“Art of Leadership & Art as Leadership”

ABSTRACT
In the turbulent and rapidly changing business world of today, the current demand
is for a type of leadership that can operate even in the midst of great uncertainty.
Building on adaptive leadership models, the workshop “Art of Leadership & Art as
Leadership” provides a model for this new type of leadership that does not stall,
flinch, or fail in the face of new obstacles, but instead draws energy from them –
transforming leaders from good to exceptional. Participants learn: how to identify
and explore the “real” problem rather than the technical issue at hand; how to
recognize the “tuning” of different stakeholders around an issue; how to mobilize
and lead others by asking questions, rather than by providing answers. These
three objectives are here applied in a novel experiential context that allows
participants to absorb them not merely as abstract concepts, but as concrete
behaviors, thereby equipping leaders in both thought and action – and making
this training uniquely available in real time within a business or organizational
reality.
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There’s an experience we all share: sitting around a table in a board room and
staring at a problem. People offer different interpretations or strategies; they argue over
the next steps to be taken; they throw up their hands in frustration. Something is
happening in the room, and it’s stressful. It’s like standing in front of a closed door that
won’t open.
One of Albert Einstein’s famous quotes was this: “We cannot solve problems by
using the same kind of thinking that created them.”
The leadership training workshop “Art of Leadership & Art As Leadership” is one
method I’ve developed towards unlocking a new kind of thinking – one that can meet the
challenges of today’s VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) business world.
The workshop gives participants a new way to perceive that closed door we’ve all faced.
I first facilitated this workshop with a group of international executives at the Harvard
Kennedy School of Government. The approach draws on my own professional
experience: fifteen years of consulting and management experience across ten different
countries in the private, public, and not-for-profit sectors.
Participants in the workshop learn:
1. How to identify and explore the “real” problem rather than the technical issue at
hand
2. How to recognize the “tuning” of different stakeholders, including themselves,
around an issue
3. How to mobilize and lead others by asking questions rather than by providing
answers
These three objectives build on the adaptive leadership framework developed by
Ron Heifetz at Harvard University. They are here applied in a novel experiential context
that allows participants to absorb them not simply as abstract concepts, but as concrete
behaviors.
We begin by simulating that meeting. This provides the background against
which our exploration of the three objectives will unfold.
The Closed Door – Tackling challenges in a VUCA world
Participants gather around the installation of a contemporary artwork: 220
pounds of gold-wrapped candies, spread out on the floor in a thick, sumptuous, sparkling
carpet. Made by the artist Felix Gonzalez-Torres in 1993 – and now presented in a
reduced-scale replica – “Untitled” (Placebo-Landscape-for Roni) immediately provokes a
range of different responses.
From a distance, the discussion of artwork may sound benign; but in person, up
close, and happening in real time, it has an unexpected and powerful effect on
participants. Everyone in the room is an experienced executive or leader. They are
comfortable speaking and acting from positions of authority; they enter meetings wellprepared with agendas and research; and they are adept at operating within a particular
set of questions – those relevant to their given field.
Suddenly, they find themselves facing an unfamiliar situation: they are asked to
discuss something about which they may know very little; they must engage in
discussion without the supporting structure of a company hierarchy; and the rules and
parameters of the discussion, even its ultimate goal, are all unknown, undefined.
It’s exactly the type of meeting we try to avoid – but in fact, it’s a meeting we
often find ourselves participating in, however reluctantly. And in the VUCA business
world of today, it’s a type of meeting that will only become more frequent. The current

demand is for a type of leadership that can operate within this realm of uncertainty, that
does not stall or flinch or fail when faced with a new kind of obstacle. It is with this
demand in mind that we explore the three main objectives of the workshop.
Identify and explore the “real” problem rather than the technical issue at hand
On the surface, the Gonzalez-Torres artwork is just a carpet of gold-wrapped
candies. What could it possibly mean? Different people offer different answers. The
discussion begins to develop. Ideas evolve and deepen as participants build on each
other’s comments; disagreements about interpretation send us in new directions;
intuitions and associations emerge.
As the moderator, I remain in the background. Occasionally, I will ask a question,
or draw a connection, or share a quote from the artist about his perspective on his own
work. But for the most part, I simply facilitate what is already happening all by itself,
helping the group move from the technical issue at hand (this is a carpet of gold candies)
to the meaning concealed beneath it.
By the end of our discussion, the participants do all of the talking. And in the
most fascinating way, without even realizing it, they begin voicing ideas that exactly
reproduce the artist’s own intentions regarding his piece.
The group has discovered a way to describe and explore not only the obvious,
technical dimensions of the artwork, but its hidden purposes and implications as well.
Translated into a business context, this exploratory thinking is a powerful tool. Presented
with a technical issue like a budget or a strategy, an executive is able to perceive and
interpret the “real” problem that these technical issues express. She learns to see the
surface details as symptoms pointing the way to a deeper cause. Rather than wasting
her energy attacking the symptoms, she will use them to help her diagnose the invisible,
often urgent, and very “real” problem that needs her attention.
This exploratory thinking requires a special kind of tolerance, one that does not
always come naturally to leaders – tolerance of uncertainty. Participants will only arrive
at an interpretation of the artwork if they are prepared to approach it with patience,
curiosity, and the awareness that they don’t already know the right answer (and that
perhaps no “right” answer exists).
As one participant humorously put it, his takeaway from the workshop was
“developing my stomach to deal with the unknown.” (Juan Corvala, PhD, École des
Hautes Études en Science Sociales, Paris)
Recognize the “tuning” of different stakeholders – including yourself
We transition into the next part of the workshop: participants critically analyze the
discussion in which we all just took part and recognize the role they played in that
discussion. It is at this point in the workshop that participants begin to identify the
similarities between what just happened and their experiences within the organizational
contexts of their companies.
During the discussion of the artwork, factions quickly developed – exactly similar
to those which develop in a board room. There were the experts: familiar with
contemporary art and even with this particular piece, they were capable of offering
specific facts and deep insights. But they struggled to translate their knowledge to the
group – they got lost in their own thoughts or engaged in side conversations, trying to
recall and sort out minor technical details (ie, where they might have seen the piece
before) rather than using their expertise to benefit the group.

