We can all be Writers … with a
capital W
How Writing can unlock creative resources for
our OD clients
Tony Page
Here, I offer fellow OD consultants who coach leaders the opportunity to
explore how a particular form of writing, called auto-ethnography, can
contribute to our OD work by accessing creativity in ourselves and our
clients and in turn for us all to draw more valuable support from colleagues.
I describe how I found and developed the practice of writing to access
creativity and personal growth both in my OD work and my personal life.
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Introduction
Writing is not for everyone. Of course we’re routinely writing emails, texts and messages on social media. But
the writing I mean is a special kind of Writing-with-a-capital-W that can be a choice and a resource in our
lives, like a solid friend you can sound off to, who can remind you who you really are and what you really
want, and in so doing releases a happier, funnier or better you. Such Writing can free us up to tackle a
challenge, or stiffen our resolve to confront a crisis and can produce surprisingly practical, creative responses
that transform either the mundane or the really difficult aspects of our daily existence into an enriching way to
grow.
I’d like to share more about how Writing-with-a-capital-W has contributed to my OD practice with clients and
become a valuable resource in my life.
How can we access creative potential in OD?
As a teenager, I had an aversion to writing. I hated reading books and writing essays for my English
teachers, until a song called “Blowin’ In The Wind” from Bob Dylan seemed to arrive so truthfully, without
artifice, as if from a deep and trustworthy source. Then I began writing, finding words to express my truth,
assembling these into songs that I hoped one day to perform. Those ‘songs’ remained just as scribbles on
the back of old envelopes, but from that time I was changed by the experience of creating something, and I
was inspired with a new interest in how we can access creativity - not just in music, literature or art but in our
everyday lives at work and at home.
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I’d say creativity is important in my work as a leadership and organisation development coach. After all, I’m
helping clients - leaders in organisations - to realise a greater ambition This could be a difficult project to raise
turnover, reduce waste, mange or remove poor performers or start up a new operation, for example. These
people, who shoulder heavy responsibilities, also need to inspire creativity and stiffen the resolve of their staff
to rise to the seemingly impossible challenge.

Writing our way out of trouble in OD
When I began this work decades ago, I was an eager young man sitting with a client telling me their problem,
while my head filled up with answers that, blinded by my enthusiasm or anxiety to do a good job, I simply
blurted out, rather like someone with Tourette’s. Time after time I repeated this mistake, diverting a
conversation into a ditch, or into superficial and repetitive circles, until one day the lights came on to show me
that as a coach I’m not paid to tread on the client’s toes. Instead of trying to fix the client’s problem directly, I
realised that my true raison d’être is to unlock the client’s creativity, enabling them to find the solution. I went
on to figure out how to do this, and it’s not easy. Writing became a tool that gave me answers, and Writingwith-a capital-W became integral to my work with clients, instead of simply talking.
From private diary to published book
Perhaps you can picture me just turning 40 and eager to figure out how better to do my job of consulting with
clients. I was stressed about starting up my independent OD practice, also married with two young children
and with far too much on my plate. Constantly tense and tired, I was in a hole, having difficulty focussing and
on occasion worryingly short-tempered. To try to dig myself out, I started writing a journal that captured
simple observations about my coaching work, literally who said what. Also, to monitor my associated feelings
each day, I’d write “Today I feel…” and answer this with “worried”, or “sad” or “unsure” or “surprised” or
“relieved” or “happy” etc. Soon this developed into a practice of “free writing”, in which I recorded many
innermost feelings and what felt like private truths onto the page. I kept on doing this because it made me
feel better, reduced my anxiety, put things back into perspective and often produced sparks of creativity.
One day at a conference dinner, I began discussing this writing practice with the stranger sitting next to me.
He promptly let me know he was an editor at a well-known business publisher and asked me to write a book
about Writing-with-a-capital-W.
Ten months later “Diary of a Change Agent” (Gower, 1996)
was selling moderately well, making me officially a published
writer, but one who privately believed he was no more a
writer than anyone else. You see, even then I suspected we
can all be Writers-with-a-capital-W. I was asking myself
“Don’t we all need to do some of this?” and wondering “Won’t
this Writing help us to find our voice when things get tricky?”
Surely this can help our clients to be leaders who make a
difference?
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By then I’d long ago ditched my adolescent urge to be writing like Bob Dylan, yet the truthful resonance I’d
admired in his voice remained a strong memory, particularly after coaching sessions in which I felt frustration
at the closed, false, defensive, political, “bullshit” conversations that ate up so much of our valuable time. At
the same time, I also enjoyed rare moments of openness and positivity in those sessions, when my clients
became extremely creative: their solutions seemed to appear as if by magic out of nowhere.

