a negative atmosphere in connection 
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with the presentation of the budget, followed by extensive efforts to „sell‟ the employees 

on the targets. 

 

Therefore, the manager instead planned a process in which employees collectively 

envisioned a desired situation at the end of the coming year. From here, they then 

imagined how the branch operated, how the appreciative and resource-oriented approach 

had influenced the branch positively, and what results they were proud of having created 

together. This also included envisioning the form of cooperation that made these results 

possible. Then, the employees were asked to make specific proposals about how to 

structure the budgets to support their desired picture of the future. 

 

It came as a pleasant surprise to the manager when the employees presented a budget 

proposal that exceeded her own expectations, giving a more optimistic picture of the 

future than she thought was realistically possible.  

 

The business manager for the company subsequently said the following about the 

changed management approach: ―We had the opportunity to confront some dogmas, 

develop new ways of leading and establish improved relations between manager and 

employees. I was met with great support, not distrust. We created an incredible team 

spirit and an exciting interplay between cooperation and independence. 

Another element of the development process involved the selection of so-called “fireballs” 

among the employees who were particularly passionate about this work. These 

employees functioned as change ambassadors among their colleagues, while also 

serving as sparring partners for the management on the implementation of various 

measures. The conversations between the managers and “fireballs” also provided an 

excellent training ground for leadership-based coaching conversations.  

 

As the development process proceeded and the managers gained greater and greater 

insight into the AI approach and leadership-based coaching skills, the complexity of the 
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homework assignments increased. For example, they were given an assignment to 

conduct team coaching sessions on an appreciative and resource-oriented basis, and 

they were made responsible for arranging the final event of the process. Thus, a signal 

was sent to all in the organisation that the managers and “fireballs” now assumed 

responsibility for guiding the process further.  

 

The entire management track was arranged according to a goal of training the managers‟ 

ability to work reflexively in increasingly complex situations with appreciative and 

resource-oriented communication. 

 

Employee track 

As mentioned, the employee track focused on selected employees (“fireballs”). These 

were selected by the individual departments. The concept of working with these 

participants was as follows: 

a. To inspire colleagues and together implement initiatives to secure realisation of the 

goals of the development process. 

b. To create, in collaboration with colleagues, the optimal framework for the managers 

to achieve success in the development of leadership-based coaching practice. 

 

Five sessions were held to support the “fireballs” in their work. The first session was a 

two-day seminar. The participants learned about AI development methods and language 

on the first day, including the 5F model and transforming deficiency-focused language 

and thinking into resource language via positive reformulations. On the second day, 

together with all of the managers they conducted a brainstorming process to lay ground 

for the development initiatives to be carried out in the departments. 

 

The following sessions were shorter in length, and the purpose of these was to share 

experiences (in the form of success stories) between the departments and to initiate new 

measures. After the sessions, the participants were given assignments such as collecting 
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colleagues‟ positive experiences relating to coaching by the managers, and implementing 

appreciative feedback for the managers. 

 

The participants also had a series of homework assignments to ensure embedment of the 

concepts in the organisation‟s day to day operations. One of the more creative examples 

was an event in which a participant generated attention for the process by organising a 

funeral ceremony for “find 5 errors”. For this event, all employees at the regional 

headquarters were invited for morning coffee at the beach, where the participant wore a 

priest costume and buried a box labelled “Find 5 errors culture”. The ceremony was well-

received by employees and resulted in a lot of subsequent dialogue about how resource-

oriented language and thinking can enrich one‟s daily work and life. The ceremony was 

also covered in an article in the local newspaper, which generated a lot of local attention 

on the development process. 

 

Thus, the participants played a significant role in the work to connect the managers‟ 

development of a leadership based coaching practice to the workplace, ensuring a 

stronger relationship between the process and conversations within the organisation, as 

everyone was a part of the same general strategic framework, which included staff 

development interviews, team conversations, strategy conversations, customer meetings, 

etc.  

