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AMED 2020 … and beyond?
Transitioning through turbulent times
Bob MacKenzie and David McAra

Transitioning through turbulent times: a context
We find ourselves in a period of troubling uncertainty, occasioned by unresolved Brexit arrangements, by the
climate emergency, by COVID-19 issues and by the ‘Black Lives Matter’ campaign, amongst other forces.
So this combined Spring/Summer 2020 edition of our journal e-Organisations and People is devoted to
exploring the theme of personal and organisational transitions, and its implications for AMED and our
constituencies. Here, contributors reflect on questions such as: How can we understand what changes are
going on around and within us, and make decisions about what to do? Does AMED still have a relevant
contribution to make? If so, what should we stop, start and continue?
This publication forms part our running co-inquiry ‘AMED 2020 and beyond: stop, start continue?’, into
whether or not AMED still has a role to play in this turbulent world. As we continue this co-inquiry, we trust
that important decisions will become clearer, both for AMED as a network and for other individuals and
groups who are similarly puzzling over such issues. In addition to writing for this journal, we’ve been inviting
people to post their thoughts and suggestions on this Discussion Forum, opened in Autumn 2017. More
recently an AMED2020 Hosting Team, formed by Julie Allan, Rowena Davis, Shelagh Doonan, Bob
MacKenzie, David McAra, John Sweet and Linda Williams, has been devoting many hours as action learners
and critical friends – in the AMED Way, a kind of temporary community of practice - to planning and
facilitating this co-inquiry.
“A community of practice is a group of people who share a concern or a passion for something
they do, and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly. This definition reflects the
fundamentally social nature of human learning.”
(Wenger-Trayner)
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Do we see helpful distinctions between change, transition and transformation? Do the semantics matter?
We think they do.

Change and transition
For William Bridges (2019; 2017 edn), change is external. Something
real happens in the world.

Transition is the internal, psychological

process, the way we respond to an external change.
For both individuals and organisations in turn, Bridges describes three
stages or phases: Ending What Currently Is; The Neutral Zone; and The
New Beginning. It seems that each has a different tempo and feel.
We have found his model helpful. It has given us permission to embrace
the confusion and frustration we might have felt and allowed us to take
the necessary time to explore and reflect without rushing to solutions.
Of course, there are other ideas about how we might navigate this
unsettling contemplation of the future. One is Bill Sharpe’s Three Horizons
(2020), as summarised by Andrew Curry (2015) of The Futures Company.
You can also view a brilliant seven-minute overview of the Three Horizons
framework by Kate Raworth of Doughnut Economics fame (2018) here.
She poses 12 core questions regarding the transition from possible futures
characterised by Horizons H1 (business as usual), H2 (an arena of
disruptive innovation) and H3 (the future we want from seeds that we’ve
already sown). Her 12 questions present us with an excellent opportunity to
engage in further deep explorations of the issues facing AMED and our
own individual practices. In the weeks to come, we’re planning to support
other initiatives – in which you’re cordially invited to participate - informed
by the Three Horizons framework. Watch this space.

Transition and transformation
Hölscher et al. (2018) write about transition and transformation, explaining that:
“Their differences may partially result from their etymological origins, but they largely stem from
the different research communities concerned with either transition or transformation”
But they also remind us that,
“lack of conceptual clarity … can void the terms of their contribution to challenge the status quo.”
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So the etymological difference is between transition (‘going across’) and transformation (‘change in shape’),
with the former emphasising the process of how the change comes about while the latter addresses the
nature of what is changing.
For now, we’ve set for ourselves a number of co-inquiry questions: What meanings do transitions and
turbulence have for us and AMED? Are we in a perpetual state of transition? How do we decide what to
stop, start and continue? When do we decide that we’ve done our bit, and withdraw to leave the field to
others? What are participants’ personal experiences of important transitions, and what insights have we
learned – individually and collectively - from those experiences? What fresh perspectives can we offer to
challenge standard assumptions about change, transition and turbulence? In addressing these and other
questions, what suggestions emerge to help AMED make important decisions about its future?

An overview of the contributions
The articles that you’ll find in this edition draw upon contributors’ own personal insights, stories, experiences,
practices and/or research. They reflect e-O&P’s practice of open peer review, a relational practice that
involves editors working with authors personally through a process of critical friendship (MacKenzie 2015),
rather than offering anonymous feedback on their articles. In our journal, we aim to encourage good writing
and take advantage of the multimedia features of the internet.
Each article contributes in its own way to fostering the notion of what one of AMED’s founder-members Tom
Boydell imagined very recently as a revivified AMED acting as a ‘ginger group’ for promoting a better
workplace and a better society at large.
If anything here strikes a chord, please feel free to keep the co-inquiry going by posting your thoughts and
questions on our Discussion Forum here. This is a chance to develop, articulate and share your thinking with
a wider community of people who are also puzzling over such issues. Perhaps you might even consider
writing something for our Autumn/Winter 2020 edition, which will continue to develop these themes, and keep
up momentum as we transition to our new state, whatever that becomes.

The articles
Framed by the umbrella theme of transitioning, we’ve grouped the 13 contributions in this edition in five
clusters. These are: this editorial; personal transitions; humanistic management; re-thinking management
(and leadership) learning and development; and an AMED perspective. In the back pages, you’ll find some
information about forthcoming events of interest, and an invitation to become more involved with this journal
in particular, and with AMED more generally. If you’re reading this overview online, you can click on the
name of any author, and you’ll arrive at the article they’ve written. In the following section, we give a flavour
of each contribution.
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The editorial
For this editorial, we (Bob and David) trace briefly the genesis of this co-inquiry into AMED’s future,
headlining the concept of transitioning, which is the context for the Spring/Summer and Autumn/Winter 2020
editions of the journal. We give an overview of each contribution, and pose some questions about what
happens next in determining AMED’s future.
Personal transitions
Within this theme, Alison Piasecka maps out some of her internal experiences of being in confinement in
her family home in the foothills of the French Pyrenees during the Covid-19 lockdown. She used this
confinement – episodically – to make some sense of it all by writing about ten fragments of many re-lived
episodes that, on reflection, have become significant for her during the strange time of quiet and isolation
occasioned by this ‘plague year’. She wonders whether - undoubted horrors aside - in certain respects, this
lockdown may be viewed as a gift in disguise? Andrea Gewessler tells her intensely moving story of
enduring the devastating circumstances of her husband’s protracted dying, and how, over time, she found the
courage to re-engage with her role as a change agent. Jennifer Board draws upon her varied experiences
of sitting round the corporate boardroom table to suggest ways in which it’s possible to exit a weighty career
gracefully. She stresses the importance of succession planning, of taking every opportunity to support the
development of others, and of reflecting actively and regularly on the legacy that organisational leaders of
any kind may wish to leave behind as they themselves leave the table.
Humanistic management
Four members of the Humanistic Management UK Chapter write about their respective experiences of living
and working in lockdown. Three have a background in UK Higher Education Institutions, and one is a senior
tax adviser in a large professional services firm. Christina Schwabenland celebrates some of the positive
practices she encounters daily, and dreads a return to the previous ‘normal’. Ilaria Boncori tells how it is for
her as a senior academic and parent as she manages the interface between public and private spaces, and
discerns a heartening connectedness with others in adversity. Paul Harrison offers a brief, personal account
of his personal and professional responses to the Covid-19 pandemic, and draws out some positive aspects
of its otherwise devastating impact. Ruth Slater composes an ethnographic snapshot account of life in a
pandemic in an independent retirement village. She shows some of the ways in which the discourse of
vulnerability labels and marginalises older people, and highlights some of the creativity and kindliness which
emerged at the start of the pandemic. Ruth is interested in how older people self-organise, organise and are
organised, thus challenging the stereotype of this group as being unfailingly frail and vulnerable.
Learning and development in management and leadership
Old friends Peter Sheal and David McAra engage in dialogue about their shared and initially contrasting
groundings and approaches in an attempt to shed light on the place of AMED in the world of learning and
development, and on the challenges and opportunities we are facing. Based on inductive research from his
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garden shed during lockdown, university lecturer and trainer Paul Levy presents a simple 4T model for
understanding and designing new learning and development interventions in the field of management
education and development in the context of online and blended learning. Writing in the midst of pandemicinduced uncertainty, senior business school academic Rob Warwick reflects on his world since March 2020.
It has been both creative, forcing him to see - and be - in a very different way, and negative, where the
experience of time feels odd, the usual rhythms have stopped, and different tunes are playing. At the point of
working with students at the start of lockdown, he wonders about what is emerging and about what to explore
in future research and practice?
An AMED perspective
In attempting to write from an explicitly AMED perspective, Bob MacKenzie finds that it’s not possible to
separate the personal from the organisational. He acknowledges that transitioning through uncertainty is not
easy, and hopes that AMED or its subsequent incarnation can continue to uphold a tradition of good writing,
become more fully diverse, and grow more intergenerational as a force for good. Finally, David McAra
writes a brief introduction to his 35-minute ‘Zoom’ conversation with Norton Bertram-Smith (available as
video and audio recording) in which they reflect on the challenges that transformation raise for individuals
and organisations. Taking advantage of the benefits of an online publication, they also include live links to
two other stimulating authors. Starting from different mindsets and career experiences, they agree that
transformation can only come from a change of heart, and that it takes time.

Is there hope for the future?
A point of clarity for us arising from Kate Raworth’s Twelve Questions was about the importance of context.
AMED is mainly about the transformation of the world of work into a place more fit for the humans who spend
so much of their lives in it. Such transformation provides remarkable benefits to stakeholders inside and
outside organisations, up and down the supply chains and into society and yet, transforming organisations for
the better is so difficult.
Hölscher quotes Patterson (2016), pointing out that,
“Processes to shape transitions and transformations are deeply political, involving power
struggles and value conflicts.”
Power struggles and value conflicts … Of course it’s difficult but we must keep hope alive!
David was touched and cheered when an old school friend asked him recently to speak with his daughter.
Her career was going splendidly by the look of her CV but she was having to do too much pretending. She
wanted to be taking her whole self to work and not just the ‘professional’ bit.
We can’t think of a better way of summarising the culture and aspirations of AMED or the nature of the
transformation we are striving to bring about. We are deeply rooted in valuing our whole selves and that this
is the anchor we cling to whilst enduring the turbulence of transition.
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And transition from what to what? Well, from our present, however we might describe its strengths and
shortcomings to a more dynamic future, with more diverse participation and more effective use of technology
to enhance the all-important human connections. We find Kate Raworth’s Question ‘F’ particularly hopeful.
“What seeds of our desired future already exist?” So many green shoots are sprouting, some in local groups
and micro-projects, others on a global scale in UN agencies and Green parties, Xtinction Rebellion and
Occupy, #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo ... as well as AMED and ODiN, Open Source Thinking and the
Humanistic Management Network … on and on.
We were also encouraged to read that funding for Hölscher’s research (cited earlier) was provided by
the German Environmental Agency under the project: “From niche to mainstream.” There’s the challenge!
We take heart from a moving story about Turner’s Oak Tree in Kew Gardens that was first drawn to our
attention by Shelagh Doonan. If you click on this link, you can view a four minute video, carried by BBC
News website under the title ‘The oak tree in Kew Gardens that taught the world a lesson’. Here, Tony
Kirkham, Head of Arboretum, recounts how this 200-year oak survived the devastating 1987 Great Storm,
when 15 million trees in South East England were uprooted, and how understanding how it did this changed
the way that trees around the world are now cared for. Perhaps we, too, can learn something from this.

Turner's Oak in the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. Photo: Wim Brinkerink, MonumentalTrees.com
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What next?
In the months leading up to December 2020, AMED is engaging in a number of activities and media to
determine whether and/or how it is to be in 2021 and beyond. We hope you will feel able and willing to
contribute to these conversations.

You can do so by visiting the AMED website from time to time.

#GoWithTheEnergy! is the page for your questions, suggestions and offers.
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Fragments from a plague diary
Alison Piasecka
I ain’t no Daniel Defoe, but this is an attempt to map out some of the
internal experiences of being in confinement in our family home in the
foothills of the French Pyrenees during the Covid-19 lockdown, Here, I try
to make some sense of this mapping to myself, and to allow unanswered
questions to wait for the energy to tackle them...or not. I have used this
confinement – episodically – to make some sense of it all by writing about
ten fragments of many re-lived episodes that have come to take on
significance for me, triggered by this strange time of quiet and isolation.

The past eight weeks here in France have been an important experience, I feel that for sure. Our village has
been stripped of traffic - people don’t walk much in small villages, so the absence of people is not so striking
as in a town. Birdsong has reached operatic levels, and it almost feels as if some of the natural world is
taking back from us inhabitants the attention due to it. We are confined to our houses and to officially
documented outings, with the certainty of a fine if the documents are not able to be produced when
challenged. We are trying to halt the spread of a silent, invisible and deadly virus, and to do that, human
contact must be avoided.
I find myself remembering my late teenage years. A period when contact with other people was fraught with
fears as well as laughter - fears that were connected with not yet knowing myself and being afraid of other
people’s judgements. I don’t have that fear to the same extent now in later years, but the experience of
confinement has re-connected with that very visceral and explosive emotional period of finding myself as a
young person. I wonder whether this re-awakened proximity and sensitivity to my emotional state now is
actually a gift in disguise.

Fragment One: the way things drop into your lap
This morning, doing a lightening dash through Facebook, something leapt out at me. Someone called Ashley
C. Ford wrote
“... you are watching people go through the withdrawal of the emotional addiction to the myth of
certainty...”
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Those words rang like a bell in my head. We (my husband and I who are in our 60s) come from the early
generations of post-war children, and we have not experienced the trauma and upheaval of world war that
our parents and grandparents did. Arguably, we have fed on the myth of certainty, convincing ourselves that
we were sure to do better than our parents and grandparents for all sorts of reasons. These might include
better education, University education in some cases, the National Health Service and on and on, and we
have embraced the mantras of ‘growth is always good’, and ‘things will always get better’. Maybe this was all
hubris on our part, as we consciously and unconsciously exploited and destroyed the natural world in the
name of invincible growth and economic success.
This is the first time in our lifetimes that the world has stopped dead in its tracks. It’s a shock to the system,
at an individual, societal and global level.
How have we got so stuck?

Fragment Two: how we get stuck
Years ago, as a business consultant, I often used a great little video called ‘Humour, Risk and Change’ by
C.W. Metcalf. He always went down really well, as he combined the observations of a stand-up comedian
with some hard-hitting personal stuff. I always remember the line which went a bit like this:
“…. Why is it that most men over the age of 40 have only three facial expressions left? ...”
I know it of myself - and my grown-up children always laugh at it – there is the tendency to stick with the
stories you have always told. What is that about? ...a comfort thing, a laziness thing, or just that we enjoy
those stories? Or is it maybe a form of insulation against adaptation and change?
The very new experience of confinement has broken the mould, and opened the routines up, exposing me to
fears and anxieties in a way that I haven’t experienced the world since I was a teenager and young adult. I
feel that this may be a really good thing, although surprising and sometimes painful, because it smacks me in
touch with the real job of living. And maybe I have been standing back and taking part in my own life less
than I did as a young person.
As older people, we are often relied upon to be certain – to be sure of what the right thing is to do - to have a
bank of experience that we can draw upon to protect us. Our own children ask us for our opinion, our advice.
But maybe it won’t hurt us to be thrown into change and uncertainty, maybe our humanity can become
complacent in the face of our sense of value in our experience.
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Fragment Three: a virtual funeral
This morning, I watched via my laptop as a good friend prepared for and then led a funeral commemoration
for his partner who died last week in Paris from Motor Neurone Disease.

It was the terrible visceral

realisation that we couldn’t be there, that he was alone with her son in his apartment, looking at the coffin,
and none of us could be there. He, sometimes haltingly, read his eulogy, and then Martine’s son read it in
French also. And I wept …

Parc de Bercy, Paris 2016: which Martine introduced us to on one of her incredible Paris tours
Photo: Alison Piasecka

Fragment Four: what lies at the edges of consciousness
This morning, I was brushing my teeth, when I screamed out loud through the toothpaste. Looking in the
mirror, tears were forming in my eyes and I realised that, from nowhere, I had imagined myself dying unable
to speak to or see or touch anyone dear to me. Then I did what I remember doing as a child or teenager
when I thought of something unimaginably horrible. I turned it into a drama in my head in which I spoke and
dealt with the situation - going back and forth with the dialogue until I felt sure that I had got it right.
My friend didn’t die of Covid-19, but her death became a victim of it. I admit that death is the most terrifying
thing I can imagine. I haven’t lost that horrible and stomach-churning sensation I remember as a child when I
realised that death would be like going to sleep and never wakening - the thought that I would no longer be
active in the world and that it would go on without me still is very frightening. The rational part of me tells me
that the mind and the body will work together to remove my fear if I am lucky at the moment of death.
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Fragment Five: parents and mortality
I find myself dreaming often of my father and mother, both now dead. I also wake remembering situations of
conflict and disappointment, as if those faraway situations are awakened and fresh with emotional impact.
My father committed suicide when he was 73 with his wartime service pistol. It was more than 12 years
before I could even imagine that moment for him without sobbing uncontrollably. Last year, 23 years later I
read his suicide note for the first time. It was good that I was alone for a few hours after that. Somehow, it
was a great comfort to go back there and place that note in the scenario in my head.
Our rational view of the world prompts us to think that we are separate beings, moving around in the world,
but not of it. Our mental models mostly place us as distinct and autonomous, and therefore able to decide,
control, act as we wish. The COVID-19 virus treats us all as fresh meat, it is invisible, silent, and we have no
control. Two years ago, at OST 2018 in La Burra Verde, Spain, Anna from Ukraine explained to us that, in
modern warfare, as soon you can hear the aircraft carrying the bombs, it is already too late and death is very
likely, seconds later.
And so I wobble, between thinking and feeling intensely at a personal level, and trying to figure out where this
will all end at a societal and global level. A friend has started a Facebook group looking for evidence of what
positive actions are being taken to frame a post-pandemic world, but I own that I feel frozen and unable to
trust that any positive steps I spot or take will make any difference.

Fragment Six: gardens, real and
metaphorical
Last night, in the return of sunshine, the garden
never looked more gorgeous. And that made me
weep too, because we were alone, looking at it
together.
I am wondering whether the sense of isolation and
regret I felt in the garden is partly about recognising
that our own family is living apart already, across
three countries, and that we can’t any longer count
on our children, now grown-up, wanting or being
able to come home and spend time with us. I have
been lulled by student timeframes of holidays and
breaks that, hitherto, have largely shaped when we
all meet up. As things change and working in the
world becomes what our children must do, so we
must adjust to another way of being.
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There is a sense in which our mortality is squeezed by the
virus. Even a hundred years ago, everyone of our age would
have experienced death many times over. Infant mortality was
far higher, it was a lucky family that didn’t lose a child during
the first few years of life. Death was part of living in a way that
would be unrecognisable today. And here I am, talking about
death again.

Two faces of Janus on a coin dating from the 3 rd century BC Image credit: Die Buche Wikimedia Commons

Fragment Seven: the light and the shadow
I was thinking today about the Roman god, Janus. The
month of January was named for him, and he
symbolised openings, ending, beginnings and finishes,
movement and transitions. Sometimes he is portrayed
as being both bearded and clean-shaven. I was struck
by the existence of such a god in ancient times. So,
periods of flux and change have their own God. Maybe
mankind has always struggled with change and
disruption, and so what you need is a God who can be
appealed to - one that holds flux stable in his own
representation by holding both ends to the middle.
I got into thinking about Janus because I was trying to
find an image in my head that would help me express
the strange dualities of confinement - the rewards of
silence, the sounds of nature, the slower pace of life with
the pain of losing friends, being separated from people
Knitting by Li-Mei-Shu. Credit: wikimedia commons
This is not how calmly I knit ...

who you love and the anxiety about what will happen to
the world that we know as a result of all of this.