Exploring positivity and its limits through writing
I began formulating positive questions that I hoped could to unlock my clients’ creativity. I’d give these as
written exercises before or during our sessions together. Here are two examples.
Ex 1: What’s working well?
Don’t obsess about what’s clearly not working. Approach it from a different, more positive angle
by asking: “What is working?’ Write it down. Ask: “Who contributes to what’s working and how?’
First write it down, then we’ll talk it through.
I’d also invite the client to bring this Appreciative Inquiry exercise (inspired by David Cooperrider and Jane
Magruder Watkin’s work) to any colleagues involved in the problem and encourage them to notice what’s
working already and do more of it. Clients would sometimes report they had shifted their perspective, and
found their way out of the woods. It helped them go and talk positively to people, to get things moving.
Ex 2: Gratitude.
When your challenge seems impossible and you’re feeling blocked, disappointed or clueless,
don’t stop there. Approach it from an entirely new angle and ask: “What am I grateful for today?”
Write a list. Add to the list each day.
Those who embarked on this gratitude practice (inspired by Martin Seligman’s work) sometimes told me they
felt better and sometimes their colleagues noticed a change too. The client felt happier, more optimistic and
better supported, while colleagues found them more inspiring, easier to work with, kinder, more relaxed and
generous. But not always.
Yes, those two ‘positive’ writing exercises helped clients on occasion to sidestep or dissolve blockages and to
draw more from the resources in a social system surrounding them. But this ‘positivity’ approach to unlocking
creativity was far from foolproof.

Seeking the searing truths
After writing the book, I was often invited into conversations with other leadership and OD consultants to
exchange notes. During regular meetings in their learning networks, we spoke honestly about our work and
owned up that our client conversations didn’t always get creative. We puzzled it out, saying we aren’t idiots
and neither are our clients despite sometimes giving that impression, and we began to pinpoint what was
happening. We agreed that the exact questions we asked our clients mattered. A lot. I wrote up and
circulated notes of our insights and continued to closely monitor my client work.
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Client responses to my carefully chosen questions varied. Hugely. The ‘positive’ questions would cause
some clients simply to frown, or roll their eyes and complain: “This is superficial. We’re avoiding the messy
realities”. I was forced to recognise my questions could seem oblique and not up to the task. I became
curious about the tricky negative stuff that I usually treated as off limits because it wasn’t positive. I began to
wonder why I had turned my back and retreated so unhelpfully into positivity, ignoring the true reasons my
clients seemed stressed, hostile, bottled up, sceptical or afraid. I pondered what might happen if I departed
from positivity and if, like Bob Dylan, I invited clients to take a long cold stare at the truth.
This gave rise to a quite different written exercise that I wove into my client sessions.
Ex 3: The outer and inner truths.
Write down a name for the troublesome problem or challenge. Go visit the building or department
where the problem arises and walk through with your eyes and ears wide open. Interview two or
three people there. (And if a visit isn’t possible, close your eyes and take a mental walk through
the place).
After your walk, draw a line down the centre of your paper. Head the right hand column “outer”
and fill it with a list of what you saw and heard during your visit. Head the left hand column “inner”
and enter any feelings, bodily sensations and words arising inside your skin during the visit.
Using this written exercise (inspired by Peter Senge’s left hand column) during a workshop with a
management team, I paired people off for brief chats about their inner and outer columns and this simple
practice of sharing their private written truths produced a remarkable unlocking that was evident in their body
language and a rising, animated hubbub. Report backs after these pair chats were testament to their finding
real issues and creating practical responses to implement together. Fruitful discussions that often followed
this exercise suggested that searing honesty (rather than simply positivity) can be a powerful springboard for
creativity. My journal at the time recorded that the clients’ writing and the speaking both played a crucial part.
Writing summaries in the moment
As I continued to pay close attention to the minutiae of client conversations, I noticed that these were
becoming more varied and rich, peppered with fresh, valuable ideas. But in the rush of heated words many
of these nuggets were being over-looked rather than captured. This is why I started openly and hastily to
make notes in the sessions, on a paper in front of us. I’d capture my client’s responses to questions and play
back like this: “So you’re thinking X and noticing Y and wondering if Z…” This summary often had a palpable
effect: the tension would fall away as soon as the client felt they’d been heard. You would see it in the body
language. Their speech became more honest, animated with laughter, filled out with ideas and eager
curiosity.
Surprisingly at times the problem simply evaporated and, I began to realise that a client only speaks about a
“problem” or a “challenge” when their natural flow of creativity has become blocked. In other words, for more
than 90% of the time a client is resilient and creative on their own without needing the help of people like me.