	
  
The bystanders: unsure about what they were seeing or what the proper
response to it was, they quickly became bored, began checking their phones, and
silently removed themselves from the discussion.
The saboteurs: like the bystanders, they were also unsure about what they were
seeing; but they channeled this uncertainty into frustration and anger. They rejected the
premise of the workshop and tried to upset and undermine the discussion, verbally
attacking the moderator, the artist, or the group as a whole – and in two memorable
cases, physically attacking the artwork itself.
And finally, the participators: curious, asking questions, ranging easily between
the technical, emotional, and aesthetic qualities of the artwork, they helped create the
space for honest communication and discovery.
The members of each faction “sing the same tune” – they harmonize with one
another. Like an instrument section in an orchestra, they function as an isolated team
within the larger group. By listening closely, you can pick out their “tune”, or the
underlying similarity in the attitude they express. Over the course of a discussion, these
different “tunes” gradually develop and react to one other – sometimes creating
cacophony.
As participants describe and analyze what happened among them, I also ask
them to identify the pattern of their own personal behaviors: which faction did each of
them fit? What tune were they singing? At what points during the discussion were they
able to purposefully act – and when did they simply react, falling back on automatic,
“knee-jerk” responses?
This is the kind of performance review you need but never get: like walking from
a challenging meeting straight into an evaluation. It’s immediate, specific feedback on
your leadership skills in action. As one participant observed: “It helped me reflect on my
first reactions.” (Karin Meerhoff, Executive coach, CEO of Enlight, Peru)
It’s also an opportunity to see your skills in a broader context. By identifying your
own “tune”, you can begin to consider how to “broaden your bandwidth”: how to expand
your range of habitual responses to a challenging situation in order to become a more
effective leader.
Mobilize and lead others by asking questions – rather than by providing answers
The dynamics among the different factions were essentially social, emotional,
intuitive; not strictly logical. These dynamics governed the course of the discussion much
more than the actual subject or stated premise of that discussion. You could say that the
discussion about the work of art had more to do with the people discussing than with the
art itself.
This leads to an important realization: the discovery of meaning was not the
result of a unilateral decision or an individual inspiration. No single person could provide
the correct interpretation alone. Instead, a deep understanding of the artwork was born
from the interaction among the different voices.
This in turn provides the key to a new model of leadership: one that relies on
asking questions, rather than providing answers. The goal of the leader in this new
model is to move the group in a productive range by encouraging communication among
individuals and across factions.
Participants in the workshop have already seen this leadership style in action:
they witnessed it in the behavior of the moderator. During the discussion of the artwork,
the moderator’s main role was to ask questions. She used these questions to generate
eustress (a positive level of stress or pressure) to drive the discussion forward. By
finding this middle ground between distress (a level of stress so high that no forward
progress is possible) and no stress (a level of stress so low that nothing happens), the
moderator was able to move participants in a productive range. But this does not mean
that she controlled the course of the discussion. Rather, she allowed the discussion to
develop on its own, only intervening to help it along its natural course, using her own
questions and insights to support, to draw out, to provoke, to connect – to facilitate and

foster the communication happening around the table. As one participant described it at
the end of the workshop, there are “different textures of interventions – the art of not
being too heavy-handed.”
As leaders, people often come to us for solutions. But the experience of the
workshop demonstrates that the proverbial two heads (or three, or four, or ten) are better
than one. Rather than seeking within ourselves for the perfect answer, we can inspire
the group to discover it for themselves.
The Closed Door – New Opportunities
By the end of the workshop, participants have learned how to identify and
explore the real problem; how to recognize the “tuning” of every stakeholder in the
discussion; and how to lead by asking questions.
But this list of objectives – and indeed, even this article – provides only an
indication or a hint of the knowledge that participants gain. What participants
fundamentally learn is a type of awareness or sensitivity to what is happening, moment
by moment, in a meeting. This awareness can only be developed and honed in action;
and the “Art of Leadership & Art as Leadership” workshop is designed to provide the
real-time experiential arena for that action.
Peter Drucker, asked by Forbes about his uncanny ability to predict the future,
responded: “I just look out the window and I see what’s visible—but not yet seen.” He
was describing a certain type of awareness. It’s like seeing the “real” problem behind the
technical issue or listening for the “tune” that someone is singing in a meeting. For
Drucker, it’s this awareness that allows him to lead. Where others see a closed door that
won’t open, he sees the people arguing around that door, or the key, or another exit – or
another world.
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