All of these emotional states co-exist and tumble around in my head and body - the body expressing it as
aches and muscle tensions; the brain as hyped-up activity and crazy knitting.
Yes - knitting. I used to knit as child and a teenager but haven’t knitted for decades. I never learned the
‘proper’ way to knit- my style is fast, frantic and far too muscular- so my arms actually ache sometimes. But it
does free the mind to float above the crazy activity and it is a great relief to be empty in the head and at the
same time, producing something.
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Fragment Eight: noticing anger
What is it with men and machines?

The sound of

strimmers and mowers is almost deafening …. is there any
grass left standing in Tostat? Forget any idea of ‘No Mow
May’ ... it’ll never catch on … I really do think that
strimmers at all points of the compass amounts to an
affront … Maybe I am moving out of sadness to irritation not at lockdown itself, but at some of the human beings
around me.
I find myself wondering seriously whether we human
beings deserve this world. This is a sure sign of starting to
feel just a little angry I reckon. I have often found anger
easier to access as an emotion than sorrow - it fires up the
nervous system, creates energy and the appetite for
movement and change. Those are the positive aspects Man weed-eating. Photo: Yeo, D.R. wikimedia
commons

there are drawbacks too.

Fragment Nine: reference to other times
This week the confinement has been eased a little, no need for any papers when going out, and more cars
on the road - almost normal perhaps. Sitting by the pond this morning, I could hear the sheep in the field
across the road, the pond is swollen with water from the massive rain we have had. I was thinking about the
experience of going out for the first time to the shops since the end of March. People hurry with masks, no
time for a smile that you can’t see anyway, and no time for the small courtesies that mark French life.
When was it like this before? Why do I need an historical parallel? A sense of comfort that this is not
completely bizarre and surreal maybe. I think of Andy’s father in wartime Warsaw, where to be seen in the
wrong place by an informant could have meant detention and death. When the occupying German forces
used local informants to stroll the streets looking for anyone suspicious or for anyone they could recognise
who might be involved in underground activity and then arranging for their arrest. What am I searching for
here? A kindred spirit with the past of our family, an explanation for how it feels, a portent of something
having been lost? If it is lost, is this temporary or a significant change? Will the virus have changed us in
some way? Brought back the sense of imminent danger of starvation that our mediaeval forebears knew as
an everyday reality? I don’t know ... Is my worry temporary or lasting?
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Fragment Ten: a trade-off
After a lot of cancelled bookings, our son finally managed to get back to France at the end of his university
course. This entailed a folder of documents for him in English and French, as well as an exceptional-needs
travel document for Andy, who drove the two hours to Toulouse to get him from the station. This sets us all
up for 14 days more confinement to be sure we don’t import the virus to Tostat.
So he arrives back at nearly midnight, takes all his clothes off in the hall and puts them straight into the
washing machine before disappearing to the bathroom for a long shower. Then we say ‘Hello.’ After the
companionable quiet of the house, we now get used to music and another voice and dynamic presence.
Actually, it has revived our spirits to have him home and it is well worth the minor hassle of another two
weeks of confinement.

The language of ambiguous loss (with many thanks to Heather Plett)
I read this extended piece on Facebook from Heather Plett, a Canadian facilitator who works with holding
space for emergence using circle groups. I really like much of what she says, and this piece speaks strongly
to me right now:
“...Ambiguous loss, a term coined by researcher Pauline Boss, is a loss that occurs without
closure or clear understanding. It’s the kind of loss that is felt when a soldier is lost to war and no
body is ever recovered. Or the loss of a stillborn child when you never get to hold that child in
your arms. Or the loss of a marriage when the other person is still alive and yet you grieve the
loss of what you once dreamed the marriage would be.

Nobody quite knows how to grieve

ambiguous loss. It doesn’t come with any ceremonies or rituals or rites of passage and few
people even notice that you’re going through it. It doesn’t get much airplay in the books or
conversations about grief because we don’t really know how to talk about it.
And yet, right now especially, I feel like we need to develop some language for it and some space
in our conversations. Perhaps some language will help us navigate it with a little more grace and
acceptance. And maybe it will help us better equip our children.
Tonight I’m feeling the kind of grief associated with ambiguous loss when I think of all of the
suspended plans and dreams my daughters aren’t getting to fulfil. At least not right now, and who
knows how those plans and dreams will have to be adapted to meet the new future. There’s this
state of suspended animation in my house, while all my children sit on the verge of either ending
high school or university and/or hoping to launch into post-university jobs and get their first
apartments. And now nobody knows when this Great Pause will end and what will be on the other
side.
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It’s disruption with suspension - like the Waiting Place in Dr. Seuss’ ‘Oh The Places You’ll Go....’
Waiting for a train to go or a bus to come,
or a plane to go or the mail to come,
or the rain to go or the phone to ring,
or the snow to snow or waiting around for a Yes or No
or waiting for their hair to grow.
Everyone is just waiting.
Waiting for the fish to bite
or waiting for wind to fly a kite
or waiting around for Friday night
or waiting, perhaps, for their Uncle Jake
or a pot to boil, or a Better Break
or a string of pearls, or a pair of pants
or a wig with curls, or Another Chance.
Everyone is just waiting...”
Heather captures beautifully and movingly the inbetween-ness of where I feel I am - and also the very real
sense of loss of time and opportunity caused by confinement and lockdown that our children have often
expressed. To which I have replied, when asked,
‘That’s because you are young. When you are older, although every moment counts the same as
it did, you also recognise that there is value in everything that happens to you, and rarely are
things lost but they may be replaced or fade away.’
But I own that whilst it’s ok to say that, it is also not ok as I am trying to stifle the pain that they are feeling.
And maybe feeling pain is something we all need to allow more often as we try to handle serious amounts of
waiting and uncertainty.
As I write that, I am thinking of a refugee couple that we have got to know well here in France. Amongst their
many life skills, often gained in the most appalling situations, are the ability to wait for lengths of time that are
almost unimaginable to me- and the patience to sustain themselves through the waiting. They have not been
troubled by lockdown at all. It was a mere bagatelle in comparison with what they have suffered at the hands
of various countries in their lives over the last 10-12 years. And they can still laugh ... We all laughed
together watching ‘Mr Bean’s Holiday’ at Christmas a couple of years back. But patience doesn’t grow on
trees ... it does need to be carefully cultivated. Maybe I am learning a little about that ...
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Waiting and uncertainty in transition to a new normal
I was going to paraphrase Heather’s words but they are too good to mess about with.
Andy and I are released, as is our son, from quarantine on Friday. And though I normally hate shopping, I
am actually really looking forward to seeing what’s open and just being outside with others in that hitherto
most-normal of situations. Masked of course. So, my over-riding impressions are of a time that has actually
given me an internal focus that I can often busily ignore when I don’t want to go there. I think that that focus
has been a gift, although not one that was asked for. It has really reminded me of the people that are
important in my life, both alive and dead, and that most tasks are of no weight in comparison. I think that the
state of waiting and uncertainty will be our new normal. This period has given me some good practice at
waiting - it’s not yet a skill but I rate it more as a non-active activity than I have ever in my life probably. I am
apprehensive for my children, but less so for us. But I am not afraid for them, though I understand to my core
what Heather Plett expresses.
Looking very briefly at the website of Pauline Boss, the researcher and therapist who coined the term
‘ambiguous loss’, I was struck by some brief points she makes about stages in supporting and working with
such loss. Two elements stuck with me. Moving from uncovering meaning to adjusting how we might think
that meanings matter, she comes to:
“reconstructing identity”
and:
“normalising ambivalence”
and lastly, she talks about:
“discovering new hope”.
I have a feeling that I could usefully find out some more about her work, and develop my own strengths in
normalising ambivalence.
I think I have learnt that I am not afraid of what life throws up, even though in the moment, fear can grip you
by the gut. But this extraordinary situation has created possibilities and opportunities for life to change and
metamorphose, partly because the virus has given us a shortcut to re-thinking so many things. None of this
in the near future will be easy, but I feel ready now to roll with the punches, which may be the beginnings of
normalising ambivalence as Pauline Boss describes. And for that, I am thankful.
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Re-emerging from turbulent times
as a change agent
A very personal story
Andrea Gewessler
Let me tell you a story about my personal experience of transitioning
through turbulence. It is an incredible story. It is not a fairy tale. It may
even make you squirm. But I hope that you’ll find it instructive as AMED
goes through its own not-knowing.

Keywords:
transitions, turbulence, chaos, change, grief

Entering turbulence
It was the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee weekend in 2012. It was a beautiful, sunny weekend. People were
having picnics, there were celebrations and fireworks. Life was good. I took my husband to the local
emergency care centre because his headache, that a week prior had been diagnosed as sinusitis and treated
with antibiotics, was now compounded by speech difficulties. We were immediately sent to the nearest
hospital for a CT scan. The preliminary cognitive functioning tests were probably enough for the consultants
to form a conclusion, which, just a few hours later, was confirmed. We were told he had a brain tumour, the
size of an apricot. For some strange reason the big C still had not dawned on us until I came across it in his
medical file later that evening.
Diagnosis
I do not know whether you have ever been on a plane going
through a very bad stretch of turbulence. For me these experiences
are usually accompanied by white knuckles, crazy, incessant
butterflies in your stomach, a light-headedness that makes me
almost faint, or simply gut-wrenching fear? We never quite left that
feeling behind on the whole journey that followed.
Upon transfer to King’s College Hospital and a comprehensive
MRI, the consultants’ hunches were more or less confirmed. An
operation was scheduled for the following week. The diagnosis, to
be confirmed through a biopsy, was GBM.
My husband, Octavio dos Santos Neto,
ready to sing in concert
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Whatever medical texts I came across the verdict was the same:
“Glioblastoma, also known as glioblastoma multiforme (GBM), is the most aggressive type of
cancer that begins within the brain. Initially, signs and symptoms of glioblastoma are
nonspecific. They may include headaches, personality changes, nausea and symptoms similar to
those of a stroke … Despite maximum treatment, the cancer usually recurs. The typical duration
of survival following diagnosis is 12 to 15 months, with fewer than 3 to 7% of people surviving
longer than five years. Without treatment, survival is typically three months … about 3 in 100,000
people develop the disease per year. ”
Writing this, nearly eight years later, does not make this more real or acceptable. My husband was tall, dark
and handsome. A portly opera singer of Brazilian heritage, aged 47, with a huge appetite for life and a
personality to match. He wanted to live as long as he could. We had plans, we had dreams, we wanted to
grow old together. All that changed in an instant. He was told that his life expectancy was 15 to 18 months;
three years were considered hopeful but unrealistic.
Treatment
After the operation, which involved a clinical trial, 30 days of radiation with concomitant chemotherapy, 29
cycles of chemotherapy, changing in severity and frequency, a daily dose of steroids and anti-seizure
medication and as the disease progressed, the medications increased. Hospital appointments galore for
blood tests, MRIs, a couple of PET scans, which we fought for and which bought him months, if not years, of
extra life. We were faced with huge decisions about treatment pathways and clinical trials. Many of my
evenings I spent researching different treatment options and evidence-based complementary approaches.
The readings always made me feel sick, because no article ever left me with any doubt that this was terminal.
The first year was a rollercoaster of indescribable proportions, then hope grew that life could be hung on to
for a while longer. But the fear was ever present, and notably increased before and after each MRI scan.
The 18 months had gone, the three-year mark passed, four years, the fifth year became tougher still. While
he was referred to as the poster boy in hospital, our day-to-day life was indelibly changed. There were many
dreaded words including: recurrence, growth, inoperable and spread. The pleasures of daily life changed.
Endings
Being alive was great in itself, eating, watching a film, going for a tiny walk, doing sudoku together, drawing
together, sitting on a bench watching the sunset. Holidays happened but they did not resemble any normal
holiday. They were dictated by medications, accessibility, walking distances and access to medical care. My
gloriously charming husband was no longer who he had been. We had to adapt to a new normal an
incessant number of times. He experienced a number of seizures, some so small they were barely
noticeable, others so profound, he needed hospitalisation. He died four months short of the sixth anniversary
of the diagnosis. The ending was cruel, painful and undignified.
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An article on the ‘Symptoms and problems in the end-of-life phase of high-grade glioma patients’ describes
that
“The most commonly reported symptoms in the last phase of our cohort of HGG patients were
drowsiness (87%), dysphagia (71%), progressive neurological deficits (51%), seizures (45%),
incontinence (40%), progressive cognitive deficits (33%), and headaches (33%).”
He experienced them all, and more.
The last three and a half weeks I was with him almost 24/7. He hung on to my hand for dear life. Hearing his
breath change and seeing him die was the worst thing I have experienced and yet I felt extremely privileged
that he allowed me to accompany him on his way.

Chaotic transition
The turbulence stopped and internal chaos set in. I never knew that the sounds that I expelled existed in my
body, the tears were truly incessant, the pain too much to bear. My body aged by several years in the
timespan of a few months. In the immediate aftermath of his death, the only thing that spoke to me was W.H.
Auden’s poem ‘Funeral Blues’ (1938), more popularly known as ‘Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone’.
And yet the world moved on, relentlessly. I was livid, outraged, perplexed that the death of my person was
just a newsflash in most people’s lives. Our cats, a handful of very good friends, writing poems about grief
and loss and making art have become my release valves.

Respite in lockdown
The recent lockdown, brought about by COVID-19 in March 2020, finally brought the world to a stop. While I
did not want the virus, the deaths, the misery, I longed for the quietening of the earth. I wanted a period of
mourning. I did not want to be cheered on. I wanted someone to witness my tears and my pain. I wanted to
reconfigure myself. For the first time, I felt that my atheist soul was allowed to hunker down and catch up.
The whole world spun into turbulence. Never having understood maths, the concept of two minuses being
added together or multiplied making a plus, suddenly made sense. Rather than being perturbed by the lack of
social contact, I have experienced the lockdown as a gentle wave in the raging waters I have been navigating
for nearly 8 years.
Recently, I reacquainted myself with Kris Hallbom’s model of ‘The Universal Cycles of Change’. I met Kris
many moons ago while on an NLP Master Practitioner programme and felt instant affinity with his model. On
reflection, the lockdown allowed me to move into the final two phases of droppings off; and mediation and
dormancy.
He describes the droppings off cycle as:
“…about letting go of what is no longer serving you. Once chaos has set in, there must be some
kind of a release or dropping off to bring the system back into balance.”
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Kris defines meditation and dormancy as:
“the final cycle in which the
system regains its balance, which
will allow it to recycle back up into
Creation. The system now has
less mass, yet more energy
because it contains all the
learning from the previous
cycles.”
So, while I can say for sure that I am not over
the loss of the most important person who
has ever been in my life, nor would I want to
be, I now find myself in a new phase.

Diagram 1: re-drawn by Andrea Gewessler from the original in Hallbom
2010.

This is one that, despite the grief, allows me to create again and feel an active change agent once more. I am
not off the roller coaster of Stroebe and Schut’s (1999) dual process model of coping with bereavement and I
still oscillate between loss-oriented and restoration-oriented states of being and doing. I am no longer
wandering merely on the path of chaos (loss-oriented) and not purely in a new sense of order but right on the
edge of the chaordic path.

Diagram 2: re-drawn by Andrea Gewessler from the original in Strobe & Schut 1999
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Learning to come through turbulence
So, what have I learnt from this eight-year long phase of being in turbulence and chaos and pivoting my way
out back into creation? Here are 16 personal observations:
1. Be in the present. Right now, this second. This minute, this hour, this day all is well.
2. Individually, even as a species, we humans are insignificant beyond measure, which does not mean
that we cannot do good work while we are alive. Show some humility.
3. We only have the illusion - more likely delusion - that we are in control. Unpredictability, ambiguity and
change are not part of life. They are life.
4. Life is not fair and shit happens to good people.
5. We will all die and all the external status symbols including positions of power, titles and wealth will be
meaningless as we face death.
6. Stay with love and vulnerability. They are the only authenticity we have.
7. Keep working on yourself, work on your weaknesses, become the best possible version of yourself
you can be. It’s your only route to leaving a meaningful legacy and your only way to lead authentically.
8. Keep helping, supporting and championing others.
9. We are all essentially alone and interconnected at the same time.
10. Being present for another being, unconditionally, is the greatest gift we can give and receive.
11. Unconditionally means unconditionally. It encompasses all the ugliness you can imagine or not.
12. Park the ‘shoulds’, and live your life in balance with the earth’s capacity.
13. We will all become bereaved one day. Make friends with yourself as soon as possible.
14. Everyone hurts, even if we cannot see it. Exercise empathy and compassion.
15. Most people need to be taught how to talk about illness and death. Their platitudes need to be
challenged. Birth and death are the only universal experiences we share.
16. Our society is terminal too because we have brought planet Earth to its brink. Get skilled up to
become a death doula (Saixue Watt 2019), also known as a death midwife, a change agent or both.
Society and the planet need us to show up.

Re-emergence
So, in the midst of the pandemic, I became active again. I started collaborating with an amazing bunch of
people - Jim Rough, Corrina McFarlane and Markus Goetsch. Together we have been pioneering online
dynamically facilitated, choice creating conversations with people from across continents online about how
we can come out of this pandemic in balance with the ecological boundaries. Whilst we are at the beginning
of this societal journey, I now feel increasingly confident that a new professional life can emerge following the
turbulent years I have experienced. The grief and pain will always be a part of me, as will the love for my
husband. And yet, it’s a duty to show up and be the change we want to see in the world. I hope that this can
happen for AMED too.
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Graceful exits in a professional
career
Timing is everything
Jennifer Board
In this article, based upon my personal experience of the boardroom, I
review what I have learned about the timing of career exits. I do so both as
a contribution to my own personal growth, and a hopefully helpful gesture
towards developing others. I share these reflections in the hope that they
may be useful to AMED members, and others, as they grapple with
important decisions about their network’s future. I discuss the value of
essential succession planning, and the importance of a leadership legacy,
drawing upon the experiences of my corporate career.
Keywords
career exits, knowledge transfer, succession planning, leadership legacy.

Introduction
‘’All the world’s a stage, And all the men and women merely players: They have their exits and
their entrances; And one man in his time plays many parts…’’
(‘As You Like It’, Act II, Scene VII; William Shakespeare, 1623)

As leaders, when do we decide that it is the right time to leave the stage? When do we, perhaps reluctantly,
accept that our time has come to bow out; that the end of our leadership hour is nigh; that our experience is
becoming out of date; that the trail we once sought to blaze as our personal and professional responsibility
and territory is better blazed now by others, rather than by ourselves?
I believe that time is when we acknowledge that we can, and should, make available our learning and
leadership legacy to others (if we have not already done so) and that there are many other fulfilling and
enjoyable ways in which we can now spend the rest of our time on Earth, whilst remaining relevant as a
contributor to society.
I have come to see this also as a time when I could continue consciously to become a learner again myself,
although perhaps in a different way, and to embrace a new future with different dragons to slay and of, as
yet, unimagined personal successes and satisfactions to savour. The importance of continuous learning is
implicit in the title of George Ainsworth-Land’s book ‘Grow or Die: The Unifying Principle of Transformation’
(Land, 1986). This injunction can just as surely be applied to people as to the transformation of corporations.
People continue to grow through formal or informal learning as well as from direct experience. Otherwise,
they risk becoming dinosaurs.
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Tempus fugit, memento mori
At a particular point in my career as a corporate leader, a
creeping realisation grew that both my capacity and desire
to weather the cut and thrust of the business environment
had become somewhat diminished.

The fact that I felt

neither as razor sharp, nor as acutely incisive, as I had
once believed, was a sobering reality to face. Perhaps
other corporate executives, professionals, management
consultants, entrepreneurs or those individuals in a myriad
of other leadership roles can also identify a similar point in
their lives?