 

Speaking about the incorporation of employees‟ perspectives and ideas, the business 

manager says: ―The embracing of AI grew from the bottom up and is now sought by the 

employees. Therefore, we did not have to dictate anything to the organisation. In addition, 

the organisation is more positive about change, which I believe is closely related to the 

fact that AI perfectly complements our existing values.‖ 

 

An overview of the entire development process can be seen in this diagram: 
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Effect of the process 

The business manager explains that earnings and the approach to customers of the 

business department were still improving 18 months after the development process. And 

the bank experienced a positive effect from appreciative leadership on the bottom line. 

The head of training at the company says: ―A bank knows the value of an economic 

argument. Our focus in this process has been on developing an attractive workplace for 

attractive employees and we could see that the process made good economic sense, as 

we had hoped. So we didn‘t need any more reasons when making the decision to 

implement the process throughout the bank.‖ The business manager adds: ―The process 

seems to have deposited well-being, motivation and appreciative team spirit in a high 

interest account, which is noticed in the HR department, where they cite the management 

and employees‘ shared enthusiasm as a prime example of a win-win situation.‖ 

 

 

KTK: an example of how to assess leaders using leadership-based 

coaching tools 

Published in Leadership Based Coaching, by Jacob Storch 

 

Another way of developing a leadership-based coaching practice, or a way of further 

strengthening its development, is by combining it with leader assessments.  

In this section, we outline how leaders who want to work with leadership-based coaching 

can increase the value of this coaching by integrating it into a leadership assessment 

process. Our unique illustration explores methods for establishing links between the 

individual‟s leadership actions, leadership principles and the organisation‟s strategic 

plans, thereby creating a values logic that ultimately promotes results in the organisation. 
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We will now present a case to illustrate this new practice. As part of a general 

restructuring, we worked with Kommune Teknik København (KTK) on organisational and 

leader development over an extended period. The range of areas in which we worked 

included: general leader development, including leadership-based coaching and team 

leadership, team organisation, process consultation, leader coaching and leader 

assessment. The case begins with a 

presentation of the background for this process, 

including the objective and ideas that initiated 

the process. This is followed by a presentation 

of objectives and outcomes, as well as the 

approach and principles selected for the 

assessment process. Lastly, we present an 

overview of the process itself, in words and 

graphics, and a discussion of the overall effect 

of the process. 

A significant point in this case is that 

assessment can be used as a method for 

strengthening the development of a leadership-

based coaching practice – not because 

leadership-based coaching is an objective of 

the process, but because the conversations forming the foundation of leader 

assessments are largely based on the techniques and skills presented earlier in this 

book, particularly function chain logic (see chapter 1).  

 

Through extensive interviews, follow up conversations with leaders and development of 

future plans for all of the leaders, communicative skills were trained repeatedly while 

establishing a basis for follow ups on the leaders‟ development, centred on coaching-

based leadership. Another significant aspect is the value of involvement; involving the 

management in the creation of their own assessment and involving the employees in 

About KTK 

KTK is comprised of Road Services and City 

Services. The City Services districts perform 

operational and facility work in the green areas of 

parks, institutions, public roads and accessible 

private roads, as well as cleaning of 

public/accessible private roads and public 

institutions‟ outdoor areas. Road Services performs 

maintenance on facilities and roads, including 

paving and road marking, repairing potholes, 

establishing bicycle paths and new city squares, 

etc. City Services and Road Services have a 

common administration unit: Development and 

Service, which includes the HR department and 

finance department. KTK presently has about 400 

employees, the majority of whom are unskilled 

workers. 

To meet the new market conditions, KTK has 

undergone a major restructuring process; to further 

prepare the organisation for future market 

conditions, the director found it necessary to 

promote a new leadership practice, including 

leadership-based coaching and dialogue-based, 

developmental leader assessments. 
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assessing the management created a level of commitment and attention that thus far is 

seen as the most significant result of the process. Another important aspect of the 

process is the wide range of secondary effects. In addition to assessing the leaders, the 

process led to a new way of thinking and talking about leadership, which creates new 

opportunities in the organisation and contributes to creating an increased 

professionalisation of leadership in the organisation. 