e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, SPRING 2019, VOL. 26, NO. 1

PAGE 94

WWW.AMED.ORG.UK

It is only on rare occasions when defeated and perhaps humiliated by insurmountable obstacles that a client
is forced to call on a coach. That’s why it’s a very good idea for the coach to start with the belief that their
client holds within them a deep supply of creativity, and that surrounding them is a wider galaxy of creativity
they can access through others. Informed by this belief, the coach is more respectful and curious and able to
ask far better questions. The intervention goes deeper, moves forward faster and the impact extends much
further.

Getting more personal, healthy and brave
The September 11th 2001 attacks in the USA jolted us all and, a day or two after the New York atrocities
finding myself stranded in Basle airport with all the flights suspended, I ran through horrifying apocalyptic,
World War III-type scenarios confronting myself with the real possibility of never getting home.
I panicked and reached for my pen to attempt a final message to my kids (then aged 14 and 11). Filled with
sadness, this poem called ‘Lines’ arrived instead.
There is above every airport
A line where that country ends
Cross it and you enter open sky.
There are in every building
Walls where one room ends
And the next begins
There are in every garden
Fences where one home ends
And Nextdoor begins
There are in every meeting
Invisible lines where one person ends
And other people begin
There is round every person
A skin where public-me ends
And private-me begins
World Trade Center Attack, New York, September 2001,
Steve Ludlum, NY Times 2002, Creative Commons

Line and lines and lines
Is a line a barrier never to be crossed?

Or the edge of an adventure bringing gains as well as loss?
In leader coaching we find and name the lines
Going beyond, getting lost and redefined.
‘Lines’, by Tony Page, September 2001, written in Basle airport
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This poem fell short of the heartfelt message I wanted to send to my children, but anyhow the words flowed
somehow carrying what felt like truth onto the page and afterwards I felt calmer. Then sitting lonely and
fearful in that airport, it was easier to write the letter to my kids that thankfully, due to the flights quickly
resuming, I never needed to send.
Validating the power of expressive writing
Through the experience I’ve described so far, Writing-with-a-capital-W became part of my OD practice. This
was before I learned of the proven positive impacts of writing on anxiety, post-traumatic stress and health.
Professor James Pennebaker at the University of Texas raised a question in 1986 that triggered the
research: “If we disclose emotionally powerful secrets, will our health improve?” He designed a 15-minute
‘expressive writing’ exercise and repeated it with the same writers for four days in a row.
Well-documented repeats by Pennebaker’s team and other university research teams, worldwide, over three
decades, have consistently shown significant benefits to the writers’ physical health (measured by doctor
visits) as well as their thinking, work performance and mental health – often lasting for weeks, months and
years after the expressive writing.
You can try out the following therapeutic writing brief that Pennebaker used.
Ex 4: Expressive Writing.
Choose something mildly stressful, upsetting, confusing or looming over you in recent days. Take
around 15 minutes to write down your deepest feelings on this topic. Really let go and express
your innermost thoughts and emotions. Don’t worry about spelling, grammar or style. Don’t worry,
no one else need ever see what you’re writing. Don’t worry if the topic seems a little heavy: any
sad feelings tend to pass quite quickly.
Clearly such writing can help us function better, but how can you take this forward in your own practice?