To ignore such self-interrogation, to deny

objective facts, is as futile as that of King Canute’s battle

Mr Nostalgic, Bakhuizen tot Rotterdam 1766

of wills against the waves; the sea was always going to
prevail. I am pleased to say that I believe I did recognise the time when it was no longer helpful for me to
give my opinion on employment law issues (even when pressed to do so) as I had become rusty on the
advances of case law since my retirement from corporate life; bad advice is worse than no advice.
Relevance through becoming a mentor or critical friend
The acceptance of this reality did not mean that I became less relevant. Rather, my relevance and impact
actually increased once I was willing to accept these facts and adapt to them. I now had the opportunity to
fully adopt the role of a mentor, or critical friend, and to be truly useful to others; to share the wisdom that I
had gained through the school of hard knocks and the loss of innocence when experiencing and surviving
corporate politics (courtesy of operating at the Court of the Borgia - otherwise known as board meetings).
Although ‘retirement’ as such may come at different times, and mean different things, to each of us
personally, the key questions are what do we want to achieve and what can we contribute now that we are no
longer time-poor? Those who intend to fill this time with hobbies new and old have already answered these
questions for themselves. However, I will return to this theme in the section on ‘Life after leadership’ below.
My Reasoning
What would the point have been, the value of the learning gained through many challenging circumstances,
successes and failures, if we were not able to then help others to learn from our most humiliating mistakes
and profit from our most spectacular – or even unsung - successes? We can be proud to bequeath the
legacy of our learning to those who come after us who are destined to eclipse our greatest achievements. It
is the way of the world to look to future generations, and it is more dignified and admirable for previous
leaders to acknowledge and embrace this reality rather than trying to cling on to past glories.
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Succession planning and development
Steve Jobs had a saying that A players hire A players; B players hire
C players; and C players hire D players.
“If you start hiring B players, expect what Steve called
‘the bozo explosion’ to happen in your organization.”
(Kawaski, 2011)

I have seen this insightful observation by former Apple CEO Steve
Jobs borne out on numerous occasions in my professional career. B
players could be described as average or over-promoted or underconfident, and who either do not dare take risks, or do not have the
insight, to hire highly talented individuals (A players) who may pose a
challenge to their leadership. Instead, they select less talented

Steve Jobs with Red Shawl: Jurvetson, (2011)
Wikimedia Commons

individuals (C players) who may be easier to manage and less of a threat to their own promotion prospects
and self-regard. Whilst it can take insight and confidence to hire and develop others who are at least as
talented or more talented than ourselves, it is a key responsibility of business leaders to deliver this pipeline
of high potential people to the organisation, and it is the very least that employers should expect from them.
Succession planning
As we prepare to exit, if we did indeed achieve the key responsibility that we may have claimed in our annual
appraisals, then now is the time to test the veracity and effectiveness of our assertions.

If we have

developed our own successors, as previously professed, then we need to demonstrate our confidence in
their abilities, most tellingly even when their decisions do not perfectly reflect our own views. It is also the
time to demonstrate further personal confidence in our own abilities without the added benefits of the
influence of power and position; to let go and move on with the next important stage of our lives. Letting go
of the reins of power has never been easy for those who have held them. However, it is, nonetheless, a
significant learning opportunity and a selfless achievement in itself, demonstrating the subjugation of the ego
and the ascendancy of altruism.
Empowering the next generation of leaders: coaching and mentoring
Perhaps motivated by such thoughts, many retired leaders share their experiences with new leaders by
engaging in coaching activities. Although this can be a useful and fulfilling way in which to transfer learning
and continue to contribute to the world of leadership, there is a health warning here. With the best will in the
world, it is not only difficult to teach an old dog new tricks, but it can be impracticable to teach a new dog old
tricks. The strategies, formulae and behaviours which worked for an earlier leadership/management era may
not be strictly applicable in the new world of business, as responsibilities, priorities and expectations may
have radically morphed into a new paradigm. The ambition of achieving a corner office appears to have lost
its allure, and is seen as ‘’a metaphor for the aspirations of leaders where the steps to leadership were well
defined and the symbols of leadership … well defined and understood.’’ (Wilkinson, no date)
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Allowing free rein to experiential learning
Thus, while coaching itself can prove of immense value, it is worth remembering that the ability to stand back
and allow experiential learning to do its work, may sometimes achieve a more compelling developmental
impression on our protégés than any amount of coaching along the lines of our own war stories and our
preferred modus operandi, since the business world has moved on from the parameters of ‘our time’.
Wilkinson references the work of Professor David Jamieson in his definition of the ‘Use of Self’ that ‘’new
leaders are at their core adaptable, pragmatic and use a mixture of self-confidence to make decisions and
act, whilst having the humility to understand they don’t know everything’’, (Wilkinson, no date). That said, I
do not completely agree with Jamieson as I had the privilege of working for - not many, but a few - ‘old
leaders’ who also possessed all those skills and traits. So, in some ways, ‘good leadership’ doesn’t change.
These ‘good old leaders’ were A players with the confidence to build a team of A player Direct Reports; they
showed the humility to accept that they were not always right, and the magnanimity to recognise and
celebrate the achievements of others.

Life after leadership
Leaving the ‘stage’ can be personally and psychologically unsettling (I used to be ‘important’ and people
wanted to know my opinion; now I stack the dishwasher). However, it can also lead to the greatest liberation
of all. We gain the advantage of choice to spend time where and when we desire, instead of where and
when it is expected or required by others. There is so much that leaders can then contribute voluntarily to
their local communities or the third sector, if on a much smaller ‘stage’ and with reduced personal marketing
potential. The skills gained by corporate and other leaders are transferrable in the best possible way to the
direct advantage of the communities in which they live. The roles are myriad. To name just a few:
▪

members of local councils.

▪

trustees of local or national charities.

▪

governors of schools or colleges.

▪

volunteers to help the vulnerable.

▪

business mentors to students at local universities.

▪

non-executive directors of companies.

▪

contributors to AMED as a Council Member, supporter, coordinator of a Special Interest Group or
generally participating and sharing as an active and committed member.

No doubt, not all retired corporate leaders may wish to engage in these primarily pro bono activities.
Nevertheless, the need is there and the requisite organisational, commercial and leadership skills often exist
in these erstwhile corporate leaders who are now, active or inactive, members of their local communities.
Indeed, in the current national emergency caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, it seems all the more
appropriate, for those of us who can, to give back to the society which helped to sustain us and our families
through the years of climbing the slippery ladder of corporate promotion.
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Celebrating the inner life
Having never been very good at self-marketing, I have often admired the creativity and panache of
contemporaries who have professionally advertised their wares and the clear benefits that their expertise can
bring to individuals and organisations. However, when the time eventually comes (different for all of us) to
exit the corporate ‘stage’, then the need for validation from within may become immeasurably more important
than that from without.

The adulation of others is ephemeral at best.

What is vogue is by definition

temporary, but true internal recognition and self-respect are timeless. For it is when we look in the mirror and
ask ourselves the difficult questions that we are truly able to reflect on the value of the trail we have blazed.
What was the real legacy that we left behind? Did we help the enterprise overall, or did we hinder its growth
and development through not confronting contentious issues e.g. the bullying behaviour of an influential
colleague, the high staff turnover in the team of a big revenue generator? Did we help to develop the next
generation of leaders e.g. by recruiting the best, or acting as a coach or mentor? Did we constructively
challenge or submit to the perceived force majeure of the desires of the business, e.g. is this approach in line
with the declared values of the organisation? In the end, that is all the legacy that we really achieve, and all
for which we will be remembered. Did we do good or just not do too much harm?

My personal learning
When a corporate career has been lived as a series of consecutive sprints instead of as the long marathon it
really represents, the luxury of time to consolidate personal learning through experiences (blistering
achievements and abject failures both) seemed to me like just that – a luxury. During my career, I was
always in such a hurry to achieve objectives and move on to the next big challenge that I did not
appropriately prioritise the time for taking stock and integrating the lessons I had learned into my future
approach. At best, it was a rapid review and speedy personal resolve to modify my approach. As a result,
unfortunately, opportunities to significantly learn from formative experiences were lost. Certainly, I believed
that I had ‘learned’ from previous successes, although undeniably more from my failures in judgment and
focus. However, the need to drive on was ever-present; the need to support the business in its constantly
changing priorities and its desire to beat the competition was overwhelming; an insistent drumbeat that was
hard to ignore or deny.

Conclusion
One of the key decisions I made nearing the end of my corporate career was about when to step off,
hopefully, elegantly. It should be neither too early nor too late; porridge neither too hot nor too cold. (Birchall
Publishing, 2020). For most people, this is a difficult task to complete perfectly, and perhaps no-one ever
succeeds ‘perfectly’. However, it is preferable to leave the stage when the audience still calls for an encore,
rather than trying to linger in the limelight whilst they try to remember what role you performed.
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Life and management in the time of
Covid-19
(with thanks to Gabriel Garcia Marquez)
Christina Schwabenland
These last few weeks have been extraordinary in so many ways. Things
that seemed impossible (clean air in London) are now commonplace while
things we took for granted, like meeting friends in a restaurant, now seem
vanishingly unlikely. When lockdown began in mid-March I, probably along
with everyone else, fixed my mind on when it would be over and life would
go back to ‘normal’. Now we are all asking whether that will ever happen –
and of course, whether we even want that ‘normal’ to return.

Dreading a return to a previous ‘normal’
Because, while the horrific death toll represents unimaginable grief and loss, there have also been so many,
unexpected delights which I don’t want to lose. I’m now beginning to dread the return to normal, there are
some aspects of ‘normal’ I hope we can see off for good.
My preoccupation for many years has been in how to make organisations more humane. And for many of us
this has suddenly happened! I think I’m not the only one who has experienced a sea change in work
relationships. Overnight, it seemed, hitherto adversarial relationships became transformed by gratitude,
generosity, a taken for granted recognition that we are all doing our best and sometimes making mistakes.
The so called ‘blame culture’ has, at least temporarily, been replaced with trust.
The fragility of possibilities
I know these changes might be very ephemeral if we don’t try to capture them. Already those early moments
of insight are beginning to fade, the rhetoric is changing; cleaners, people stocking shelves in grocery stores,
cleaning streets, collecting rubbish are gently disappearing from view again; for a brief while they became
visible as the people that keep society civilised, keep us well-fed, clean, and cared for. We ‘saw’ them in stark
relief when everyone else (even homeless people, temporarily lodged in hotels) disappeared into virtual
zoom-land.

For a brief few weeks there seemed to be an emerging national, and mostly international

consensus about what really matters; we’d been re-balanced.
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So I think it is even more important that we resist this loss of insight. Those moments of solidarity mattered
and matter.

Glimpses of generosity
At work
The first thing I noticed when my work as an academic went on-line and my trip to the office required walking
up one staircase, was that suddenly generosity seemed to permeate nearly all of my work conversations.
People were kind to each other, always asking first about each other’s health before any other topic;
acknowledging that when people are dying and their family and friends are isolated and at risk, it is not
‘business as usual’. We are not dispensable; on the contrary we are interconnected; we may be working in
isolation but the awareness of our mutuality and inter-dependency was, at least for a while, acute. If you think
someone might be dead before you talk to them again it sharpens the mind.
Locally
Generosity has also permeated the day-to-day life in my local community; the generosity of all the selforganising cells of volunteers (so much more effective than the government’s top-down ‘Volunteer for the
NHS’ initiative). There are the local businesses offering services for free or with huge discounts to NHS
workers, the mobs of mask makers, restaurants turning their kitchens over to produce meals for local people
who need them.
We have also become very skilled at recognising each other in much greater complexity; as parents homeschooling children while preparing graduate courses for on-line delivery; cat lovers whose pets occasionally
sit down on the keyboard or demand dinner loudly; sadly also as people grieving and anxious; managing real
or threatened losses of unimaginable pain. We are creative people singing on-line, taking up drawing
classes, finding ever new ways of keeping children engaged and happy, mental health workers looking after
ours and others well-being. And employers have to see us, if not in our entirety, then at least as much more
multi-faceted people.

And interestingly, I don’t think many of us have felt diminished as professionals

because other aspects of our identities have moved into our work space.

A chance to re-write our business?
The experiences of the last few weeks should (but perhaps may not…) lead to a major rewriting of business
school curricula and teaching and learning methods (?). While critical scholars, postcolonial researchers and
environmental activists may all have been cautioning us against too enthusiastic support of ‘globalisation’, the
need for more locally organised production, especially of food, must be pretty obvious. The valorisation of the
corporate sector, especially in relations to the ‘inefficient’ public and non-profit sectors requires a rethink as
well. And as for reward management – who can really argue now that senior managers ‘deserve’ huge pay
increases while support workers, cleaners, NHS staff barely ‘deserve’ the living wage? What does
‘presenteeism’ look like when we are all on-line?
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Yesterday I was out for a walk and found this
sheet of flip chart paper attached to a bus
shelter with a pen hanging beside it. I googled
@justpythia

and

it

seems

these

have

appeared all over London, but I couldn’t find
out anything more about who justpythia is.
What’s really interesting are the comments;
‘better work life balance’, ‘universal basic
income’, ’more part time and flexible working’.
There were a few comments about climate
change too, but the majority were about
changing the way we organise work, and
making it more humane.

Shifts
Ups and downs
But my moods are very febrile. At times I feel
very hopeful that this strange experience has
brought communities together and caused a
major re-evaluation of what is important in our
lives. At other times I feel very discouraged
and also depressed; too many weeks without
holidays to look forward to.

Flipping on the side of a bus shelter: photo: Christina Schwabenland

One of the strangest experiences of these past weeks is that moods, reflections, sensemaking shift and
change from moment to moment. This really is an unprecedented event; for all that I like the idea of
‘emergence’ experiencing it in the moment is something else again!
Parking and noticing
Every morning I go for a walk. There is a park nearby with two ponds and over the weeks the ponds have
seen an explosion of new life; ducklings, goslings cootlings. There is a swan nesting on an island, so signets
soon too, I hope. These funny, fuzzy little creatures are having a wonderful time learning how to dive down
into the water for food, setting off on their own for an adventure and then suddenly swimming back fast to join
the group. There is death there as well as life; some of the babies do not survive. Other park walkers and
joggers also stop at the ponds and we comment to each other about this or that little family as if we’d known
each other for years. Lockdown is making friends out of strangers; perhaps the best experience of all.

PAGE 36
E-ORGANISATIONS

WWW.AMED.ORG.UK

& PEOPLE, SPRING/SUMMER 2020, VOL. 27, Nos. 1/2
BACK TO CONTENTS

Making friends out of strangers: photo: Christina Schwabenland
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Positivity and kindness during
pandemic times
Ilaria Boncori

Managing public/private spaces as a parent and academic
I find that time stretches in an unnatural way during this pandemic. Minutes
sink into what appears to be an endless whirlwind of virtual meetings and
make our days both incredibly short and tiringly prolonged. The working
from home mode, unusual for me, makes the boundaries between work
and private life very blurred, with week days and weekends morphing into
each other.

Towards the end of March 2020, approximately a week into formal ‘lockdown’ mode, I wrote some reflections
on my experience of living and working under these unprecedented circumstances. My narrative then was
exuding anxiety and exhaustion. Although much of that ‘Neverending Shift’ story still remains unchanged
(Boncori, 2020), I am now more settled into this new context, and much more aware of the many acts of
kindness and solidarity that my family and I have experienced or witnessed over the past 10 weeks whilst
working from home and caring for each other.

Connectedness in adversity
At the macro level, this pandemic has imposed some cruel solidarity and empathy across nations, which I
had not been able to experience before in my lifetime. My parents’ generation in Europe, and the one before
them, were touched by global wars that tainted their own lands with blood, death and tragedy in a way that I
have been lucky not to experience. This world-wide pandemic has reached across continents, reminding us
just how much we are all interconnected and how inextricably our lives depend upon each other for health,
food, communication and many other things. Of course, a number of people have used the excuse of these
circumstances to foment racism, xenophobia and blind ignorance, but a heart-warming number of examples
of kindness and positive behaviour have also maintained – and at times rejuvenated – my trust in the
potential of our humanity. Here I would like to focus on individual acts of humanity, solidarity and kindness
rather than those implemented at the national, or international level. Some of these examples come from
individuals in their personal capacity, others from people with institutional roles in my workplace, in the now
more than ever overlapping spheres of professional and private life.
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You are not alone: life-affirming acts of solidarity
Solidarity has taken many forms, but one type especially is what I
would call the ‘you are not alone’ strand of positivity. People have
been disclosing their challenges, vulnerabilities, emotions and fears
both via social media and in more intimate virtual meetings.
Colleagues all over the world have set up projects, networks, support
mechanisms, special issue calls, funding and events to share the
experience of going through a global pandemic. This helps bring to
the fore the huge cost of this situation for a number of groups,
highlighting the many inequalities that have been exacerbated, and
the implications of these on people’s personal and professional lives.
It has been somewhat comforting, albeit demoralising, to know that
others are having the same issues I am witnessing in my life. Also,
the acknowledgement of the many more significant problems
currently preoccupying others has helped to develop a sense of
belonging and perspective in our life stories. We have shared our days and environments through ofteninvasive Zoom meetings, but we have also been able to comfort small children, families and friends with
video messages and calls that bring us closer together.

We are here for each other
At work, I have been lucky enough to appreciate just how empathetic and caring many of my colleagues are.
This is the positive strand I call ‘we are here for each other’. Although we are working intensely and at pace
to put in place contingency plans to support our community of
staff and students in the coming year, many people have taken
the time to check in on each other, organise virtual catch-up
coffees and reach out for friendly chats. Some other colleagues
have volunteered to cover certain tasks or review workload
allocation to cater for each other’s needs and share the burden
of urgent duties and cumbersome commitments. A number of
people across my professional networks have sent me kind
messages to check how my family is doing in Italy, volunteering
forms of support large and small. Getting in touch with
colleagues and friends who have particular challenges, who are
alone, who suffer from mental health issues, who live within
contexts of disquiet and abuse, can really make a huge impact
on somebody’s life. I have also been more aware of the many
things I had taken for granted whilst still working in the office.
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For example, my next door colleague who stops by and asks how I am with a smiling ‘good morning’ every
day; the administrator I can exchange a relaxed joke with; the biscuits baked by a colleague in the main
office; the impromptu visits of someone I used to work with years ago who often drags me away from my
emails and out to share a chat over breakfast in a campus café.