 

Purpose and background 

In connection with a general leader assessment project in the administration, KTK‟s 22 

leaders (managing director, department heads and operational managers) also 

underwent an assessment. Building on a successfully completed development and 

training process, the organisation decided to develop its own model, instead of a more 

traditional 360 degree Profilor assessment, to ensure that the form and process 

supported all other leadership initiatives in the organisation. This would also make it 

possible to support the business plan, which, in addition to specific focus on streamlining 

core areas, also involved the implementation of a new set of leadership principles for 

leadership in the administration.  

 

Managing director Pernille Andersen explains some of the central reasons and reflections behind 

the choice of a different and more extensive process:  

 

―At KTK, our ongoing work on our own internal change process and the Technical and 

Environmental Administration‘s leader development process involves a number of major change 

projects. These change projects are primarily focused on leader development, strategic 

development and management, implementation and measurement. The projects range from the 

development of vision, mission and values, to principles of good leadership, business plans, 

balanced scorecard, satisfaction measurements and ongoing external assessments of the change 

processes. Meanwhile, all of these change projects had to be conducted in a culture that is not 

based on writing; therefore, our internal leader development has focused strongly on developing 

competencies for dialogue-based leadership. Therefore, I saw an opportunity to use a leader 
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assessment model based on 

the many phases of dialogue-based assessment and articulating all change projects; this model 

enables the leadership and employees at KTK to collect their knowledge about these projects and 

the interactions between the projects. Furthermore, the dialogue aids the implementation and 

management of these change projects, so it truly was like killing several birds with one stone.‖ 

 

Assessment was integrated into the process as a part of the work to be realised in 

practice; it was designed as a development process closely tied to and following the 

training process. In other words, this leader assessment must be viewed as a part of a 

continual process in which leadership is continually prioritised and developed as part of 

the general professionalisation of the organisation.  

 

Another purpose of the leader assessment at KTK was to create a documented 

basis for choosing strategic measures for future leader development and practice on a 

general and individual level. The assessment process also aimed to connect the various 

organisational focus areas with the leader role in general; this would thereby foster a 

strategic awareness among leaders, in which behaviour and priorities were assessed 

from the perspective of results and focus areas. 

 

In the early stages of the initial phase, the following questions formed the basis for 

prioritisation in the process: 

 Are all employees aware of KTK‟s visions and what these mean for their daily work? 

 Are all employees aware of KTK‟s values and what these mean for their daily work? 

 Are all employees aware of the economic framework in which work is conducted and 

the consequences this framework has on their work? 

 Does every unit have an action plan for their development and achieving the goals 

within their area? 

 Does the leader require that framework agreements and laws are observed in daily 

operations? 

 Do employees know what it takes to comply with these? 
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 Does the leadership intervene in case of deviation from these framework agreements 

and laws? 

 To what degree do employees feel that they are aware of who the customer is and 

the standards agreed upon with the customer? 

 Does the leader identify bottlenecks and problems in the daily operations and do 

something about these when discovered? 

 Does the leader continually assess the work performed and ensure that the best 

experiences are conveyed and shared in KTK? 

 Does the leader clearly convey that there is a focus on quality in relation to the work 

carried out and do employees understand the quality requirements for their work? 

 

In the process, the management wanted to secure positive and action-oriented answers 

to all of these questions; based on these questions, activity plans were developed and 

business plans implemented for each department (see phase 1 below). 

 

Goals and results 

The goal of the process was to create a documented basis for future strategic leadership 

efforts in general and on an individual level. This included: 

 leaders achieving greater insight into their influence on employees and KTK‟s 

development as a whole. 

 improving the connection between the business plan and everyday work. 

 developing action plans for individual leaders that form the basis for future 

assessment and follow ups. 

 KTK developing and enhancing its ability to independently work with systematic 

leader development in the future. 

 the integration of TMF‟s leadership basis and leadership principles into KTK‟s future 

leadership work. 
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The aim was to identify the leaders‟ resources, skills and competences, while establishing 

increased awareness about when they succeeded in their work. In other words, an 

important issue was:  

 

How can we best identify the leader behaviour needed to prepare a development plan for 

leaders individually and collectively, so they can work in a way that ensures the 

realisation of the overall goals for their own area and the organisation as a whole? 