Understanding how the writing process works: the Sissons approach
If you’re going to tap into the benefits of Writing, it’s instructive to look closer at the Writing process itself. One
day I met a creative writing teacher called Judi Sissons who told me of the three phases she believes are
inherent to creative writing: purgative, reflective and creative (Judi Sissons, 2018) and each requires a
different approach.
According to Sissons, initially your writing on any topic is purgative:
a brain dump, expressing confusion, emotion, scattered thoughts
and not knowing. After that you’re better able to reflect and bring
together a whole story. Those two phases require you NOT to think
about offending the reader, or your voice will be blunted: instead,
aim for a searing quality of wisdom, truth and honesty bolstered
with the certainty these personal disclosures will never be read by
any other person.
Figure 3: A three-phase approach to creative
writing. Judi Sissons 2018, with permission
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The fleshed-out story brings us into a creative phase in which we write with consideration of options, and you
choose how you will bring the issues raised in your story as an engaging gift to others (just as I have created
this article out of previous purgative and reflective writings on this topic that I do not need to show you).
By the way, I’ve noticed those three phases (purgative, reflective, creative) not only in my own and in clients’
Writing, they also crop up in the conversations I hold with clients to bring them through a difficult problem to a
creative solution and readiness to act. So I’ve found this approach to Writing invaluable, both directly for
myself and my clients and also, for my understanding of how to navigate a conversation.
In summary, I’m saying that the process of Writing-with-a-capital-W can bring us to creative responses in the
form of speech and action to any difficult challenge we face. Beyond this, Writing supports our growth and
emerging identity as human beings.

This is because each time we speak and act consciously on a

challenge, we are revising, usually unconsciously, an inner narrative we hold about who we are and who we
are becoming. This so-called Writing-with-a-capital-W has elsewhere been called Life Writing or “autoethnography” (defined as a self-reflection about your family, team, tribe or society). I prefer to say it’s a
written method of truthful observation that finds our voice, releases our courage to act and develops our
identity.