The joy of small things
Another strand of positivity I have experienced stems from what I interpret as the ‘joy of small things’, and it
comes from colleagues, friends and family members. I have taken great delight in initiating or reciprocating
these small acts of kindness to bring someone a smile, a little surprise, a small form of enjoyment. I have
received surprises through the letterbox – a pack of chocolates, flowers left by a neighbour, handwritten
letters from lands far away, a sweet Easter bunny for my daughter and a little gift from one of her nursery
friends. Neighbours have volunteered to run chores, buy nappies for my daughter, add to their weekly
grocery shop or chemist run. I have even received unexpected gifts: artichokes (my favourite!), books, and
plants for my garden that make me feel loved. At the same time, these gestures become a reminder of the
people we live and work with, the relationships we nurture, the connections we value and the focus we
should maintain on what are the cornerstones of our existence, which become all more important whilst and
after experiencing unsettling and troubling times.
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Humanistic management and the
virus
Hopes for a new normal
Paul Harrison
Thankfully, the symptoms I have been experiencing over recent days are
definitely not indicative of the terrible COVID-19 affliction, which is so
tragically and brutally devastating many thousands of lives around the
world. This is the disease which we are now inclined to name simply as
“the virus”. At one level, the banality of this term might seem to mask some
of the most frightening features which alternative names would highlight
(the alien ‘novelty’; the ‘corona’ structure of the thing, with its spikey
surface reminiscent of a World War II naval mine). Yet another level
reveals the awful truth: that this pandemic has touched every person on
the planet. We don’t need fancy names to specify this enemy – it is ‘The
Virus’.
Here, I offer a brief account of my personal and professional responses to this phenomenon and draw out some
positive aspects of its otherwise devastating impact.
Keywords: humanistic management

Sea mines. Photo: Andre Kaur, Wikimedia Commons
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Image: artist’s impression of the coronavirus. Downloaded from https://westbridgfordwire.com/coronavirus-in-nottinghamshire-carehomes/ )

How the virus touches me personally
In my case, my symptoms have indicated a far more prosaic, self-centred condition - one which many writers
would call ‘writer’s block’. I’m a 56-year-old tax advisor working in a large professional services firm, and
certainly not a professional writer as is commonly understood by that label. But I’m also a life member of
Humanists UK, and part of the small group who helped found the UK Chapter of the Humanistic Management
Network. So I ought to have a view about what this pandemic is telling us about how we should go about
managing things humanistically: making decisions, formulating policies, communicating important messages,
motivating people to do the right thing, encouraging collaboration and treating our fellow humans with dignity
and respect. But I have found it extraordinarily difficult to process this whole experience and writing about it is
equally difficult. What is there to say at this point? Would it actually make a positive difference to the immediate,
present dangers that we face? Why would anyone want to read what I have to say at this point? Things seem
to change by the hour, and I might have something completely different to say by tomorrow morning. I’m writing
this shortly after the furore broke around the behaviour of the Prime Minister’s chief advisor, Dominic
Cummings. Looking back at my earlier abandoned attempts at writing something, there is no doubt that what I
would have said before that happened would have been entirely different to what I might say now!
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Having shared my anxieties about whether I could usefully write anything at this point, I have finally decided that
there might be two things I could do. The first is to share an observation about how the pandemic has impacted
the dynamics in my (now virtual) workplace. The second is to share a selection of references to other resources
which I have found interesting and helpful: they have been things for me to cling to as I bob around in the
turbulence of this crisis. I hope readers will also find them useful.

How the virus is affecting my working relationships

Office buildings at Canary Wharf, London. Photo by Siddhant Kumar on Unsplash

Normally (I suppose I should say ‘old-normally’?) my place of work is a very large office block in Canary Wharf,
London. But since the lockdown, together with the many thousands of colleagues who also work for my
employer, I have been based from home. Fortunately for us all, the kind of work we do lends itself to homeworking. Even more fortunately for me, my three children are grown up and live elsewhere, so I don’t have to
deal with the enormous challenge of childcare and home-schooling that so many others have to face. I also
have the luxury of easy access to outdoor space. But we are all supplied with laptops and software which
enable remote working, in particular video-conferencing and collaboration tools. Whilst my employer has
adopted a flexible approach to home-working for some considerable time, I think the reality has been that most
people felt some pressure (perhaps driven by longstanding work and social cultural practices) to be in the office
by default. So the lockdown was a very dramatic change to normal working practices, and in particular the
widespread and frequent (many times a day) use of video-conferencing was completely different from
previously.
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Image: the author working from home, photo from personal records
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An increase in openness
The interesting thing for me has been how this new way of working, whilst based on physical remoteness, has
had the effect of increasing openness: allowing the individual differences of colleagues to emerge more freely.
This is not what I had expected, and I imagine for most might be counter-intuitive. The cultural practices and
norms of the physical office, ingrained in all of us over many months and years, were present at the start of the
lockdown, but seemed strangely awkward. They didn’t really ‘work’ in this new environment. Issues such as
what to wear, when to use emails, when to phone someone, where to meet, how to conduct a meeting, how to
behave in a meeting, how often should we meet, are meetings a good thing or a bad thing etc arose. The
instinctive understanding of how they should be dealt with in the physical environment of the office dissolved,
and people began to answer them differently for themselves, based on their own personalities and
circumstances. And we all seemed comfortable accommodating these differences, even relishing them in each
other. I’ve met virtually with more people more frequently than I ever would have done in the physical office
environment. Previously, the instinct would have been to use email, even when the other person was on the
same floor in the same building! Despite the lack of physical presence, there is less remoteness than before,
more humanity, more collaboration (actually, collaboration is so much easier – it is no different to do a videoconference call with a colleague in Germany, Australia etc than with a colleague in Aberdeen, Manchester etc).
So I hope that one opportunity presented by this pandemic is to throw away the workplace cultural rule book
and start another – one which helps bring out both our common humanity and our individual differences.

Some helpful resources: a short annotated webography
In this section, I share a few references and resources that I am finding helpful as I negotiate my way through
uncharted territory into which I have been plunged by the virus.
High Pay Centre briefing, (April 2020). How are UK-listed companies responding to the economic shutdown?
http://highpaycentre.org/files/report_copy.pdf
This paper, published in the throes of the UK’s management of the pandemic, analyses the actions of large,
listed businesses. It juxtaposes how they have accessed State Aid (notably the Coronavirus Job Retention
Scheme [CJRS]) with levels of executive pay and payment of dividends. Whilst the paper strongly supports the
CJRS initiative – directed as it is at preventing the loss of jobs – it shouts a warning that there will be strong
pressure on large employers to show that they have acted responsibly. In particular, it calls on them to reduce
pay inequity in their organisations and not to enrich senior executives or shareholders at the expense of their
less well-paid workers. This links to the humanistic principles of justice, dignity and solidarity.
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Al-Khalili, J. (2020). Doubt is essential for science – but for politicians, it's a sign of weakness. The Guardian.
21 April. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/21/doubt-essential-science-politicianscoronavirus
Here, Al-Khalili, a celebrated physicist and broadcaster, draws attention to the problematic claim by UK
politicians that they are ‘being led by the science’. In the article, he argues that the claim that politicians are
‘being led by the science’ appears to misrepresent the key roles that uncertainty and doubt play in the scientific
method, especially when dealing with a previously unknown virus. It also – potentially - allows politicians to shift
accountability (and blame…) from them to scientists.
Bish, A. & Michie, S. (2010). Demographic and attitudinal determinants of protective behaviours during a
pandemic: A review. British Journal of Health Psychology.
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/2a92/d1735d3bc0fa58d9f342d8bd173e62725763.pdf
Page 22 of this article references research showing the importance of trust in Government, and the role of
communications in the prevention of disease (e.g. the previous SARS epidemic. In particular, it stresses the
need for openness, transparency and the honest voicing of doubt, which helped to build trust in the population
and strengthened willingness to comply with restrictions. For example, Singapore is considered to have fared
better than Hong Kong for these reasons during the SARS epidemic. This shines a spotlight onto recent events
in the UK. These include the furore over Dominic Cummings; the sometimes controversial use of data (or
‘number theatre’ as one leading scientist describes it) in particular in relation to testing (remember the ‘100,000
tests per day’?).
Blunt, G. D. (2020). Coronavirus: why we should be sceptical about the benevolence of billionaires. The
Conversation. April 2020. https://theconversation.com/coronavirus-why-we-should-be-sceptical-about-thebenevolence-of-billionaires-136448
This article also links to the humanistic principle that the dignity of life deserves unconditional respect. In other
words, it compromises the dignity of human life if health and well-being in the event of a pandemic depends to
any significant degree on philanthropy, notwithstanding the good intentions.
“Once the COVID-19 pandemic has passed, we will take time to mourn our dead and celebrate
everyone who helped save lives, including people like Bill and Melinda Gates. But then we should
ask why so many lives depended upon the munificence of billionaires rather than transparent,
accountable and adequately funded public agencies.
We should ask why we don’t have stronger international organisations that are not beholden to
wealthy states or persons. We should ask why billionaires are allowed to endow immensely wealthy,
tax-protected philanthropic trusts, rather than paying more taxes. We must ask why health was
treated as a privilege, not a right.”
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Carney, M. (2020). The world after covid-19. The Economist, 16 April.
https://amp-economist-com.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/amp.economist.com/business/2020/04/16/by-invitationmark-carney-on-how-the-economy-must-yield-to-human-values
In the above article, Mark Carney, until recently Governor of the Bank of England, comments as follows:
“In this crisis, we know we need to act as an interdependent community not independent individuals,
so the values of economic dynamism and efficiency have been joined by those of solidarity, fairness,
responsibility and compassion.
All this amounts to a test of stakeholder capitalism. When it’s over, companies will be judged by
“what they did during the war”, how they treated their employees, suppliers and customers, by who
shared and who hoarded.”
It is difficult to find a more compelling statement from such an authoritative source expressed in terms which
map very closely to those of Humanistic Management.

Humanists International (2020). How humanists around the world are responding to the coronavirus crisis. 20
April. https://humanists.international/2020/04/how-humanists-around-the-world-are-responding-to-thecoronavirus-crisis/
Everyone interviewed in this report agreed on one thing: the necessity for empathy and solidarity with the most
vulnerable. Another common theme was promoting evidence-based approaches to dealing with the pandemic,
especially in countries where science may be regarded with increased suspicion.

Kerrissey, M. J. & Edmondson, A. C. (2020). What Good Leadership Looks Like During This Pandemic.
Harvard Business Review, 13 April. https://hbr.org/2020/04/what-good-leadership-looks-like-during-thispandemic
This article presents empathy, solidarity, transparency and honesty as leadership traits which may be
particularly important and effective in responses to the crisis. These are traits which sit much more readily within
the framework of humanistic management than, say, traditional economistic management (which, viewing
humans as units responding in a self-interested way, might not so obviously do so).

Reicher, S., Drury, J. & Stott, C. (2020). The truth about panic. The Psychologist. 15 March.
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/truth-about-panic.
The ideas expressed in the Kerrissey & Edmondson HBR article above are reinforced from a psychological
perspective in this piece. It seeks to show that solidarity and collective support will come to the fore as the most
likely response from humans in the crisis, especially when reinforced by appropriate leadership language and
behaviours. It also argues for a re-framing of what has been termed ‘panic buying’ for what it, in the main,
actually was: i.e. a natural and common-sense approach to preparations.

PAGE 48
E-ORGANISATIONS

WWW.AMED.ORG.UK

& PEOPLE, SPRING/SUMMER 2020, VOL. 27, Nos. 1/2
BACK TO CONTENTS

Watts, A. (2020). What does purpose look like in a crisis? A blueprint for better business. 26 March.
http://www.blueprintforbusiness.org/purpose-in-crisis/
This posting from Blueprint for Better Business includes a handful of concrete examples of some larger
businesses whose actions can be fairly described as ‘human centred’. It remains to be seen whether these
organisations and others of similar ilk will fare better than others during and post-crisis.

Conclusion
At the beginning of this piece, I mentioned the difficulties I experienced in deciding whether I could write
anything useful about the pandemic from a humanistic perspective. My conclusion is that at least part of this
difficulty arises because the pandemic is so all-consuming and has challenged the status quo so fundamentally.
In a sense, so much needs to be written that knowing where to start is a huge challenge. Starting somewhere,
almost anywhere, is sometimes the best option – and personal experience is perhaps the most immediate
place. For me, the changed working environment has opened up the opportunity to rewrite the office-cultural
rule book – not before time – and I do hope this opportunity is not lost. My conversations with my friends and
colleagues from the world of humanism and humanistic management have been a great source of support and
solidarity, in particular the sharing of resources. I hope some of the resources I have included in this piece help
to provoke and develop your own thinking and ideas.

About the author
Paul is a senior tax consultant working for a global professional services firm. He is also volunteer coordinator
for Humanists in Business (under the auspices of Humanists UK, the charity and campaigning organisation),
and a Member of the Humanistic Management UK Chapter Steering Group.
E: paul.harrison@humanism.org.uk.
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Locked up in lockdown
Confining categorisations
Ruth Slater
This is an ethnographic snapshot account of life in a pandemic in an
independent retirement village. By this account of older living, I show
some of the ways in which the discourse of vulnerability labels and
marginalises older people. The account highlights some of the creativity
and kindliness which emerged at the start of the pandemic, and how older
people self-organise, organise and are organised.
This is an account of later life from a perspective that is not dominated by
failing physical and mental health. It expresses my thoughts and
experiences of living with COVID-19 among a particular category of society
– the old and vulnerable.

Keywords
COVID-19; organisation of older people; pandemic; reflection; ethnography

Context
Four years ago, when I was in my late 50s, my husband and I downsized with resigned but optimistic
anticipation of getting older to a purpose-built retirement village with swimming pool, spa, restaurant and
beautiful grounds. We did this so that our son would not have to struggle with our wellbeing and, crucially,
we were still young enough to enjoy the facilities and get involved. We love it!
Early in 2019, I encountered the unexpected and unlooked-for serious illness in my household. l was also
painfully aware of the advancing loss of a parent. I lived eighty miles from my place of work in academia, but
with an understanding employer, this had not been an issue until the serious flooding of November 2019. By
that time, I was completely burned-out and, like most people encountering life-changing events, it was time
for me to take stock of my circumstances.
I left my higher education institution in December 2019 and, with several intellectual and academic projects in
hand, I was looking forward to pursuing interests that had been side-lined in favour of pursuing the
completion of a book accomplished in December 2019 (Slater 2019). I am no longer waged and in a
conventional organisational setting. I am, however, subject to organisation and organising of a different
order.
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I am interested in the organisation of people and things, and it occurred to me that the organisation of older
people has been singularly overlooked as an object of study. How they are organised by the state, by others
and by themselves.

Ironically, the pandemic crisis has provided me with time to observe how this is

happening, in this particular context – a village for independent senior living. What does this coronavirus
experience say about organising older people, an increasing proportion of the population? There’s rich
material here.

Questioning assumptions about older people, the vulnerable
There are institutionalised assumptions made about our more senior citizens: that they sit waiting for carers
and family to turn up; that they watch daytime TV; that they are digitally illiterate and are compromised with
their health. Indeed, there are neighbours in the village who do have these challenges. Mary Evans writes in
The Sociological Review (Evans 2020) that the term used for people like my fellow villagers and neighbours
is “vulnerable”. It is a term used by the government and by those who would lead us. The term, however, is
a label which creates a social and homogeneous group.
A sociological label like this carries, as Evans (2020) says, “heavy baggage” in that it grants the power to
authorities to develop generic policies towards an entire group based on where they live (care homes, or in
this case, independent senior living villages) or chronological age. The heavy baggage of this categorisation
is “underlying health issues”.

Therefore, the vulnerability of a social group is recognisable but incalculable,

as not even policymakers can have any idea of where the individual or group vulnerability has come from.
Evans also observes “that poverty shortens life” and that the prevention and cure of such underlying health
issues are beyond the reach of most over-70s. She is right, though perhaps less so in this particular
establishment. Whilst Evans states that “the old is not, we have to remember, these well-dressed people in
Saga advertisements”, I have to tell her, that they are, at least here, in this village for independent living.
Nevertheless, although my neighbours are different and diverse, they are, I argue, categorised as a
homogenous group - the vulnerable.
Poverty does indeed shorten lives, but so does living. Unless someone has found an elixir for perpetual
youth and immortality, the human body has from birth the seeds of its own destruction; it declines and fails.
It is a paradox that as a person ages there is potential for intellectual growth, creativity and altruism, and all
the while their faculties are declining. However, society has forgotten that it is not their fault that they were
born when they were. I saw a Tweet early in the crisis that expressed outrage that older people (“my parents’
generation”, the Tweeter said) appeared unable to socially distance, yet the big intolerant omission is that this
group of people have hearing loss.
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A shock to my new system – COVID-19
The arrival of the coronavirus pathogen has shaken to its essence the confidence and trust in authority and
human-devised systems. These were already fragile, especially since 2007 and the global financial crisis
(Amann et al., 2011). So, I for one, had been wondering “by what means has this pandemic threat been
allowed to take hold?” How has an animal pathogen crossed the species barrier now? I do not want to
discuss the human greed, complacency and global systems which have provided the conditions under which
this pathogen has arisen – others are far better placed to do so, and they should be heard. (I have been
particularly impressed with the contribution Robert Wallace made in a Transnational Institute webinar
(Transnational Institute 2020) and his 2016 book (Wallace, 2016)).
We are all experiencing a global event and we are all experiencing it separately, differently and perhaps
uniquely. Both here in the UK and globally the effects of the pandemic are uneven. In my case, I am
fortunate to be experiencing the pandemic differently from the single mum, on furlough, with school-age
children whom she is having to home-school, living in a town where the nearest open space has been shut
as part of lockdown measures. I am mindful of the need to remember the uniqueness of experience, but I do
want to share my thoughts and experience of living in pandemic times in my independent senior living village
of older citizens.
Elastic time
I began 2020 with time stretching with an elasticity I have never dreamed of. My elastic time was punctuated
with scheduled and desired activities - I was self-organising. Then came the bolt from the blue – COVID-19.
My scheduled activities were quickly extinguished and my diary emptied, to be replaced by my COVID-19
schedule, which I overlaid on my usual online diary, in the expectation of things returning to normal. Days
punctuated weeks. The days were short and full of activity and opportunities for acquiring new skills which,
although different from those which I had originally envisaged, were exciting. The weeks, however, seem
interminable with the prospect of time stretching out even further, with the added menace of it pinging back,
terminally and quickly.
These notions are pertinent for me, as the majority of the people in the village are over 70, and whilst
neighbours are agile and spry, others are living with the physical and mental diseases and infirmities of later
life. Being one of the youngest in the village, I felt an immediate sense of responsibility and care for them,
and also for my husband who, because of our experiences in 2019, fell into the ‘vulnerable’ category. This
realisation was a wake-up call, and not one I felt ready for.

I had to be responsible for him, the local

community and myself.
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Manifestations of thoughtfulness and creativity
This piece was conceived in collaboration and discussion with my colleagues from the UK Chapter of the
Humanistic Management Network. We had met over Zoom at the start of the crisis and discussed our
experiences. We all noted how different things were, how kindliness and creativity were abundant, and we
envisaged our writing to reflect this.
The crisis has prompted a surge of creativity, and musicians, performing groups, galleries and museums put
their offerings of performances and virtual tours online.
and instrumental groups.

There are opportunities to join in with virtual choirs

I lead (as in, I play the piano accompaniment) for a small group of vocally

challenged but keen singers from the village. It was my birthday early in the crisis – around Easter – and I
was delighted to be the recipient of a serenade of “Happy Birthday” by the singers from below the balcony.
That was thoughtful. They all (those that could get there in time) stood below on the grass, at about one and
a half metres away from one another, with their voices and a Happy Birthday sign. Such thoughtfulness and I
did appreciate it.
The joy of collaborating with them on Sunday afternoons has been taken away, as we no longer get access
to the restaurant where the elderly baby grand piano is. Inspired by my experience with virtual choirs, we
have just begun virtual sing-alongs so that the singers can still sing from their own homes.
The management company of the senior independent living village has been assiduous in protecting the
community. At the beginning of the lockdown, the management company at the head office began a series
of written communications of increasing urgency concerning topics such as self-protection (washing hands,
not going out) and progressing to encouraging the use of online or telephone shopping, and then
encouraging socially distant walks around the village.
Locally, we received regular updates about what was happening
in the village and how the staff could help.

Every Saturday

Audley’s Daily Delights, a flyer, came through the letterbox.
Here are some of its contents:
▪

Each week, the village team is initiating a series of daily
indoor and outdoor activities to ensure we stay in touch
while practising social distancing. We will update you
on what’s happening and when, so that you can join in.

▪

Monday Mindfulness – Create your own positive
affirmation.

A short quote to remind yourself of

something positive
▪

Tuesday Look Outside – Meet and greet – smile and
wave from your balcony for 10 minutes
An example of the village’s weekly flyer
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▪

Wednesday Treats and Gifts – Time to feel good! Why not try an at home facial or manicure or wear
your best outfit so you feel fantastic?

▪

Thursday Your Day – Commit yourself to doing the ‘Cuppa workout’ for the whole day. Every time
you boil the kettle, that’s your cue.

▪

Friday Friends and Family – Share a positive thought with everyone you speak to today

▪

Saturday’s Papers - Owners (sic) newsletter

▪

Sunday Arts and Crafts – Dance on your own doorstep.