 

Choice of approach and principles behind the assessment 

To meet this challenge, the selected approach was to be:  

 dialogue-based  

 appreciative  

 forward-looking 

 learning-oriented and  

 participant-based  

 

Dialogue-based means that, instead of using traditional questionnaires, interviews were 

conducted with people who work directly or indirectly with the leaders at KTK, i.e. 

employees (subordinates), other leader colleagues (peers) and the closest manager 

(superior). Based on the conversations with these key persons regarding each leader, a 

comprehensive report was produced to form the basis of a dialogue between the 

assessed leader and his closest manager. A consultant who had interviewed the key 

persons about the leader participated in these conversations to help guide the process 

and ensure good and constructive dialogue. A part of this conversation involved taking 

the project arrow model and developing individual action plans detailing how KTK‟s 

leaders on all levels were to develop their future practice. 

 

The appreciative element of this assessment can be seen in that all phases of the 

process focus on the leader‟s resources, abilities, competencies, skills and strengths in 
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order to establish a heightened awareness of when efforts succeed, to understand what 

employees value in them and to determine future behaviour. 

 

The forward-looking element means that the assessment was not based on examining 

the leaders‟ past actions and development until the present. Instead, the focus was on 

identifying the leader‟s qualities and the actions required to meet the challenges and 

demands of the new leadership principles and to achieve the specific goals in KTK‟s 

business plan. 

The participant- and learning-oriented 

elements are evident in the assessment, as 

shown in the overview below, which is largely 

inspired by the 270 degree principle 

interviewing superiors, peers and 

subordinates about the leader being 

assessed. The approach here is qualitative, 

as seen in the dialogue-based method. 

Rather than assessing the leaders by giving 

marks, where good leaders are rewarded and poor leaders are presented with 

development demands, support is given to the development of each individual leader‟s 

potential and currently successful leadership practice. This principle can also be linked to 

the purpose, where the aim is not to assess or provide a status update, but rather to 

create the necessary development and to give the assessed leader increased awareness 

about his/her personal resources and the ability to incorporate these into the work of 

becoming a better leader. Thus, the learning perspective comprises all parties 

surrounding the leader. Employees have the opportunity to articulate when good 

leadership is practiced in the organisation, including a discussion of what comprises good 

leadership in general. Peer leaders learn through considering their colleagues and the 

various aspects of good leadership, and they receive feedback on their own actions; 

importantly, the numerous dialogues lead to the development of a new and more 
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nuanced language about the essence of leadership. The department heads receive a 

comprehensive overview of leadership practice in their departments, enabling them to 

draw up an overall leadership strategy focusing on the individual leaders‟ qualities and 

development.  

 

To create the foundation for putting these principles into practice, it was necessary to 

create a basis of relationships to categorise the organisational development and desired 

results into the various phases of the process. Therefore, the first phase involved the 

preparation of department-specific action plans based on the collective business plan. 

Each department head was assigned responsibility for producing detailed action plans 

outlining coming activities in their department to ensure that the department contributed 

optimally to the realisation of the formulated goals and focus areas. Based on these 

action plans, a strategic team coaching conversation was conducted with the operational 

managers in each department, in which the action plans were divided into activities for 

each operational manager, allowing everyone to see the specific focus areas in which 

they had to work. As an added challenge, all of the departments were asked to identify 

how they would specifically carry out the leadership needed to create the desired results; 

these actions had to be based on the leadership principles defined by the Technical and 

Environmental Administration. Many of the departments decided to spend a couple of 

days together, during which time the individual activities were tied to a discussion of the 

leadership principles. After the completion of this work, conversations were conducted 

with a consultant to determine unique focus points leaders wanted in an assessment to 

help identify good leadership practice and provide good advice on how to work with 

ongoing personal development. This process lasted about three months and formed the 

basis for the above guiding principles in the assessment. 

 

To managing director Pernille Andersen, the assessment provided additional benefits 

than those discussed for the department heads and operational managers. 