Finding our inner narratives: a personal story
The writing approach to OD work that I’ve described will tend to uncover personal struggles and troubling
transitions, whether personal or professional, that we failed to recognise or consciously address. To prepare
you for this deep material, I’ll end with an example.
With continued use, my journaling practice began to unearth more and more personal material. I understood
that my profession as a leadership coach entails supporting clients in their ‘personal growth’. Yet, through
journaling, I began to worry about the dangers of ‘personal growth’. I was provoked to face some facts and to
ask more questions. I found out that the journaling method I had adopted, had its roots, through Ira Progoff
(Progoff 1992). Julia Cameron (Cameron, 1994), and others, in a burgeoning worldwide ‘personal growth’
movement’
I found out that, during the 1960s, this ‘movement’ had sparked my
father’s self-destructive obsession with ‘personal growth’ that brought
much trouble to my family home. This discovery became the impetus for
a quest I’ve written about in the book I’ve recently published called
“Secret Box” (Page, 2018). Here in a nutshell is what happened.
After my career spent unlocking the resources of my clients, I took a step
back from work and there arose an inescapable urge to address some
unanswered, personal questions. My Dad had died 15 years earlier, and
I’d stashed his box full of old diaries in a dark corner of the attic. Why?
Because I wasn’t brave enough to rake up the past and no one in my
family wanted to either. But why didn’t I just throw away the diaries? This
is the point. It wasn’t so simple: I was losing sleep, haunted and conflicted
over whether or not to open the box.
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Fortunately Writing-with-a-capital-W gave me a way forward. While worrying about whether I might turn selfdestructive like my Dad, and whether my children might, writing gave me a way to ponder the question of
how a previous generation actually influences our behaviour in the present. I realised that each of us begins,
early in life, to record an inner narrative, continuing to adjust this, while assembling an odd mixture of
evidence including our pride and shame about key characters and formative events in family history. This
powerful narrative binds us up, largely unconsciously, in creativity-inhibiting, misery-making and unnecessary
rules: dos and don’ts.
I found gaping holes and profound contradictions in my inner narrative and (inspired by the work of Dr Sarah
Hill, 2017) I delved into a closer examination. I didn’t know whether to be proud of Dad or ashamed and
accusatory. I’d harboured doubts all my life about him and, of course, about myself as his son, but I’d been
cautious about mentioning any of this or doing anything about it. This work on my narrative brought me, all of
a sudden, into a mood of defiance: I would not be the son who was too timid to confront the truths about who
he was, nor would I leave my kids without a more exact story about my side of the family.
So began my quest to fill the gaps with the kind of answers we can live more happily with. Then, supported
by Helen my partner, I opened the box. In doing so, I revisited crucial people, places and events, working
through strong emotions, including sweet nostalgia for a long lost, happy childhood, plus disappointments,
anger and frustrations. The ensuing conversations, supported with the Writing, made this a freeing and quite
therapeutic experience.
The benefits of Writing for me
And what benefit has this brought me? My inner narrative has become fuller, more accurate, balanced and
considerate to all concerned. It is no longer accusatory. My lingering ambivalence on the subject of ‘personal
growth’, has largely dissipated: I remind myself that the ‘personal growth’ crisis happened to Dad, not to me,
and I’m fine. Now I’m enjoying rather than running from a surprising myriad of connections, personal and
professional between me and my deceased Dad. As for my parents, whose differences once perplexed and
enraged me, I feel true gratitude for their love and I can embrace the vivid example they gave me of the need
for both personal growth and a nurturing environment. The one depends on the other!

Writing for you and your clients in OD
I’ve described above how Writing with a capital W in its three phases of purging, reflecting and creating, has
contributed to the speech, action and identity of an OD practitioner. I have taken the trouble to set this out
with, I hope, sufficient clarity and detail so that you might be inspired to adopt and adapt them in your client
work as you see fit. I believe this will help you excel in your real job of unlocking the client’s creativity and
avoid the distraction of trying to fix directly the challenges that belong to the client.
As for the final part on finding your inner narrative, I totally understand that, without careful preparation, you
might not wish to embark on a similar quest right now. However, I am pointing out through my own story that
every OD practitioner and every client has their very own childhood story that is influencing their creativity
and their capacity to lead, in hidden ways, whether they like it or not.
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In case you want to take a sideways glance at a part of your narrative that might be hidden from view, you
might find the following gentle writing activity helpful:
Ex 5: Writing a Gratitude Narrative.
1. Choose two people from your childhood, one of whom you liked and admired, and the other
who irritated or annoyed you.
2. Looking back at those two people, consider how they might still be influencing you in your
adult life. Describe in a single sentence story their continuing influence(s) on you today.
3. Identify something in this story that you feel grateful for. Why might you feel grateful for this?
After this exercise (also inspired by the work of Dr Sarah Hill, op cit), if you choose to continue the work of
digging out and re-framing your narrative, you can use the tools and guidance here for Writing-with-a-capitalW. I’d urge you to keep using Exercise 2 to support this challenging work with a daily gratitude practice and,
importantly, to find someone who can guide you in this work.
Finally, let’s remember why we embarked on this writing adventure in the first place: to renew and deepen
our clients’ access to the vast and unlimited creative resources inside and surrounding them, and naturally to
increase our creativity too. And why wouldn’t we?
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