Later still, the management company insisted that visitors to the village report at Reception to sign in and
have a temperature check. Previously, the postman or delivery couriers would deliver directly to our homes:
now all post goes to Reception and is brought around by the staff or the gardeners who operate in skeleton
shifts.

Organising the elderly by technological innovations
As the lockdown continued and the situation became a
way of life, the village management company made
available an app for smart devices on which appear
updates about COVID-19. The village population have
access to YouTube videos from the company’s health
professionals entitled “armchair aerobics”, “introduction to
Pilates”. There are photography competitions, quizzes,
online bridge (yes, more than four of this population play
bridge regularly), podcasts, and Gold radio and access to
Coronavirus national and international news. The villagespecific parts of the app have a chat wall, and the range
of photography offerings has been a joy.
The village management has opened a “Pantry”, stocking
an ever-growing list of essentials. We are not expected to
go there, but to place an order by telephone, and the staff
deliver it.

On Mothering Sunday, those known to be

mothers received a plant and chocolate (unfortunately
marginalising those of the village who are spinsters or
childless).
Screenshot of the village’s App
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Personal Pandemic routines
Before the crisis, we regularly saw friends and neighbours enjoying the now-closed facilities. Once the crisis
began and as our facilities shut, people began to ring neighbours to see how they were, as we had not seen
them for a while.

This was part of the owner-generated keeping in touch efforts.

Needless to say, I

developed my list of preferred telephone correspondents (people who wouldn’t moan, be emotionally
draining, or too needy).
The weather was mercifully kind and so people did
move about the grounds for their prescribed exercise.
My husband and I were early walkers around the
grounds, and so by mid-morning, we were enjoying
coffee on our balcony. Everyone who came around
for their constitutional stopped and spoke. There were
lovely days when it was difficult to get a minute’s
peace out on the balcony.
The ivy grows down the sides of the balcony so that I
can hide from chatty walkers as they take their
exercise. I recognise that I have developed a trait of
being antisocial and that everyone wants to stop and
talk. I don’t.

The view from our balcony. Photo: Ruth Slater

I regularly saw and photographed pictures of married, social couples and singletons taking ‘socially distant’
walks around the grounds. Most of my neighbours walk without mobility aids and one or two do not and there
is often a caravan of people with various degrees of mobility in various conveyances, with or without helpers
walking around the grounds.

Occasionally, they stop to chat to one another beginning at the two-metre

distance which rapidly became un-socially distant as the hearing aids failed, necessitating an undesired
closeness, replicating the picture voiced in Tweet I referred to earlier.
The pandemic drifted on with daily updates from central government about infection, mortality, personal
protective equipment, and suddenly, highlighting the overlooked problem of the vulnerable, older people.
This late focus was occasioned by the dawning realisation that the care sector had been overlooked as a hub
of deficit – infection, mortality and personal protective equipment. Did this mean us too?
There was a step-change in attitude. Where once there had been a good-humoured acceptance, there was
now a sense of shrinking boundaries, nosiness about who was socially distancing and with whom. Matters
were becoming serious; weariness set in amongst the village, and in myself.

The heavy baggage of

vulnerability was beginning to become real, and I felt a deep frustration.
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I noticed that it was not long before the social media hour allocated in my specially devised COVID19 calendar
contracted to the bare minimum in favour of practising my Italian, practising my singing, organising my writing
and reading about the origin of novel pathogens which cross the species barrier as a result of hyperglobalisation where people matter less than the urge to make money.
The worm turns
My neighbours were getting tired of restrictive organisation, and I have often thought about the extremely
elderly (and there are some here) who have not seen family or external friends since March, and who, by the
very fact of their advanced years and declining health, may not see another Christmas or Spring. It is deeply
saddening.
As the period wore on into May, lockdown restrictions were easing generally. But not here in the village.
Activities and groupings we used to enjoy until the first week of May, suddenly became forbidden in the
village.

In the missive from the management company head office, 12 May 2020, in Coronavirus Update

Number 22, they disappeared overnight. Update 22 was a summary of the Prime Minister’s announcement
and it affected us in this way. We could “meet one other person from a different household outdoors”. We
could not “gather in a group of more than two” and “gatherings of more than 2 people from different
households are prohibited by law”. A placid population appeared to turn into, if not spies and informers,
snitches (not a pleasant behaviour in this group of people). The pleasure of meeting another couple in a
garden or patio had gone, as those owners who thought they had been acting responsibly realised quickly that
they had been on the wrong side of the law. Update 22 ‘ticked us off’ as a class:
“In some villages, there have been impromptu groups gathering and people entering other owners’
houses, both activities are currently illegal”.
Update 22 also announced that the management company would be putting in measures to facilitate the use
of the lovely terrace area and the croquet lawn. That would be a treat! Socially distant chairs suddenly
appeared, rather stiffly. The distance between the chairs is measured and they are not to be moved! Two
people can play a socially distanced (some chance!) game of croquet for fifty minutes, this so that the staff
can clean the hoops and balls (bring your mallet!)
Locked up and locked down
A long time before the pandemic began, the newsletter editor and his wife had wanted to work on an oral
history of villagers’ memories of work. Progress had been slow, as many people were unwilling to contribute,
as they had been wary of the prospect of being interviewed. Suddenly, the newsletter (appearing about three
times a week, and prompting me to declare as I retrieved it from behind the door, “Not another one!”), began
to include reflections of life, childhood and work. The newsletters appeared with a sequence of stories from
former nurses, complete with black and white photographs of smiling young women at the start of their
careers in frilly matron’s caps, not a single item of PPE to be seen. It began to seem rather worthy: I still had
nothing to contribute at all – nothing worthy, nothing interesting. It made me feel worthless and bad-tempered.
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Socially distant chairs around the terrace, and the croquet lawn. Photo: Ruth Slater

One day, I received an email that the Chatsworth Estate car parks were to re-open. The email contained a link
to pre-book tickets. Since by then there was nothing to stop people driving out for exercise, I thought I’d share it
and sent it to the newsletter editor. This was his reply:
Many thanks for your message and this may well be something that many people want to take up.
However, I am not going to include it as (the management company) are keen to minimise trips to
and from (the village).
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The editor then said that, as the local staff had been “magnificent in printing and delivering the newsletter”, he
did not want to put the staff in a difficult position.
Not only did I feel locked up, but I also felt put down! Within the space of ten weeks, I found myself organised
and bound in the elastic time that had in January 2020 seemed endless and exciting.

Reflections: pandemic and the organisation of older people
The crisis as a harbinger of a better society?
As early as March, in an article in the Conversation, before lockdown in the UK, Foster (2020) highlighted with
prescience the unequal and severe effects of the approaching pandemic:
“It will cause death, worry, inconvenience and great physical and economic suffering. Lives and
livelihoods will be destroyed. The burden will fall disproportionately on the old, the weak and the
poor’.
All these things have happened - especially the marginalisation of certain societal groups.

The ethic of care

and the treatment of a human as an individual with worth and value have been side-lined. Instead, concerns
for this older group are manifest in policies of separation and exclusion. Separation and exclusion are likely to
minimise the effect of infection, but in the organisational, organising and organised sphere, unfortunately, they
have consequences which cause group members to become less mobile, more withdrawn, and which
contribute to diminished mental wellbeing.
However, Foster also highlighted eight potential benefits arising from this pandemic, such as the potential for
more altruism and localism, the realisation that the conception of the human as an “island” based on “the
atomistic billiard-ball model of the person” is unsustainable. Foster is pointing towards change. There has
always been a case for societal change, but this pandemic crisis should prompt new thinking about that
change, and about how things could change for the better. A crisis and its threat should alter behaviour: we
may now need to be physically distant, but our propensity for solidarity and co-operation remains undiminished.
I commented earlier that this project began with a recognition of the positive human experiences which the
onset of the crisis appeared to indicate. I hope I have conveyed some of these at play here in this retirement
village. However, as the crisis proceeded and as I came to terms with the rigour and potential excitement of
time stretching, I began to ignore what was going on in virus-hit hotspots beyond our gates. I even lost interest
(and faith) in the pronouncements from Downing Street and the dubious statistical comparisons.
We are not all the same
Even as the lockdown was easing, I found myself locked-up in lockdown. I found myself reflecting upon the
categorisation of my neighbours, who despite their individual experience, knowledge, skills and vibrancy
become classified as vulnerable and treated as a homogenous group.

They are prisoners of their good

fortune, good economic management and their ability to fund an exceptional retirement environment.
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The point here is that the management company could not see the effect of this classification, because of
their preoccupation with corporate reputation. My neighbours have been classified as vulnerable and their
humanity is overwritten and organised within a velvet-lined box. This is nothing when compared to the
vulnerable in unseen, unremarked places, where people struggle with the basic aspects of existence before,
during and after a global pandemic. It is pointless to keep issuing mantras such as “we are all in the same
boat” and “wash your hands”. Some people do not even have a boat and certainly do not have access to
water to drink, let alone keep their hands clean.
There is a truism that we shall all be changed at the end of this pandemic, and it is wise to take the
opportunity for honest reflection. I learn that I can be very singular; I can work alone; I don’t always need the
company of others. This does not mean to say that I am ignorant of the needs of others: it’s just that I forget
that my neighbours might not be like me, and might need more support and human contact. I am irritated by
trivia, half-truths and the over-categorisation of my neighbours as one homogenous group.
My earliest and hearty endeavours with spring cleaning have returned to the perfunctory. I am always happy
to see people; I’m always happy to speak to people. I am less good at initiating that contact by phone. This
period has made me more singular, more self-contained, more politically aware. I don’t always like the
person I am, but I am learning to be content with it. Oh, and I am quite good with virtual conferencing!
And despite the barely veiled irritations, I am fortunate to be here, but I am mindful of the fissures and the
uneven terrain in our society which this pandemic has opened.
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Eighty years in learning and
development
Old friends share contrasting perspectives on
transformation and turbulence
Peter Sheal and David McAra

Peter has been a supporter of the North East Scotland AMED group that David coordinated for a number of
years in Aberdeen. He responded to our invitation for contributions to this Summer 2020 edition of e-O&P,
wondering about the contrast between David’s more humanistic orientation, emphasising autonomy and
facilitation and his own, more training-based approach with its emphasis on practical solutions using
tools/checklists etc.
How would our different attitudes inform our dialogue about contrasting approaches to management
development and training? Might their similarities and differences shed any light on the place of AMED in the
world of learning and development and the challenges and opportunities we are examining this summer.
Peter proposed a set of questions in hopes of finding creative tension for more interesting reading. We
exchanged our written responses by email, as set out in the two-column format, below. Then we discussed
them via Skype. A recording of our conversation (53 minutes) is available here: (PeterandDavid7June2020).
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Tell me a little about your career?
David: Oriented and inspired by Harold Wilson’s,

Peter: I was similarly inspired by Harold Wilson’s

“white heat of the technological revolution” and

‘white heat of the technological revolution’ and was

Presbyterian guilt about the privileges of my birth.

a Labour activist during the 1960s elections. As an

I thought the problems of the world were technical.

English Literature graduate, I started teaching but

Took me 15 years to discover my error.

No

until the 1970 election defeat kept open the

regrets (well, not many): engineering studies

possibility of a political career. Later that year, I was

(including irrigation. Seriously???); unregrettable

recruited by the British Council and taught at the

jobs:

University of Libya for four years and Ahmadu Bello

Rolls

Royce,

Merchant

Navy,

Africa,

Manchester Ship Canal.

University, Nigeria for three years. I began to write

Transition into learning and development through
Engineering Industry Training Board (EITB). (This
is more like it.) Shell, during the dismantling of the
in-house training function (not core business): a
traumatic setback.

Effectiveness Consultants:

textbooks for the Longman Group and joined the
Arabian American Oil Company (ARAMCO) in
Saudi Arabia as an English language teaching
advisor. Eventually, I became Head of Staff
Development, responsible for teacher and trainer
training, and finally moved into management

joyful, quixotic. Petrotechnics: a near miss.

training. I began to write training and staff
development textbooks for Kogan Page business
publishers. In 2001, I joined MDT International, an
Aberdeen based company specialising in training
managers

and

finance

professionals

in

the

international oil and gas industry. Most of our
course

participants

come

from

developing

countries.
Harold Wilson in 1964. Photo: PHC Harold Wise.
Wikimedia Commons
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What job did you enjoy doing most and why?
David: ‘Why’ is easier than ‘which’.

The EITB

Peter: My most enjoyable and difficult job was as

showed me a wonderful diversity of organisations

head of Staff Development at a time when

and I wrote a list headed, ‘McAra’s next job’. (It

ARAMCO

might have been the best piece of advice I ever

governmental vocational training programme in the

received. I didn’t always take it.)

world.

Moments at EITB, Effectiveness and Petrotechnics

We established a Trainer Certification for On-the-

(even at Shell) where I felt I knew what I was doing

Job trainers and I organized an annual training and

and what needed to happen and projects which

development conference for over 1,000 participants

contributed in significant ways to bringing it about.

with guest speakers from overseas and within the

Engaging with an organisation, more as an

was

running

the

largest

non-

company.

organic, rather than mechanical system, can bring

We believed in being up-to-date, not just in

about

technology,

remarkable

changes:

dramatic

improvements in performance as well as (because

but

in

our

approaches

to

teaching/training/development and I learned a lot.

of) more effective and rewarding engagement of
the humans involved.

What’s the best piece of advice you ever received?
David: After an assessment centre, my feedback

Peter: My father’s advice was ‘Moderation in all

suggested: Don’t try to run anything yourself but

things’, apparently based on Aristotle’s ‘Golden

you can be useful to those who do. Might sound a

Mean’. I’ve received lots of good feedback from

bit limp but felt a good fit to me. (Petro was a near

colleagues, courses, and assessment tools and

miss because, if I’d been more skilful at engaging

know that I tend to be a perfectionist and, in Team

with the leadership there, the outcome would have

Management

been significantly better for them and for me.)

Producer/ Concluder.

Systems

terms,

an

Organizer/

Aristotle and his pupil, Alexander
Engraving by Charles Laplante, 1866.
Wikimedia Commons
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What book last changed your thinking?
David: This is a great question, making me think.

Peter: In management education, I’d agree with the

I am disappointed that I have not been able to

influence of In Search of Excellence, the Fifth

share, more effectively, the changes that have

Discipline and the work of Edgar Schein. I’d add

come about in my own thinking. The big changes

Charles Handy, Hersey and Blanchard’s Situational

came about long ago.

Leadership approach (1969) and John Naisbitt’s
Megatrends (1982) with its emphasis on high

In Search of Excellence (1982) astonished me. I

tech/high touch. We’ve clearly followed high tech

thought that ineffective organisations (and the

but generally neglected ‘high touch’.

suffering they entailed) were a fact of life. It hadn’t
occurred to me that people studied them and
worked at improving them.

"An expert is not someone
who gives you the answer, it
is someone who asks you the
right question." ~ Eliyahu M.
Goldratt

The Fifth Discipline (1990), (especially Chapter 2
describing ‘The Beer Game’) reinforced my
developing appreciation for systems thinking.
Edgar

Schein’s

‘Process

Consulting’

(1969)
Image: Eliyahu M Goldratt, Fair use,
Wikipedia

pointed out the tension between: short- and longterm priorities, task and process, diagnosis and
prescription.
I’m embarrassed that I can’t think of a book from
the current millennium.

I hope my thinking has

changed since then but the foundations seem to
have been pretty solid since the 80s and 90s. My
more recent ‘best reads’ have reinforced and
elaborated upon these foundations rather than
changing them.

"The most exciting
breakthroughs of the
21st century will not
occur because of
technology but
because of an
expanding concept
of what it means to
be human." ~ John
Naisbitt
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In terms of management education, what have been your key lessons learned?
David: Oh dear! Nothing profound here.

Peter: I agree that in management style, Theory Y

Telling people stuff isn’t an effective way of helping

tends to be more productive, but X is more

them to understand it. (Originally learnt in late 80s
via Eli Goldratt’s ‘Theory of Constraints’ (1984):
beautifully constructed approach to bringing about

appropriate in crisis situations e.g. in the early
stages of the current coronavirus situation when,
unlike Asian societies, we were reluctant and slow
to Lockdown.

change.)
Working on the parts, without an appreciation of
the whole system has a detrimental effect.
Corollary, helping an organisation discover an
appreciation for itself as a system transforms it.

Generally, I agree that working on the parts without
an appreciation of the whole system tends to be
ineffective and sometimes detrimental. A holistic
approach is preferable to just tinkering with a
system,

Theory Y leads to better outcomes than Theory X

which

can

lead

to

unintended

consequences.

(McGregor, 1960), for shareholders, employees
and customers (as does giving these priorities in

However, I disagree that changing culture is all but
impossible. I grew up in the 1950’s on the outskirts

the reverse order).

of Manchester and have seen radical changes in
Culture is the determining factor and changing
culture is all but impossible.

British culture – from a collectivist, disciplined
society which deferred gratification to a more

It helps to try to be honest about what you’re

individualistic,

thinking and feeling.

encourages speedy gratification. In the oil and gas

My enduring affection for AMED is that it seems to
attract knowledgeable people who recognise the
limitations of their own understanding. They are
always curious and have no idea where the next

less

disciplined

society

which

industry I’ve also seen cultural change. In the
1980s, many of the American and British managers
had a military service background and a ‘command
and control’ approach. By the 1990s, management
training and development together with changes in

insight is coming from.

society led to a more flexible situational approach.
So the culture is open, curious and respectful. I
wouldn’t say there is zero dogma.

Everyone is

susceptible to a failure in listening but we remain
alert to the dangers. So members are generally
more interested in knowing what others are
thinking than in pontificating and persuading.

AZ Quotes
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What’s currently bugging you?
David: Looking outwards: What are the business

Peter: When I teach leadership and management

schools doing? Why is the outdated, command

courses, I like to give good examples like Nelson

and

embedded?

Mandela, Alex Ferguson, Martin Luther King etc.

Systems thinkers don’t have an answer to the

Yet increasingly, we see bad examples - narcissistic

concentration and misuse of power.

leaders who succeed despite corruption and

control

paradigm

still

so

Looking inwards: I think it may be time to stop, let

personal scandals. I wonder if we should focus
more on Machiavelli’s pragmatic approach of virtu –

go and try something different.

a pagan resolve to ‘do whatever may be necessary’
to succeed. Don’t think I’d like to teach that though.

Is there a particularly Scottish perspective on management education?
David: I was a surprise ‘Yes’ voter in the

Peter: I agree that the Scottish Parliament is less

independence referendum.

adversarial

I am not a supporter

of independence but of interdependence.

The

Scottish Parliament was created with consensus
in mind, unlike the adversarial Westminster
system. Given my scepticism about the prospects
of bringing about change, I am more hopeful
about starting from scratch.

than

Westminster

and

generally

Scotland is a more collectivist society and open to
collaborative approaches in business and industry.
In the 2014 Independence referendum, I was a firm
unionist and campaigned for a ‘No Vote’. Since
2014 and the Brexit debacle, the political case for
independence has grown stronger but with the

The Scottish Government is supporting some

collapse in oil prices, the economic case has

creative approaches to management education.

virtually disappeared. Currently through the 1978

This is the best encouragement I’ve seen for hope

Barnett

in a change in organisational culture.

government spending subsidy of £1,900 per head.

Formula,

Scotland

enjoys

an

annual

Independence would bring a loss of jobs, drastic
austerity and maybe a ‘lost generation’. I wouldn’t
want to inflict that on Scotland’s young people.

What do ‘turbulent times’ mean for Scotland and the oil and gas industry?
David: ‘Turbulence’ doesn’t add much to the

Peter: I’ve lived in Aberdeenshire and worked in the

conversation for me. It has been our way of life

international oil and gas industry for the past forty

since the industrial revolution and the oil industry

years. Historically, the industry has always been

specialises in it. Even though it has to invest with

subject to ‘boom and bust’ cycles and I well

decades in mind, the fluctuations of the oil price

remember previous collapses in the oil price and

keep it trapped in a culture of short-termism.

redundancies during the 1980s and 90s.