 In her words: 
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―I have had a unique opportunity to establish an overview of the entire organisation 

regarding the leadership behaviour needed for KTK to achieve its long-term goals. 

Meanwhile, the assessment reports and project arrows give me plenty of inspiration about 

the areas we should focus on collectively and individually in our leader development. This 

inspiration and knowledge will help us to reach our goals faster. In addition, the 

assessment reports also provide a snapshot of KTK: are the same examples used to 

clarify views? And what organisational actions can be taken in the short-term to improve 

the conditions?‖ 

 

The assessment’s logic 

Based on function chain logic and the wishes outlined above, an assessment was 

designed on the basis of the following seven steps: 

1. As described, the department heads prepared strategic, concrete activity plans for 

each department based on the business plan‟s focus areas and the leadership basis 

for KTK. This work began at the previously mentioned leader seminar in December 

2005. Each department then conducts a team coaching conversation with a 

consultant from ATTRACTOR in which the action plans and leadership behaviour is 

discussed and then incorporated into activity plans that also feature specific methods 

of leadership in relation to the selected activities, the business plan‟s focus areas and 

the leadership basis for KTK. 

2. The department heads and operational managers are interviewed by department to 

determine relevant assessment criteria for assessing them as leaders in relation to 

implementation of the activity plans, the business plan‟s focus areas and the 

leadership basis for KTK.  

3. Based on this knowledge, a question guide is produced that highlights the most 

important leadership focus areas, based on the strategic activity plans.  

4. A dialogue process is initiated in which selected employees, leader peers and the 

closest superior of all leaders are interviewed.  
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5. Based on these conversations, a report is produced for each leader with summaries 

of conclusions, patterns, etc from the feedback. The answers are condensed 

according to the most central issues identified, including the leader‟s most important 

qualities and development areas, as seen by others. These are presented with a 

verbal introduction and reading guide, where the department heads are also trained 

in development interview techniques, so that they are prepared for the next step. 

6. The reports then form the basis for a dialogue with the individual leaders in the form 

of a follow up and development interview. The conversation is conducted with the 

leader, his/her closest superior and a consultant from ATTRACTOR who is 

responsible for the conversation‟s process. The conversation begins with a 

preparatory conversation between the consultant and the leader‟s superior. The 

conversation is then structured into the following phases:  

I. The framework is set; what thoughts have been sparked by the assessment? 

II. Collective selection of the most important focus areas for the leader‟s 

development.  

III. What resources are evident in the report?  

IV. Collective preparation of a development plan for the leader; this then forms the 

basis of a specific action plan in which the leader‟s future milestones, success 

criteria, etc. are defined in writing.  

V. Conclusion of the conversation with handshake agreements on specific actions, 

etc.  

The conversation rounds off with a half-hour assessment, follow up and feedback 

session between the consultant and the leader‟s superior. 

 

The process is assessed thoroughly to ensure KTK institutionalises the model for future 

use. 

 

The process can be diagrammed as follows: 
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Overview of leader assessment at KTK 

  

In the third phase, all of the 

answers were condensed into an 

overview of relevant and valuable 

issues that could be structured 

under the leadership principles of 

the Technical and Environmental 

Administration.  

 

The issues were formulated as 

questions that comprised a 

question guide. 
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In the first phase, the department 

heads prepared strategic, concrete 

activity plans for each department 

based on the business plan‟s focus 

areas and the leadership basis for 

KTK.  

 

Each department conducted a team 

coaching conversation in which 

action plans and leadership 

behaviour was discussed. 

 

 

The second phase comprised 

conversations in which all 

operational managers and 

department heads were interviewed 

by department, giving them the 

opportunity to make suggestions 

about relevant and valuable criteria 

for assessing them as leaders. 
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The fourth phase consisted of 

interviews in which superiors, peers 

and subordinates gave feedback on 

their leader colleagues at KTK based 

on the question guide. The 

interviews were conducted by a 

consultant from ATTRACTOR. 

