
Take a walk on the wild(er) side 

 

Waiting in the lobby of a hotel before a flight home from a client workshop, I am reflecting on 

this event and many similar ones before it, no doubt others to come. A large team of middle 

managers in a well-known industrial organisation were taking part in a bespoke workshop to 

explore how to work better together in a high-pressure, complex environment. That’s a pretty 

typical context today, in an ever more interconnected, uncertain reality. At Learning through 

doing we create experiences for people to see their deeper patterns of thinking and feeling in 

action - those which prompt our behaviours when challenge and (especially unwanted) change 

arise. Since those deeper patterns often manifest on the outside as complaints, excuses, 

disagreements, stress, ineffective escalation, poor collaboration, breakdown of trust, conflicts, 

politics and even outright sabotage, it is no surprise that they can be uncomfortable to witness, 

never mind experience first-hand in a “public” setting. Many people come to a workshop like this 

with the expectation that they will have a nice time together away from the office. They believe 

harmony will be restored by spending time together, during which they will be inspired by a 

dynamic facilitator, who will give them credible, proven tools to take away to “solve” their daily 

headaches. In other words, they wish to feel happy, energised and empowered by someone else. 

Then they go back to work, and perhaps try out those tools if sufficiently stimulated to do so. The 

more time goes on, the more they inevitably resort to the same old same old. Organisational 

surveys to measure engagement, effectiveness…become tick-box devices that determine the ease 

of one’s life as a manager. What actually really changes then in the organisation, beyond a 

cosmetic result that meets the KPIs of whichever particular group holds the power at that time? 

 

After more than 15 years of working with people across organisations in different sectors and 

countries, we are able to see some fundamental patterns of thinking and doing at play that cut 

across gender, age and culture. Firstly people are people everywhere, and while our education (in 

the widest sense) and experience may have encouraged and enabled us to develop greater self-

awareness, we tend to find the same things difficult about change. In short, it’s easier if we want 

it, a big, unpleasant mess if we don’t. Then there is the all too common situation in organisations 

of focusing principally on the outer aspects of change – skills, behaviours, performance, roles, 

expectations, goals, strategy, process transformation, efficiency measures and results. Even in 

those many places where investment has been made in cultural development, interventions 

remain on the surface unless people are ready and willing to take a deeper look inside. 

Explorations into purpose and vision generally take place only among the higher echelons (when 

there are sufficient funds to divert), who then have to “engage, influence and align” their people 

to get on board, before “driving” them to “execute”. The environment becomes one where adding 

value is equated with keeping people “happy”. We exist in language, so that is an interesting 

choice of it. Are those who “lead” not in truth actually putting more and more pressure on those 

who do much of the “work” to cut off their own sources of energy and creativity by doing routine 

work that keeps them happy? And then resorting to populism to maintain this status quo? 

 



At Learning through doing, we are curious then how we came to focus principally on leadership 

and change management approaches that fail to address basic patterns of human behaviour. We 

seem to be widely stuck in a paradigm that does not easily allow people to thrive in a complex, 

rapidly changing world. The world has never been anything different, we are simply finding that 

our deterministic ways of doing things are failing left, right and centre and we are waking up to 

the fact, or not, that we need to adapt. In this week’s workshop, it became abundantly and 

painfully clear that the technical experts who are now expected to self-organise rather than be 

given a linear road-map, and consistently expected to become more technologically-savvy to save 

money, did not have many of the basic interpersonal skills to interact with and manage others to 

get things done. They were not starting out on the managerial ladder either. We see this all the 

time in organisations everywhere.  

 

One of the ways in which we support our clients to investigate more profoundly is by encouraging 

them to consider both their tendencies to react to situations, and their ability to do something 

new and different. Through the particular lens we use, reactive habits are linked to deeper needs 

to belong, protect or control. For example, if I wish to be liked, I will tend to seek consensus, tell 

you what I think you want to hear, attempt to exceed your expectations and so forth. If I prefer to 

protect myself by being critical of others and remaining distant, people will tend to leave me 

alone to do what I want. Alternatively, as is the challenge for many middle managers, my desire to 

be in control may lead me to have challenges with delegation and building trust with those I 

oversee. On the other side, more effective behaviours are described in terms of how we achieve 

results, bring out the best in others, collectively create a powerful vision, develop ourselves, walk 

our talk and improve the environments in which we move. 

 

As a leader, it is clear that I may need to develop many of the creative competencies described 

above. However, I also need to be aware of the habits that will inevitably surface when I am under 

pressure, or have to do things I don’t agree with or want to do. We are all human, and sooner or 

later the ways of dealing with the world that I have learned will be triggered. I don’t need to make 

judgments or a drama about my reactions, but it would be useful to evaluate if my behaviour is 

effective or not in the situation where I find myself. I can only do this if I am aware of my habits, 

otherwise I will simply react. I will then need to practise, practise, practise other ways of doing 

things until they become part of me. This is much easier if I have a coach to point the way, but a 

coach will can only take me as far as he or she is able to go. And my organisation might not be 

willing to pay for that luxury, or see coaching as a way to manage performance. Instead I could 

have much more impact both in my own environment and in developing others if I learn to pay 

this kind of attention (to) myself.  

 

What future then for organisational learning and development? We at Learning through doing 

would love to see the willingness to take a walk on the wild(er) side so that the things which have 

us all can rise up to our conscious awareness and be transformed. And the readiness of we 

practitioners to help others find their own light instead of feeding off ours to make them shine. 

What might be achieved in the world if more people were all able to reinvent themselves 

continuously in response to their surroundings? The possibilities are endless… 