As a manifestation of what it means to have an

When I was teaching management courses in the
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unsustainable lifestyle, the present crisis is

late 90s and early 2000s, participants often worried

probably causing some reflection but I'm still not

about working in a ‘sunset industry’.

very optimistic.

Some of the power may be

leaking away from the oil industry but its
concentration in the tech giants doesn't seem to
offer much encouragement.

Of course, the industry recovered and in 2014, the
SNP (Scottish National Party) based their economic
case for Scottish independence on a North Sea oil
price of over $100 a barrel. The current crisis
however is not just about price – the industry has to
some

extent

been

demonized

and

greener

alternatives to fossil fuels have become well
established.
By 2040, world energy consumption is expected to
increase by 25%, largely driven by China and India.
Yet the use of fossil fuels – coal, gas, and oil – is
estimated to diminish from 85% now to 75% of
world energy needs in 2040. I think that last figure is
an over-estimate and companies will struggle to
survive, unless they change significantly and
leaders are prepared to go beyond ‘business as
usual’.
Hanze Platform (2003) Stan Shebs, Wikimedia Commons

What do our turbulent times mean for management and management education?
David: The ability of organisations to change can

Peter: Maslow pointed out that ‘If you only have a

some-times

crisis.

hammer, everything looks like a nail’ (1966). One

Organisation Development (real OD) sounds

style or technique can only be successful with a

pretty whacky to British managers. Our best work

limited number of problems and situations.

at Effectiveness was for clients at their wits end.

Managers need to be more flexible or ‘agile’ (the

creep

above

zero

in

a

They’d tried everything and thought they might as
well give us a try.

current fashionable word) to manage changing
situations. They need to be more skilled with

My last employer, on the other hand, cottoned

different approaches and tools and one of the key

onto the ‘agile methodology’ (2001) with gusto but

tasks of management training is to give managers

without ever understanding what it really offered.

practice and confidence in using this variety of

It could have saved them but they lost over £15M

approaches and tools.

and had to sell out.

PAGE 67
E-ORGANISATIONS

WWW.AMED.ORG.UK

& PEOPLE, SPRING/SUMMER 2020, VOL. 27, Nos. 1/2
BACK TO CONTENTS

Have you got some optimistic things to say about the 'turbulence' and management
education/training?
David: I am neither particularly optimistic nor

Peter: For me, grounds for optimism during the

completely without hope.

current

At Effectiveness, we worked with lots of teams
using

intensive,

workshops.

week-long,

experiential

In preparation, it was important to

warn the senior people involved that they would

Covid/Brexit

turbulence

include:

the

expansion of online learning, the resilience and
desire

to

learn

that

people

have

found

in

themselves during the pandemic, and some signs of
a reaction to the confident simplicities of populism.

come under some kind of attack from one or more

Change arises out of feeling uncomfortable or

of the group, probably on Tuesday afternoon or

threatened in the present situation, and the

Wednesday morning. It was that predictable and

metaphor of escaping from a 'burning platform' is

quite independent of the personalities involved.

used in the oil industry. Decisions were made in

The foundation for hope is here: the emergence of
conflict in a group tells you that you are getting
somewhere.

2016 and I hope we can learn the right lessons from
the consequences of those.

You are ready to start telling the

truth as you see it and addressing important work.
The curb on my optimism is that our culture is so
averse to conflict that we will avoid it at all costs,
unless the stakes are very high … and sometimes
even then.
There is hope from systems thinking too. Most of
our problems arise from the way we think.
Dialogue of regimes, Giannandrea Inchingolo, (2018).
Wikimedia Commons

Changing the way we think is extremely difficult
but it doesn’t involve enormous (or usually any)
capital cost.

Reflections after our conversation
David: I was reminded of my habitual tendency to

Peter: 'Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold,'

see the world in binary terms. You either ‘get’

W.B. Yeats, the Nobel prize winning Irish poet,

systems or you don’t. You subscribe to Theory X

wrote a hundred years ago in his poem, 'The

or Theory Y. You’re for training or for learning.

Second Coming'. We live in a similar time of

These simplistic distinctions can be so disabling in

turbulence where individuals and organizations

the complexity of real life turbulence.

often struggle to find their bearings.
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Our careers which started in the late 1960s, are

Like David, I was a believer in the 'relentless

coming to a close after four turbulent decades and

forward march of progress' until that comforting

the previous half century wasn’t exactly tranquil.

belief came up against the realities of Gadaffi's

Any early misapprehensions about the relentless

Libya, wholesale corruption in Nigeria and the lack

forward march of progress by now have been

of progress in the Middle East. We have a

comprehensively overturned but we agreed that

tremendous amount of evidence and information

society is very different today and many of the

(lessons learned) about what works and what

differences are for the better.

doesn't but many of our leaders/managers don't
seem to have the time or self-discipline to learn

Our grounds for sustained hope rest mainly in

from it. 'Unconscious incompetence' and a desire to

human creativity and our greater connectedness

'wing it' too often seem to prevail.

and access to knowledge but we both remain
anxious about the immediate and mid term future.

Later in 'The Second Coming' Yeats wrote that:
'The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity'.
We need to regain our confidence and be more
proactive in responding to the populism of 'gut
feelings', simple three- or four-word slogans, and
organizational BS.

William Butler Yeats by George Charles Beresford (1911)
Wikimedia Commons
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Taking management education
online
A 4T developmental model for education
designers and developers
Paul Levy

Keywords:
management education, management development, online learning,
distance learning, the 4T model, digital disappointment, metaphors

Introduction
Here, I present a simple model for understanding
and designing new learning and development
interventions in the field of management education
and development in the context of online and
blended learning. The 4T model has arisen out of
my reflections on experience as a trainer and senior
lecturer during the Coronavirus (Covid-19) outbreak.
I wrote it in my garden office (garden shed), during
"Lockdown" in the UK. Just three months ago, I was
teaching undergraduates in a physical room at the
University of Brighton. Barely eight weeks later, my
teaching is close to 100% online.

This sudden

change triggered some inductive research that has
resulted in this article.

(Image: The author’s garden shed/office during
Lockdown. Source: Paul Levy)
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Context
Hazari (2008) was already examining the potential of emerging digital technology in management education
well over a decade ago. Models for implementing these technologies into distance learning programs were
offered by Hollenbeck (2015) and there are over 200 practical guides published in the form of books in the
last ten years. Before then, distance learning in management education was fairly piecemeal and formed part
of hybrid education where the majority of programs still involved significant physical attendance and contact
with tutors, either face to face or via telephone calls and even through

the paper postal system.

The ongoing Covid-19 outbreak has created a sudden urgency in education designers and providers to
transition to digitally-based models of teaching and learning as quickly as possible. In management education
(as in most, if not all, spheres of society), working and studying from home has occurred with startling
immediacy, with this style of working and studying becoming more the default in the future. Many educational
institutions are now attempting to replicate current provision, with varying degrees of success (Weiss 2020).
The model presented in this paper offers a fourfold framework for designing and delivering online education,
personal and professional development.

Background to the development of the 4T model
Early forms of distance learning
The very first forms of mass distance learning
appeared in the 18th and 19th centuries. In some
parts of the world distance learning via the postal
system survives to this day, though the vast majority
of it is now online. Distance learning at that time
improved accessibility, and also brought the cost of
education down for many people.
Pitman courses in shorthand were an example of
distance learning that reached a wider number of
people. Courses in a range of subject areas were
classroom based or delivered via the physical post.
With the rise of the internet from the 1980s, distance
and face-to-face learning have not been mutually
exclusive and blended learning has arisen as a
combination of the two (Bonk and Graham 2006).

Image: Pitman’s shorthand booklet: An early example of correspondence course materials. Source: Wikimedia
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The onset of publicly accessible computing
Online distance learning began with the rise of publicly accessible computing connected to the Internet.
There is a considerable amount of literature in the fields of online learning and blended learning, including
best practice models and research into its impact (For example Mitchell O'Toole and Absalom 2003). Some
of this research essentially compares the online learning experience to the physical class room learning
experience, suggesting that some fundamental experiences of students in the physical classroom are
necessary also for effective online learning.
The fairly sudden rise of the Coronavirus outbreak around the world with the closure of higher education
institutions and colleges, as well as the sudden loss of demand for trainers and development in management
education, have resulted in a sudden rush to digitise physical teaching.
In my own experience of many training and development programmes, some of this almost panic-based
transfer into the digital realm has been clumsy and of questionable quality and impact. The model I present
in this paper attempts to categorise those experiences, and calls further urgent research.
In attempting to categorise very fast moves from physical to digital learning and development, I have
identified four key categories (the 4Ts of Transfer, Transpose, Transform and Transcend) that help to explain
these changes. Methodologically, this is early research based on my personal reflection on practice, informal
interviews with peer practitioners, and desk research

From physical to digital in education: lecturing
Perhaps one of the more prevalent examples of transfer from the physical to the digital world has been
lecturing. During lockdown in the Coronavirus outbreak, schools, colleges and universities have been closed
and have had to resort to teaching almost entirely online. Their shift from physically present learning to
distance learning has taken place overnight, with students and lecturers unable to access college buildings
and physical classrooms. Some universities have been ready for this, having already invested in their own
distance learning programs. For example, distance learning MBAs have been available since the 1970s.
In higher education, lectures form a major element of many degree programs. Attempts to transfer these
online have been problematic. Even a very good one-hour lecture can be overwhelming and tiring for
students staring at screens. Other factors have been found to be important when comparing physical to
digital lecture.
Teaching presence
Arbaugh and Hwang (2005) explore the concept of "teaching presence" in the context of online MBAs. Simply
offering recorded lectures in an online context loses the quality of live presence of the lecturer and students,
and even the sense of being dynamically taught. Much of the absorption of learning does not arise from the
content alone, but from the dynamic interaction between student and lecturer, for example, in question and
answer as well as discussion sessions.
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Teaching presence can also offer reassurance to students who may lack confidence in themselves to engage
in independent study. Studying from home may be undermined if teaching presence is absent or minimal.
The importance of teaching presence is further underlined by Sheaa et al (2006) and Sheaa (2006).

Image: From physical to digital learning. Photo by Scott Graham on Unsplash

Passive viewing
There is also evidence that students can quickly transition into 'passive viewing' mode and simply not actively
absorb much of what they are seeing. If the lecturer delivers poorly in the physical world, then this poor
quality is compounded when transfer takes place digitally.
Even a one-hour recorded lecture that somebody watches in fifteen-minute portions can create problems for
comprehension if it was originally conceived to be watched as a whole in one hour. This can result in a
broken narrative and poor-quality comprehension and retention.
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Introducing the 4T model
In the sudden shift towards online education, I have identified for core activities which characterise this shift:
Transfer, transpose, transform and transcend. I have summarised these processes in Figure 1.
T1 -Transfer

Replication of physical into digital process

T2 - Transpose

Innovation of physical into digital process

T3 - Transform

Revolution and reframe of physical into digital process

T4 - Transcend

Moving physical and/or digital process onto entirely new ground
Figure 1: The 4T Model for changing from physically-based to digitally-based education and development

Transfer (T1) often attempts to make use of physical world metaphors. Transfer is an attempt to literally
replicate the physical world processes in a digital format. For example, a physical world (classroom or lecture
theatre) lecture becomes a lecture delivered digitally. A meeting in a meeting room becomes a video
conference.
Antle et al (2009), carried out experimental research and highlighted the need to go beyond metaphors that
draw upon the physical world in online education (e.g. virtual classroom, online roundtable discussion, digital
cafe) and to effect hybrid approaches, a blend of both digital and physical interaction. For many learners,
metaphors based on the physical world are not enough to effect transfer into a digital environment. Some
yearn for the visceral qualities of physical interaction.
Thus a 'blended approach' becomes key. Means (2014) suggests “the use of online learning in conjunction
with traditional teacher-led forms of instruction", concluding that “student outcomes arise from the joint
influence of implementation, context, and learner characteristics interacting with technology--not from
technology alone.” This has not been possible during the restrictions of lockdown imposed during the Covid19 outbreak. Opting for 100% transfer has created “digital disappointment” both for teachers and learners. “It
isn’t the same.”
Dinnen (2013) suggests metaphors have a crucial role to play in the design of digital learning experiences.
We need to critique them, test their validity and identify where they break down. This points usefully to where
transfer breaks down and “fails” in the attempt to replicate the physical world, digitally:
“Technology is always both imagined and built: this seems obvious, but it justifies reiteration
because the material operations of technology are always metaphorically considered just as they
are concretely manifest…. Perhaps then what is called for is an explosion of the metaphors that
pervade contemporary digital culture. To, so to speak, push metaphors until they give way; to
generate critical discourse that tests the limits of metaphors, in an effort to see what pretext they
may yield for our daily digital interactions. “
(Dinnen 2013).
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From replication to innovation through transposition (T2)
Transposition
What is needed when transfer breaks down is not literal transfer, but transposition. One example of
transposition would be that a one-hour lecture is broken into manageable chunks which are created with that
viewing in mind. For example, the first part of the lecture may be 15 minutes long and there may be some
reflection questions and links made to the second part. This has always been a fundamental part of distance
learning where large amounts of delivered content are broken down with linking narrative. When transferred
online, an hour is too much and therefore chunking requires linking flow. The metaphor also changes. Instead
of a lecture as a whole story, the metaphorical underpinning is one of the story being delivered in episodes.
Transposition takes the original objective and doesn't change it but innovates and adapts the original content
and method for the digital format. One example is team or group working. Kim et al (2005), in their research
claim that virtual team behaviour was a major factor that influenced the students' online learning experience.
Here successful online learning attempts to transpose team working processes into a digital environment.
Beyond the ability to meet online digitally, there are also tools for instant document sharing, co-editing and
communication. These are enhancements. Teams can invite lecturers in real time to seek assistance at the
press of a few keys on a keyboard. Other examples of transposition are effective tools for scheduling team
meetings and to effect team project management. Transposition allows for more agile and efficient team
working.
Transposition can also be more radical. Sometimes education in our current digital age makes regular
reference to the TED talk. Maxing out at 10 or 20 minutes in length, an original - perhaps longer - lecture is
transposed into a more compact and impactful one of shorter length. Even more radical is the Pecha Kucha
format.
To be successful, transposition requires innovation. The possibilities of the digital format enhance the
potential experience in ways that transfer cannot achieve successfully.
Clay (2019) offers a practical guide to a digital example of a transposed physically-based learning activity,
namely, the seminar. His guide to webinars (web-based seminars) highlights the need to transpose them. In
webinars, visual content becomes important as a key element of successful engagement with students.
Content management is key in order to enhance audience engagement. Interaction must be managed
differently with decisions made, via the technology available as to the level and type of engagement. There is
a danger online that webinars can turn into static lectures and also the challenges posted by camera
technology raise questions of how physical-visual presence can be managed to a high quality.
Simple transfer does not easily work. For example, simply sitting in front of a camera does not allow for the
use of body language. And, when slides are shown, at best (on most video conferencing platforms), the
speaker can hardly, if at all, be seen by students!
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Transformation (T3)
This is where transformation can potentially come in. Transformation is radical change. Moving beyond
transposition, the possibilities offered by the digital format can us help to reframe even our original objectives
and intentions. This can lead to a complete change in the way that learning is experienced, delivered, and
taken in. Instead of replicating physical lectures into online ones, or transposing them into something better
(but still essentially based on delivered content), transformation can result in dropping lectures entirely and
coming up with something radically different, while still achieving the original educational objectives, or
reframing them entirely.
For example, instead of receiving a lecture, we now have the possibility of actually going live to some of the
key thinkers referred to in what would have been a lecture. It might be possible to organise a video
conference where some of the key thinkers are live guests, interviewed by the lecturer and even possibly the
students. Lectures may turn into self-organised conversation making use of interaction processes such as
Open Space Technology where conversations are self-organised online. An example of such a platform is
Qiqochat. In this example we move from a process of advocacy (telling, delivering, showing) towards
something inquiry-based (dialoguing, discussing, allowing learning to emerge). The achievement of learning
can still be attained, but not necessarily through a transferred or transposed delivery model. With possibilities
of real-time search, and the ability to bring academic thinkers and practitioners virtually into the classroom,
learning can become more dynamic, responsive to student enquiry, and can augment the lecture format.
Another example of transformation, could be the creation of a podcast which is entirely interview based.
There has long been evidence that imagination is stimulated more through a radio rather than a video format.
Learning can become more active without the risk of passive viewing. In all cases what is now possible can
even change the learning intention where content is not just delivered but can be discovered.
Transcendence (T4)
Perhaps the most difficult approach to understand is transcendence. Transcendence pulls the rug from
underneath the educator. The accepted models of education are entirely changed. One way to get the sense
of what transcendence is in relation to management education and development in the future in the digital
world is to enter into an imagination of a concept called by futurist Ray Kurzweil as the 'technological
singularity’' (Kurzweil 2005).
In this futuristic scenario the question arises: Do we need to teach our students at all? No. Do we even need
them to discover learning for themselves? No. How is that achieved? Through a digital implant! Knowledge
and possibly even attitude and skill are implanted into the brain and perhaps other parts of our body.
Education is rendered obsolete by this new form of digital technology. Traditional education is transcended.
Emergent, family-based learning in lockdown
Perhaps less outlandish examples can be found during the Covid-19 crisis. There has been a lot of home
schooling and online teaching of children, but some families have simply gone back to being just families.
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Learning and development has happened simply through getting through the crisis as a family - by simply
being families. Here learning simply becomes part of family life during difficult times, with new skills and
knowledge developed emergently through that informal process. Formal learning simply falls off the agenda
as simply being a family in crisis together transcends it. Learning then emerges unpredictably through the
natural dynamics of family life. Emergent learning simply happens, and is not part of a designed or delivered
plan.
Similarly, an example of transcendence more specific to the digital learning agenda is 'incidental learning'.
The internet now is rich in information and all kinds of educationally relevant resources. It affords not just
content, but also various platforms, programs and apps for learning languages, observing stars in the sky,
joining a political simulation, the gaming world of Minecraft where we can design build and even inhabit
buildings, online ‘how to; videos on just about everything. All this points to the possibility that students can
often design their own forms of learning and, when tested, demonstrate knowledge and experience
equivalent to formal programs offered by educational institutions. Will formal education become almost
completely transcended by these emergent, incidental approaches? Self-managed learning has been in
existence for decades. In a management education context during the Covid-19 outbreak, access to online
courses, educational videos, even one-to-one coaching, has become low cost and even free of charge.

So, where are we now?
In our current management education and development environment, where blended learning requires at
least a significant degree of online learning, educators and developers are realising that transfer is not
enough, and may even be detrimental to the learning and development experience. Most are now
experimenting with transposition, but are still often creating online lonely experiences that bear a
resemblance to physical learning. The metaphors of breakout rooms online, virtual flip charts and
whiteboards, live and recorded lectures still suggest a belief in the value of physical learning, even in a digital
context, and reflect a need to maintain traditional metaphors to guide what is designed and created online.