In the fifth phase, the feedback was 

condensed into a 5-6 page summary 

with patterns, conclusions, etc. from 

the colleagues‟ responses. This 

summary was produced by the 

consultant, who conducted 

interviews regarding the individual 

leaders. The summary was then 

delivered to the leader in question 

and his/her superior. 

In the sixth phase, development 

interviews were conducted involving 

the leader in question and his/her 

leader. The consultant who 

conducted the interviews about the 

leader participated in these 

conversations, partly as a coach in a 

conversation with the leader‟s leader 

before and after the development 

interview, and partly to guarantee an 

appreciative, forward-looking focus. 
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The effect of the assessment 

So what did they get out of it? What were the results for KTK, the assessed leaders and 

the employees who provided feedback to the leaders? 

On an overall level, there is no doubt that the connection of the company strategy, 

leadership principles, leadership basis and the future leader behaviour has made a 

significant impact. For example, Pernille Andersen finds that: 

 

―The connection between these things is simply clearer to individuals and the group as a whole. In 

addition, the assessment has also made clear the necessity of ‗the good‘ translation from strategy 

to leadership behaviour – a translation that is very important for both major and minor leadership 

duties in daily work. The effect has been very clear in places where this translation has functioned 

as planned.‖ 

 

In addition to the concrete assessment of the individual leader, the assessment process 

itself has had a number of secondary effects. For example, the dialogue process has 

resulted in a brand new way of discussing leadership at KTK, such as “when does 

leadership at KTK succeed?”, “What ways of creating dialogue contribute to 

development?” and “What leadership behaviour creates motivation?” Pernille Andersen 

elaborates: 

  

―The assessment form has contributed to the adoption of a collective language regarding 

leadership; in addition, it has become clear that leadership is also the behaviour one chooses and 

In the seventh phase, the process is assessed thoroughly 

to ensure KTK institutionalises the model for future use. 
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the relations one chooses to focus on. Through the conversations, the leaders and a large group of 

employees have considered questions regarding leadership, thereby developing a more conscious 

language about leadership and leader behaviour that will benefit the organisation in a wide range of 

situations. And there is now greater openness regarding leadership, so that everyone can learn 

from each other and think critically about each other‘s leadership; both of these things are important 

steps towards an open and dialogical leadership at KTK, which will strengthen the leader network 

that has been established in KTK and the administration. 

 

As regards the assessed leaders, the department heads and operational managers report 

that they have gained surprisingly extensive benefits from the assessment: They are now 

more aware of the effect of working appreciatively, where involvement contributes to 

creating motivation. And they are also very pleased with the difference they find this 

makes in practice; they can see that the new leader behaviour creates new opportunities 

and results, and the project arrow provides a concrete tool for continuing the good 

development work. One of the operational managers put it this way in an internal 

personnel magazine: 

 

I am ready to take the conversations and courses needed, if something requires 

adjustment. Furthermore, I expect to make an action plan for myself to help maintain a 

focus on employees, customers, cooperation and communication.  

 

And on the question of what it takes to be a good leader, he says: 

You have to be credible, outgoing and good at communicating; you have to be able to 

manage processes and be able to transform the new leader principles into practice. 

A major impact is also evident in the employee groups, which now have a greater 

awareness of their role in creating good leadership: What does it mean to be a good 

employee? What are employees responsible for in relation to creating good leadership? 

How can/should employees contribute to creating the leadership space that enables the 

leader to assume the role of the leader they desire? And how can you choose actions to 

create new, or maintain old, behaviour patterns that are either desirable or undesirable in 
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the short and long term? Employees certainly felt valued and appreciated by being 

involved in the leader assessment, which has already created motivation and an 

increased desire to work. A union representative describes the effects as follows: 

 

As a union representative, I have ongoing and open dialogue with the operational 

manager. But most of us do not see him very often since we went from being a work gang 

with a foreman to a self-managing team with a team coordinator and an operational 

manager to perform administrative tasks. So for the other participants, this has been a 

good opportunity to be heard directly. The interview form also gave us the opportunity to 

explain our answers and go more in-depth than if we had just completed a questionnaire. 
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