Applying the 4T Model: examples
In a management education context, examples during the Covid-19 outbreak are easy to find at an anecdotal
level. There are currently no more detailed studies though these may come over time.
Here is one more detailed, analysed example of each element of the model. (There are many more)
Transfer (T1)
Lectures on an MBA Programme at a business school are transferred directly into an online context. The
lectures are presented live via the Microsoft Teams platform. The lecturer speaks for an hour with a short
break halfway through, speaking directly into a desktop PC camera. Students attend by signing into the
platform, attendance is taken and there is time for questions and answers at the end.
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Here the advantage is that lecturers to large groups (of over 50 students) are transferred fairly literally into
the online context. Student feedback is mixed, with the majority of comments negative, pointing to “Screen
tiredness” as a key challenge. The lecturer uses PowerPoint slides and students using mobile devices to
view lectures complain that they cannot see the slides clearly.
There is also an issue around equality and diversity. Due to the specific design of the Teams platform, only a
maximum of nine students are visible on the screen at any one time (even less on mobile devices). In a
physical classroom all students (sitting at desks or in a lecturer room) can, to a greater or lesser extent, be
physically seen by the lecturer and fellow students. With a limitation of nine students whose faces appear
when they speak, the quieter and more shy students are essentially invisible during the lecture. So those who
speak loudest during Q and A and discussion are the more prominent. A kind of social Darwinism in the
visual space is a result.
Transpose (T2)
In this example lectures are offered online but, given the specific risk of screen tiredness, the time
management is transposed. An hour lecture is shortened to divided into three fifteen-minute slots with time
for screen breaks and discussion in between. Lectures are experienced more as “TED-style” talks with more
concentrated content delivered in shorter amounts. Within the online meeting platform, there are new tools
available including a chat panel where students can engage in ongoing discussion, a Q and A function as
well as the ability for the lecturer to set up polls, and even to arrange and bring in live guests to add to
discussion. Lectures are experienced to be more dynamic, less content-heavy, and more student-influenced
Transform (T3)
Case study work is transformed into an online simulation. The process makes use of gamification. Students
still experience a real case example where they can apply theory and practice skilled decision making. This is
now lifted off real paper or digital documents into a live simulation.
New possibilities emerge where students can go beyond practicing strategic decision making at the end of a
case study narrative and go into a more immersive, real-time experience. The experience is more responsive
and felt to be more dynamic. Whereas a traditional case study has very fixed points and decision-making
iterations at which decisions are proposed and feedback given, in the simulation there are many more
scenarios and options. Feedback is largely positive from students.
Transcend (T4)
Managers interface with their organisation via virtual worlds. Self-managed learning occurs in virtual
environments where knowledge is accessible, skills can be developed and formal educational institutions,
though they may host such learning environments, are no longer needed to directly deliver knowledge or
facilitate learning. Virtual worlds allow self-directed experience gaining, and knowledge acquisition. Students
can role play (via different avatars) and practice new behaviours and discover new knowledge.
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Early examples of this already take place on social media, where new skills are practiced, attitudes and
behaviours experimented with, and knowledge shared in a peer group without need for normal delivery or
facilitating. Education becomes a platform rather than institution-based.

Conclusion: digital delight and digital disappointment
Within a fairly short space of time - just the few months of the Covid-19 pandemic - students and staff are
reporting mixed results with transference, transposition, transformation and transcendence. Currently this
data is largely anecdotal. Some are delighted, many are disappointed. Where distance learning is already
established, student expectations are already more clearly formed. The sudden change from physically
based to digitally based education is being experienced more as a shock, and comparisons back from the
digital to physical world are currently throwing up more problems than solutions.
Digital delight
Digital delight occurs when the student experience is enhanced significantly by the move from physical to
digital learning. Many learners (and even members of the public) have reported preference for TED-talk
format of online lecturing (Brittin-Snell 2015). Here, a well-presented fifteen-minute talk is experienced as
more helpful, informative, inspiring and satisfying than a dry hour in a formal lecture room. Others have
criticised this format as tokenistic and superficial. Digital delight most often results from digital transposition
and transformation, where significant weaknesses and disappointments in the physical world versions of
learning have been skilfully and effectively addressed via digital innovation.
Digital disappointment
Digital disappointment occurs when attempts to transfer, transpose, transform and even transcend physical
learning fall short. As I observed earlier, when a digital version of a lecture is experienced by a learner as
something less than its original physical version, digital disappointment is present. It can be the technical
aspects such as a loss of helpful and expressive body language, it can be screen tiredness. I would suggest
that digital disappointment occurs most often when Transfer is the dominant modus operandi.
There is little recent data on the student experience of transferred and transposed education into an online
contact during the Covid-19 pandemic. One survey gives some detail in which the significant majority of
students experience online education as falling short of the original physical world counterpart (Kelly 2020).
For example, "Over 85% said that they “miss the social experience with other students.” Also “Over 77%
chose “Lack of an engaging in-class experience” as a difficulty in adjusting to online learning”. This highlights
the significant challenge for online educators, as most online classroom platforms have attempted to transfer
and transpose physical classroom social experiences, including online chat, virtual team meetings, and
collaborative tools.
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Transposition and transformation appear to be the most realistic and promising options in the short term.
Transposition attempts to innovate out of what existed before, drawing upon virtues but also letting go of
weaknesses. Transformation is more radically innovative, and takes bolder steps into the potential offered by
the digital realm.
In our current turbulent times, online education should aim to delight, and should not result in disappointment.
As the technology itself develops, and as time emerges for more radical and creative thinking, transcendent
ideas will also emerge and be implemented. These are indeed “interesting times.”

APPENDIX
A Glossary of terms
Gamification. “Gamification takes elements from game-design and the general principles and
theories which drive gameplay and applies them to other contexts.”
Open Space Technology. This is a form of conferencing based on the principle of self-organisation
where participants create the agenda.
Pecha Kucha. A presentation based on 20 slides with 20 seconds of commentary per slide.
Podcast. An audio broadcast over the internet
Qiqochat. A popular online platform for Open Space Technology. (See above).
TED talk. A popular form of online talk usually limited to ten or twenty minutes. Invented by TED.
Virtual Worlds. "A virtual world is a computer-based online community environment that is designed
and shared by individuals so that they can interact in a custom-built, simulated world" (Source
Techopedia).
Webinar. A seminar delivered online.
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Immersed in turbulence
Provisional decision-making in transition
Rob Warwick

How the world has seen me since 23rd March – via my laptop camera
Keywords
Provisionality, Noticing, Time, Experience, Pandemic

It is 29th May, 2020, a lot is to happen, a lot has happened. This article is about being in the midst of
uncertainty, there is no post hoc rationalisation yet, the dust has yet to settle. So, embodying this experience,
it’s ‘rough and ready’, and reflects my world since March 2020. On the plus side, it has been creative, forcing
me to see things - and be - in a very different way. The negative side of the balance sheet is all too clear.
The experience of time feels odd, the usual rhythms have stopped, and different tunes are playing.
This account has three interconnecting themes:
▪

Working with students at the start of lockdown, what is shaping up?

▪

How I am making sense of it all?

▪

What to explore in future research and practice?
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Working with students at the start of lockdown, what was shaping up?
Lockdown in the UK began Monday 23rd March. On the 27 th March I ran a session for our MBA students
ironically titled some months previous as Large Scale Change. There am I sitting in my study at home with a
camera and microphone rigged up on my laptop running a virtual workshop with a group of eight students –
dispersed yet similarly at home with ad hoc arrangements: children, pets and - of course - bookcases all
make an appearance. Running a workshop when all participants are in the same room normally means
flipcharts, pens and lively conversation. Why should this virtual gathering be any different? With my webcam
on a make-shift tripod up over my shoulder, we began to explore the question: How the world is different?
The questions we explored included:
▪

How does your world look right now?

▪

What sense are you making of the future?

▪

What are you leaving behind?

▪

How do we capture the very raw (and fleeting) experience we are going through right now?

▪

How is our decision-making changing?

Figure 1: flipchart showing group answers to what had changed (see Appendix 1 for a transcription).
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In a blog I wrote a few days later I reflected on questions around trust and on the impact it has had for
leadership, click here. One feature of the MBA cohort is that all of their work and study relates directly to their
job. So the leadership and change projects they chose matter to them personally, and to their organisations,
there are no abstract case studies or scenarios. Ordinarily they lay out where they hope to take their project
early on – a linear process between now and future dot (1), as can be seen on Figure 2. But of course,
events take over, and they go on a path that they had not quite envisaged. And that is where the learning is
to be had through a rich exploration of the twists and turns (see point 2 on Figure 2). But from March,
disorientated by lockdown, the participants’ worlds had spun in all sorts of directions. One student was now in
charge of personal protective equipment (PPE) for a local authority; another was making ventilator parts for a
consortium; there was furloughing of staff, reorganising property and so on. Within days, this turn-around
took participants on completely different journeys. Between point 3 and point 1 in figure 2, there was now
very little connection.

Figure 2: From a wiggly path to a 180° turnaround

But there was still enormous learning happening, as became evident in our sessions. And what was also
becoming clear is that during their action learning sessions (Revans, 2011) they were looking to each other
for support and knowledge. Traditional sources of knowledge in terms of books and journals, that once
provided insight and confidence, were becoming less relevant.
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This programmed knowledge, in action learning terms, spoke to a different world of stability of knowledge, and
to where the rules of the game were known and accepted. What was becoming useful now was a process of
joint sense-making, reassurance and insight that people got from using the group to understand their new
world slightly better.
All of that said, they still had an MBA programme to complete, and my task was to ensure that they focused in
their emerging practice, on how they were making sense of their world and making decisions. I was worried
that they would miss the fine detail of their rapidly changing world, particularly its visceral, emotional and
confusing nature - all of the fine texture that is sanded out of history. So two days after lockdown (at 5.20pm), I
prepared the following video for the MBA participants (it turned out to be very popular more widely at the
University and beyond) [see Figure 3].

Figure 3. The

world is different now (embedded YouTube URL)

What is my invitation, what am I encouraging them to notice? In summary, there were five questions that I
think are useful:
▪

How does your world look now?

▪

How might you capture the experience

▪

What are you glimpsing of a future that might be?

▪

What have you left behind?

▪

How are you making decisions?
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These are guiding questions that I have been following too, as I will come to explain. For the moment, I want
to notice an emerging, organising theme.
The ‘provisionality’ of decision making
If I were to pick on one general theme from the conversations I have had, it would be on the ‘provisionality’ of
decision making. The time horizon for what counted for a good decision was less about years and decades,
but more about days and months. The steps and processes required to make that decision had also shifted;
less to do with hierarchy, and more about the frontline. This will be an interesting area for research – and
practice - in the future. What does this say for distributed and servant leadership when put into the mix of
command and control and to be seen to lead? One only has to look at how our national leaders are currently
behaving to see the relevance of this question.
Governance
The second connected theme is that of governance during these turbulent times.

What problems and

possibilities have we put in train for ourselves in ways that we find hard to imagine? All of this might be
usefully placed under the general heading of culture.
As I come to the end of this first section, I’d now like to consider briefly two other areas: How have I come to
understand what has been going on? and What are the implications for future research and practice?

How I am making sense of it all?
Since lockdown, I’ve been in my car once, and been in one shop. I have diabetes and asthma, so things were
not looking great, and in the pit of my stomach I felt frightened. I should say that both conditions are very well
controlled, and I take my health seriously. There is nothing like having some agency to make one feel better
(even if it makes little difference), so I took some decisions with my family. We agreed that I would stay clear
of people and reduce my infection risk. Note that I have not used the word ‘isolate’. At times like this we need
people around us, but the nature of that interaction is different, and I have experienced anything but isolation.
About five days a week I do a couple of hours exercise, mostly this would be walking the country footpaths
where I live in mid Sussex, UK, a place known as the Weald (See Figure 4 below). Very often the same paths.
My project has been a form of mental and physical workout. How might I come to notice my experience of the
pandemic by walking and reflection? The seasons changed from late winter, spring, to early summer. The
bare branches become covered in leaves. Underfoot deep mud gave way to scratchiness of flat impacted soil.
The returning birds came to sing their different songs. The air improved, so has my asthma. I have seen more
wildlife, orchids, bluebells and wild garlic than ever before. I worked hard to notice the small detail and would
sometime post pictures and birdsong on Twitter and Instagram.
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Figure 4: Pictures from my Twitter (@smilerob) and Instagram (@smilewarwick)

Time changes
My experience of time has changed. I am reminded of what Goethe calls ‘exact sensorial imagination’
(Hoffmann, 1998, p134), a form of mental workout of unfolding detail in careful and inductive ways so one can
pay attention to the unfolding nature of experience rather than discrete series of photographic stills. It is form
of flow that connects past, present and how we sense future. My own sense of mortality seems important in
this, not just from a negative sense, but also how it has enabled me to pay attention to life and how it vividly
connects together. Could my changing mood, improving asthma, sense of where I am, my work with the MBA
students and my developing research interest be connected? The answer is yes, but the nature of that yes is
intuitive and inductive rather than a clear line of cause and effect. Clock time is still important when it comes to
meeting up with students and the various appointments I have on my digital window on the world – Zoom,
Teams and Skype for Business 1. But for the here and now, my physical world underfoot, in smell, sight and
sound, it is different. I am reminded of two clashing realties described by the anthropologist James C Scott
(1998) when he said of settlers coming into contract with Native Americans seeking their advice on when to
sow crops: ‘They were told by Squanto, according to one legend, to plant corn when oak leaves were the size
of a squirrel’s ear (p 311)’. For the Native Americans it was the orderly events of nature, the multiple subtle
clues that required careful deep attention that influenced decisions. To the new arrivals, it was the
consolidation of a few insights and a cross on the calendar that set the date.

1

My Tweet, 3rd April 2020 from @smilerob: ‘Was it Immanuel Kant who said that we cannot experience reality directly
instead we understand our world through Zoom/Skype? Yes, that was it! #pandemicrealities, #newnormal’
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The last few weeks have changed the questions I am interested in. Instead of questions about ‘what?’ and
‘how?’, I am focusing on the bigger questions of ‘why?’. People around me are also interested in those
questions, as well as in the practical questions of the day.

What to explore in future research and practice?
In the last two weeks I have been approached twice to sketch out proposals for how we might carry out
research into Covid-19 and in how organisations are coping, making sense of it all, and on the impact this
might have for the future. One proposal is for the NHS, and the other in relation to learned societies.
In drafting these proposals, my work with MBA participants and my own experience have been important
influences.
Some fresh questions
One person asked me ‘of course, you will include a literature review’. My instinct was to say ‘yes’, but then I
thought – review of what? Returning to what I was saying earlier with respect to the MBA participants, what
would be of use? The well-worn paths of management and organisational literature did not seem to speak to
the problems being faced (apart from, say, issues of supply chain resilience when it came to PPE). More
fundamental questions that I hinted at above were becoming important in the conversations. Instead of
literature, with a focus on contextless ideas and theories, the two sets of proposals and discussions focused
on how we might enable people to tell their stories, collectively make some understanding of them, and come
to agree what routines and ways of working will be useful in the future. In conversation, an HR director made
the point that, like in a war, there were multiple views and experiences, such as:
▪

‘Why did I get through when my friend did not …?’

▪

‘Where were you when all of this was going on …?’

▪

‘You could break rules, get things done …’

▪

‘Despite it all, it was exciting, and now …’

She focused on what type of organisation they want to become, appreciating that there is no fully going back
to how things were. It is a form of that big question I was asking of myself, but with a more pragmatic twist,
linked to culture and organisation development. There was also an appreciation that even the process of
jointly asking the question together is an important step forward, for some of whom it may well be part of the
mending process. We are now moving towards a series of subsidiary questions, which help to focus the mind.
These are:
▪

What were the risks and anxieties that people face and how do they cope?

▪

What information, people and other insights do they call upon in deciding what to do?

▪

How do/did the governance structures and frameworks (both official and unofficial) that enable
decision making change, and how did people respond?

▪

What does it mean to be resilient now?

PAGE 89
E-ORGANISATIONS

WWW.AMED.ORG.UK

& PEOPLE, SPRING/SUMMER 2020, VOL. 27, Nos. 1/2
BACK TO CONTENTS

When put together, this approach addresses fundamental questions about what the organisation has been
through and what will it become under ‘culture’. (And they are clearly relevant to AMED as it goes through its
co-inquiry).

Drawing the themes together
In two days’ time as I write, on 1st June 2020, the lockdown is set to be eased slightly, a span of exactly 10
weeks. It is a period of time that has affected us all. Each of us has a story to tell. How those stories are to be
told and woven together will come to effect how we come to understand what has happened and will shape
our future.
The work for me has been paying close attention to the interconnected themes of: 1) how people have been
reacting to and making sense of the pandemic; 2) paying attention to my visceral, emotional and intellectual
experience; and, 3) the choices of how these come to understand and shape our futures. It has been a
process that has called for a form of knowledge and knowing that has taken notice of the wider self and how I
see the world. Epidemiology and virology 2 are important, but so are the bigger collective – philosophical questions of what we want to be, and why, in organisations and in life more generally.
References
Hoffmann, N. (1998). The unity of science and art: Goethean phenomenology as a new ecological discipline,
in Seamon, D and Zajonc, A., (Eds) (1998) Goethe’s Way of Science, New York, SUNY
Revans, R. W. (2011). ABC of action learning. Gower Publishing, Ltd.
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Yale University Press.

2

My first degree was in microbiology and virology.
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Appendix 1 – How the world is different (Flipchart)
1. The world looks like now
▪

2. Capture experience

Personable – breakdown of home/workplace
– the real person

▪

18-hour days, this is the first time to reflect

▪

Been really really tough

▪

Reframe hierarchy

▪

Taking away freedom

▪

More accommodating, yet no hiding

▪

Leadership – from afar

▪

What would be leave behind

▪

Capturing experience by videos

▪

Learning new ways to decompress

▪

Emotionally tiring

▪

Working around children’s timetable

3. Sense of the future

4. Left behind

▪

Sense of appreciation, of connecting

▪

Direct human interaction

▪

What will it be like when the smoke returns

▪

Driving to meetings

▪

The planet – responding

▪

Work life balance (positive and negative)

▪

Blended learning

▪

How much time in the day – focus on what is

▪

Virtual hypnotherapy

▪

New decision making

really important

5. How decisions are made
▪

Dispersed decision making

▪

Some hierarchy is all at sea

▪

At a lower level – good

▪

Rapid – if not go elsewhere

▪

Evolving rapidly

▪

Focus on the expert
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In transition with AMED
Resolution through writing
Bob MacKenzie
Keywords
change, transitions, legacy, writing, pandemic, voluntarism

“Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived
forwards.”
Søren Kierkegaard, 1843

Introduction
I’ve written this piece about AMED and me from the perspective of someone who’s been involved with AMED
in a variety of roles over the last 20 years or so. Everywhere, change is in the air. Both AMED and I are at
our respective crossroads, and – as Robert Frost (1915) artfully enjoins - we have some choices to make.
This is a subjective attempt through writing to look back along our respective journeys, to understand what
these choices might be, and how I for one might (or might not) make them. Many different terms – each with
a different nuance – are used to describe the process of change. Dictionary.com’s Thesaurus lists 346.
However, mirroring the choice of our current co-inquiry, I’ve adopted Bridges’ concept of Transition.
As a device for ordering the chaos and complexity inherent in this discussion, I’ve arranged what follows in
three main sections: AMED and others, AMED and me, and AMED’s legacy, although inevitably they overlap.

AMED AND OTHERS
The AMED Way: a personal perspective
In my book, AMED occupies a special niche in a crowded market place where
various academic, chartered and (semi-)professional networks and consultancies
jostle with each other for ascendancy and attention. Amid this clamour, it’s been
a relief and solace to happen upon a quieter, more thoughtful, modest, friendlier,
less self-promotional place. For me, AMED is a space for open, more inclusive
interpretations of ‘managing’. Here, it’s possible for anyone – no matter what their
walk of life or calling – to come to see themselves as managing in one way or
another in the context of their public, private, professional or personal practices.
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Brighton, August 2013: Genesis of the Open Source Thinking project

I’ve not found AMED to be overly insular or hierarchical, and we have little need for designated labels or
status. We’re a broad church, a grouping formed by the voluntary and willing interaction of multiple
perspectives and acts of the imagination. That said, we’re united by a sense that we each subscribe to
something hard to define that we call ‘The AMED Way’. In this community, I feel I can always rely on a quality
of relationships characterised by generous and authentic challenge and support (critical friendship), and a
willingness to offer and play with an idea or activity with courtesy, consideration and a fair hearing, as
circumstances arise.
Wherever we can, we seek to bridge any perceived divides within and between academic and other
practitioner communities. We uphold an ideal of scholarly practitioners (McClintock 2004) whose work is
informed by the interplay of theory, practice and the imagination in service of a better society. Inevitable
conflicts are generally addressed with humanity.
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Mapping our worlds: an AMED post-AGM workshop facilitated by Roger Niven at Roots and Shoots, 2016: photo by Bob MacKenzie

AMED’s stories of transition
Writing about the future of humanity, Nick
Bostrom

(2009)

scenarios:
collapse,

those

considered
of

plateau

four

extinction,
and

post

possible
recurrent
humanity.

Organisational narratives often include stories of
genesis or apocalypse, and I guess that the
story that I’m seeking to tell here is probably no
different.

On a far less grand scale than

Bostrom’s, I wonder if it might even help to restory

(Boje

2009)

AMED’s

microcosmic

trajectory in terms of his four scenarios,

Shelagh Doonan #1 on Bridges’ (2004) ‘Transition’ concept

especially if we were to substitute the term ‘post
AMED’ for ‘post humanity’? That might be an
interesting next project.
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Genesis
As I understand it, AMED has its origins the Association of Teachers of Management (ATM) in a time before
business schools, chartered institutes (Slater 2019) and MBA programmes became widespread in the UK.
Since its emergence as a legal entity in 1995, AMED has been continually negotiating an overlapping series
of transitions. Over time, the number of Members paying an annual subscription has shrunk, yet the number
of guests and occasional visitors has grown. We’ve downsized from a large Council meeting face-to-face
round a board table with business premises and paid staff in a London Office. We’ve moved to a virtual
office with an excellent, part-time Administrator and Bookkeeper based in Dorset.

We now hold much

smaller Council meetings conducted primarily via teleconferences, most recently via Zoom. We’ve graduated
from producing expensive if prized commercially printed publications with a fairly large editorial team and a
lead editor on a (small) stipend, to publishing online. And we’re now offering both digital (free) and print-ondemand (at cost) versions that aim to straddle the worlds of academics and other practitioners in the field.

A spirit of voluntarism
In both paper-based and digital forms, our publishing enterprise is
made possible by a small group of willing and dedicated unpaid
volunteers.

Whilst our publications (principally, our journal e-

Organisations and People) are now free, we invite voluntary donations
to help fund our development projects.

Increasingly, our Special

Interest Group meetings and other forms of communication are
becoming similarly blended, encompassing a mix of face-to-face and
virtual gatherings.

The Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated this

development, which in any case is prompted by an innate urge to
experiment, and we take advantage of new technologies and other
ways of relating.

Collaborations
We’ve been forming temporary alliances with other like-minded networks and individuals, supporting
initiatives such as the Open Source Thinking project and Humanistic Management UK, and collaborating with
universities of the more approachable kind, such as the University of Chichester. Triarchy Press and the OD
Innovation Network [ODiN] have been staunch supporters and allies almost since our inception.
Transitioning as a way of life
In 2008, we were talking of AMED being placed on a life support machine, and yet we’re still here, casting
around to sense and decide what next. We’re not what we were, and that seems OK to me. We accept that
endings and beginnings are happening around and within us all the time. We’re constantly on the move.
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Today, it seems to me that we’re simply feeling our way through just another phase of transition. In AMED,
transitioning is just something we do. As Bridges (2004; 2019) would have it, we must be prepared to enter a
‘neutral or wilderness zone’ which is characterised by heart searching, disconcerting uncertainty and notknowing, if we are to discover emergent, hopeful new beginnings. For this to happen, a degree of trust and
reflective introversion is an asset (Wickremasinghe 2020). The writer Ian McEwan (the Today programme,
BBC 4, 19 May) encourages us to accept the opportunity for ‘subjective time’ as a potentially rich resource to
contemplate a fresh, post-pandemic ‘normality’.

This would enable us to engage in quiet, thoughtful

introspection to inform our actions about how we might co-create a ‘brave new world’, and leave behind the
world we thought we knew.

AMED AND ME
At 76, as Diana Athill (2008) put it, I’m somewhere towards the end. I’m therefore immersed in personal
transitions, though I’m not yet ready to relinquish agency. For me, mindful of the dangers of lapsing into
nostalgia, AMED represents a site of hope, possibilities and resistance, especially in these turbulent times. I
see it as ‘an outpost of independence’ (Billig 2013: 208), not in hock to any vested interest, yet fully engaged
in the world. Most recently (before the COVID-19 lockdown) it’s afforded me, as an introverted male, a
physical, social and virtual space to rehearse and practice the 3Cs of conviviality, creativity and critical
friendship in a world of complexity and uncertainty.

image: The Travelling Through bookshop, Lower Marsh, London in its halcyon days, before transitioning: source:
https://secretldn.com/travelling-through-bookshop-london/, photo: Nel Espina

Physical spaces - including the Penn Club library in Bloomsbury, the Kennington Coffee Shop, The Ship Inn,
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Roots and Shoots, and the now-abandoned Travelling Through bookshop in Lower Marsh – have also been
oases of stimulating conversation and refreshment during forays to London. And there have been other such
havens, like The Friends Meeting House in Brighton.

Writing, editing and conversations
I first came to AMED through my growing interest in the significant role that writing, editing and conversations
– interacting – can play in personal, management, organisational and societal learning and development.
With AMED, I’ve enjoyed opportunities to share enthusiasms and interests with a delightful and diverse range
of curious, principled, independent-minded and creative people from different backgrounds, perspectives and
settings. AMED seems to me to rank amongst those sites that acknowledge specifically the contribution that
writers, readers and conversationalists can make to human development. And – through an editing process
informed by critical friendship (MacKenzie 2015) – we aim to support authors in articulating, publishing and
sharing their ideas, especially if they are initially hesitant.
That marks AMED out as special. For me, the AMED Writers’ Group and our journal e-Organisations and
People bring together people as authors, guest editors, production team members, readers and other
stakeholders who are prepared to engage in serious play in a project that takes us well beyond the realms of
what’s commonly understood as ‘business writing’.

Collaborating with the AMED2020 Hosting Team

Image: some of the AMED2020 Hosting Team at work at Roots and Shoots, 9 December 2019
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In the spirit of ‘The AMED Way’, I’ve had the rare privilege of engaging with fellow members of the
AMED2020 Hosting Team, trusting each other as we transition through uncertainty, with all the
uncomfortable lacunae, changes of direction, twists and turns that we’ve been experiencing in the process.
As with AMED Council, we’ve had our moments; yet we’ve surfed the ebbing and flowing. We wrestle with
power and powerlessness – our own and other people’s. Throughout, we’ve remained open to surprises and
experimentation, offering each other encouragement and support when we’ve been flagging or entertaining
doubts. And we’ve thrilled at and benefited from the diverse talents we’ve discovered in each other – and in
ourselves.

AMED’s LEGACY
Even in a post-AMED world, there’s much we could do to enshrine ‘The AMED Way’.

Given sufficient

resources (especially the advent of fresh blood), we’re well placed to offer another home for the likely
increase in numbers of freelancers and others working from home in a glorified gig economy once the
COVID-19 lockdown is over.
In this regard, three particular sets of issues occur to me as we consider AMED’s future: To be or not to be?
They concern labels, being in a room together, and transitioning:
▪

What’s in a name? Could it be different?

Does ‘The Association for Management Education and

Development (AMED)’ still reflect how we’ve been evolving? In 2020 and beyond, might there be a
better name? Might we benefit from a different form of organisation and governance?
▪

Re-affirming the human touch. Is there an opportunity to revive and expand the work of Special Interest
and Regional Groups in some kind of blended form? Amongst other possibilities, perhaps they could
take the form of Meet Ups, both virtual and face-to-face. I imagine that – coming out of lockdown, and
despite the undoubted benefits of virtual forms of communication - many people will feel starved of direct
interpersonal, face-to-face engagement, and would welcome an opportunity to meet in person from time
to time. With more widespread local opportunities to do so, there would be less time-consuming longdistance travel, less damage to the environment, and fewer clashes with other work commitments.

▪

Working through endings, transitions and
beginnings.

How do we (and I) know

what’s worth holding on to? When is time to
let some - or all - of it go? Are we talking of
metamorphosis,
extinction?

re-incarnation

or

Any endings will doubtless

entail a mix of personal and group
mournings and celebrations, as well as a
range

of

practical

arrangements

and

consideration of fresh opportunities.
Shelagh Doonan #2 on Bridges’ (2004) ‘Transition’ concept
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Envoi
When I began writing this piece, I had little idea what would emerge. In the process – hesitantly at first - I’ve
been able to surface and articulate something of how I’m thinking and feeling about AMED’s – and my own future. Reflecting, I can see that I weave in and out of several different strands, and that I alternate between
mourning, excitement and anticipation, though not necessarily in equal measure. For me, working through
endings, transitions and beginnings seems to emerge as core.
At times, I touch upon some positive experiences during my association with AMED; at times, I’m inviting
others to pick up and run with the baton; and at times, I make more general observations about leadership in
the context of strange and difficult transitions. Perhaps AMED has to die in order to be re-born (though I hope
it won’t). Perhaps it may take another form, but first has to go through another phase of transition at the same
time as I’m trying to chart and negotiate transition for myself. In neither case can this be accomplished with
any degree of certainty
Whatever answers that emerge from the question of legacy, which will touch upon continuities and
discontinuities, I hope that AMED or its subsequent incarnation(s) can continue to uphold a tradition of good
writing. I hope AMED will become more fully diverse, in all the possible understandings of diversity, taking
account of ‘Black Lives Matter’, and grow more broadly intergenerational as a force for good in the world.
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The first Open Source Thinking Workshop, Brighton, August 2013: a pause in walking the labyrinth: photo: Bob MacKenzie
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Transformation - a dialogue
Sustaining hope
Norton Bertram-Smith and David McAra

A learning journey
I first heard Norton’s name when he arrived in Aberdeen as MD at the airport. “A new, potential client,” I
thought, ever hopeful. But by the time we met, he had already jumped ship to launch his own business,
offering coaching, facilitation and consulting, rooted in mindfulness.
In this thirty-five-minute conversation (recorded here: audio, video – sound quality poor at the start but it soon
settles down), Norton and I reflect on the challenges of transformation for individuals and organisations. We
started from a point of disagreement, about publicity material he is drafting for a new workshop. I found it too
‘new agey’ to be taken seriously by commercially driven business people. “But those aren’t the people I’m
speaking to,” he explains.
In his own career, Norton was making rapid progress up the corporate ladder until he realised it was the
wrong ladder. “It wasn’t even against my wall.” Paradoxically, before he stepped away to found On Purpose,
his progress was accelerated by the mindfulness, self-awareness and deep reflection which ultimately
changed his direction.
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Appreciation for Appreciative Inquiry
While I can let my frustration get the better of me, Norton is patient. Our conversation helped me to find more
optimism. I remember learning this once before, years ago at an Appreciative Inquiry presentation. It’s all in
the structure of the sentence.
I can be carried away so easily by the excitement of the successful workshops before my hopes are dashed
when the new manager cancels the programme. Norton expresses his disappointment about the setbacks
first and his ‘but’ comes later. “Sadly, the transformed team was disbanded soon after but the individuals
carried their new thinking into their new situations.”

Compassion and listening
Norton quotes Andrew Bennett, a member of the UK parliament for the Labour Party between 1974 and
2005. “The longest journey you will ever take is the 18 inches from your head to your heart.”
I know too well how persuasion is an ineffective tactic and yet I need reminding so often but at least I realise
more quickly now. (See how I’m learning?) Transformation only comes about through a change of heart,
one heart at a time. It takes the time it takes and can’t be rushed.
Norton believes that businesses in the USA are ahead of us in rethinking the ‘social architecture’ of
corporations. The day after we spoke, I saw Eileen Fisher’s inspiring contribution (starting at 55 minutes 30
seconds) to Otto Scharmer’s #GaiaJourney. I recommend it. Forty minutes well spent for anyone who might
ever need reminding that listening is the most important work of leadership.
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STOP PRESS
AMED 2020 and beyond?
Transitioning through troubled times
A continuing AMED co-inquiry
AMED2020 Progress Report: 9 July 2020
As the hosting team, we are enormously cheered by the practical ideas emerging from our
co-inquiry. Clearly, there is a special place in all our hearts for AMED and many
opportunities to take forward. #GoWithTheEnergy!
Please amend and refine our incomplete list of energising themes and add or remove your
name according to where your energy goes. We see our role as enabling and supporting
others to develop their particular interests and initiatives in concert. We hope working
groups will form naturally, self-organise and seek any support they need from the
AMED2020 Hosting Team.
1. We are at different stages in our careers
For those moving into to retirement, AMED can be a think tank, a ginger group. We are
provocateurs, daring to think differently because we can. We have time to offer as long as
we find it engaging.
For those still working full time, AMED must have synergy with our professional themes: e.g.
sustainability (Gary), Complex Social Dynamics (Chris), Management Education (Paul and
Russ), gender issues (Erica), wisdom (Julie). We have time to offer as long as we find it
relevant.
Intertwined and connected with writing being important/running through them.
2. It's not so much the purpose of AMED which attracts us. It’s the values.
We believe in interdependence, shared learning, ethical working, fairness, authenticity and
openness, not as moral positions but as the most effective way to develop successful
organisations.
3. Media, old and new.
e-O&P is still highly valued and in need of refreshed design, use of up-to-date production
and presentation tools and better distribution. (David, Russ, Paul,)
•
•
•

Editions in view - Autumn / Winter, developing co-inquiry themes (Bob, John, John’s
former student?),
2021, diversity lens - “Life after catastrophe” theme (Erica, Bob),
NB: Our Spring/Summer 2020 edition will go public any day now, free online
(voluntary donations welcome), with a print version on demand, at cost.

Website still functional for now and in need of refreshed design.
•
•
•

Short term: less clutter, better images (Linda, John, Russ, All.).
Longer-term: rethink (Linda, John, Russ, Paul.)
Social media, podcasting: potential to create a gentle buzz (Ruth, Linda, Paul, All)
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4. Reaching/engaging a more diverse ‘membership’
Special interest, regional and kindred groups, face-to-face and augmented by the new familiarity of Zoom
•
•
•

Sustainability (Gary, Julie)
Humanistic management (Ruth)
Open Source Thinking (OST Hosting Team)

•

Writers Group (Bob)

Alliances with relevant institutions (Chichester - Bob, Sussex - Paul, Henley - Russ, Bangalore - David, ODiN Chris)
•

Connect with their projects, themes, learners, expertise, networks?

Online discussion of selected articles, with diverse pairing of ‘presenters’ (Paul)
Never-to-forget, the particular value of face-to-face:
•
•
•
•
•

Open Source Thinking Group long weekend already in planning for March 2021 (OST Hosting Team)
conference/event in six or twelve months, external factors permitting. (Alison)
special event - Insights from the past as a springboard for the future (Tim)
special event – e.g. Three Horizons
(One event? Or two? Or three?)

5. Energy waves
We are keenly aware that we are surfing waves of energy and must be agile to keep our balance.
The Law of Two Feet applies here. Please ...
... step in or out as your energy allows.
... let Linda or any of the AMED2020 hosting team know if you need any specific support or guidance from
AMED.
... feel free to contact others with offers, requests and suggestions ... and to get on with it.
6. Next steps
We’re cracking on, liaising with those who’ve offered and will be creating a calendar of events as plans
develop. Council/hosting group shadow to join each group.
This list is posted here, on the website.
Please enliven it with comments and updates and share and Tweet #GoWithTheEnergy).
We have some formal issues to address (AGM, funding and budget, status - charity/Ltd co., name change?)
and are confident these will fall into place as the patterns of activity gather strength.
Warm thanks to you all for breathing new life into a revivifying AMED.
Your AMED2020 Hosting Team:

Julie Allan, Rowena Davis, Shelagh Doonan, Bob MacKenzie, David McAra,
John Sweet and Linda Williams
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Some forthcoming events
You are most welcome to join us
No doubt other events will be popping up from time to time as the energy generated
by our Co-Inquiry is translated into action. Check our Events page.
Date

Event

More info

14 July
10am - 4pm

AMED Events page or

Online

https://www.digitalbigb
ang.co.uk/

with Greg Foot and others.
Watch the live stream here
21 August

AMED Writers’ Group,

1.15-4.30 pm,
Online (via
Zoom).

'Accelerating learning for personal, management and
organisational learning: writing's contribution', (tbc)

9 October
2020

AMED Writers’ Group

with Nick Heap

'The power of writing to harm or heal',

1.15-4.30 pm,
London SE11

with Dan Levene and Bob MacKenzie

18 December

AMED Writers’ Group

1.15-4.30 pm,
London SE11

Private Passions and Highlights of our Writing Year,

20 December
2020

an annual fixture with Bob MacKenzie and Writing Friends.

A Christmas Present!
Publication of the Autumn/Winter 2020 edition of e-O&P:
‘Fresh Horizons’ (provisional title). Editors: John Sweet et al

5 March 2021

Open Source Thinking

The Old
Stable, Bore
Place, Kent,
TN8 7AR

OST2020: Re-energising through intergenerational engagement
to address the climate emergency
(Re-scheduled because of COVID-19)

PAGE 107
E-ORGANISATIONS

WWW.AMED.ORG.UK

& PEOPLE, SPRING/SUMMER 2020, VOL. 27, Nos. 1/2
BACK TO CONTENTS

Help to develop AMED and yourself
through writing
About e-O&P
Since 1995, AMED has been an outpost of independent thinking and practice about people, organisations,
learning and development. Transitioning through a turbulent world, we are finding new relevance. We see a
pressing need for ethical, values-based ways of being and working to address sustainability, fairness and
performance in our complex and interdependent world, and to support a more diverse, intergenerational
appeal.
Our writing and publishing, in print, online and in other social media, has an important contribution to make.
We care about the quality of the writing, the originality and integrity of the ideas, and the openness of authors
and readers to exploration and challenge.

We need technical and design support
We need help with technical and design aspects of our journal, e-Organisations & People (e-O&P). We are
wide open to suggestions about design, production processes and platforms.

We need authors
Creating the journal is a collaboration. We are always pleased to hear from existing or potential writers anyone with an idea to explore.

We need critical friends
Writers need ‘Critical Friends’ to discuss ideas, read emerging drafts, and offer constructive, open feedback
where appropriate to help refine the writing.

We need edition editors
We need editors to liaise with authors and the production team, to give each edition its distinctive flavour.
Enthusiasm, curiosity, a willingness to experiment and a collaborative approach are the principal
requirements. For many contributors, e-O&P is their first venture into publishing, and many tell us how
enjoyable they find the experience.
If any of this catches your interest, please get in touch. We and others will offer you any support we can.
We look forward to hearing from you.
Best wishes. Bob and David
Bob MacKenzie
David McAra

Tel: 02380-238458
Tel: 07917-689344
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A note about AMED
AMED stands for the Association for Management Education
and Development, www.amed.org.uk. We are a longestablished membership organisation and educational charity
devoted to developing people and organisations.
Our purpose is to serve as a forum for people who want to share, learn and experiment, and find support,
encouragement, and innovative ways of communicating. Our conversations are open, constructive, and
facilitated.
Through AMED, we strive to benefit our members and the wider society. Exclusive Member benefits include
excellent professional indemnity cover at a significant discount, free copies of the quarterly journal e-O&P,
and discounted fees for participation in a range of face-to-face events, special interest groups, and our
interactive website. We aim to build on our three cornerstones of knowledge, innovation and networking in
the digital age. Wherever we can, AMED Members, Networkers and Guests seek to work with likeminded
individuals and organisations to generate synergy and critical mass for change.

www.amed.org.uk, or

contact Linda Williams, our Membership Administrator, E: amedoffice@amed.org.uk, T: 0300 365 1247
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