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I tell them that they don’t have to tell everyone everything all at
once if that is too frightening to do. I recommend that they tell a
piece and see how they react. I present this intervention as an
experiment. I learned in my Gestalt training that you have to be
aware of where the client is. A person who is too shy should not
be asked to stand on top of the table and shout, “I'm not shy.”
You deal on the level of the client. It is the same with consulting.
What can this person do? It is just as important not to let him off
the hook, but find the right level to work the issue. Stay with the
issue until you find the right fit for intervention.

I often make use of the concept of polarities in formulating a
question. I ask people, “What do you not want to be?” and
“What would be the worst possible outcome you could
imagine?”

Yes, I have found that useful in my work. People are sometimes
able to articulate what they don’t want when they are unclear
about what they do want. They know what they oppose.

People in organizations can end up signing off on a value with-
out real discussion, avoiding conflict by avoiding debate. There
is a tendency to collude. Asking “don’t want” questions helps
get the differences out.

What additional messages would you like to pass on to people
in the profession?

The first message is that thinking in a whole systems framework,
understanding how the parts all come together, will never allow
you to fail in consulting or therapy. You must bring the parts
together. If you are trying to create a new culture, how do you
want the parts to relate differently than before? The family is the
larger system for a therapy patient. The patient exists in a work
and living community. These larger systems need to be brought
in literally or figuratively.

Our work is not a science. Hopefully, our work is based on
knowledge, but in the end it is not a science because we use
ourselves. We are humans and are not perfect. If that’s the case,
then what is important is not only skills, but what underlies
those skills in terms of knowledge base and values. We need our
theoretical base and we need our value system.

Ends can be gotten to in various ways. The power and impor-
tance of feedback stands strong in my work. Today’s feedback
tool is a multilevel rater; “360 degree feedback” is what it is
often called, feedback from above, below, sideways and feed-
back from coworkers, customers. I still hold on to the value of
learning from feedback that was so central to T-groups and
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Gestalt therapy—the importance of heightening awareness of
self.

I have come to believe that one does not have to be charis-
matic to be influential. The CEO of British Airways, where I was
a consultant, was not very charismatic but was one of the most
successful change agents of large organizations I have come
across. He was persistent, stayed the course, persevered,
believed strongly in what he thought was the right way to go.
He was consistent in his messages to people, consistent in his
word and action. What he said is what he did. Those are the
ways that you influence as a leader. Tell your client managers
not to be concerned about charisma. Be concerned about clarity
of message, who you are, and what you stand for.

After all is said and done, are you satisfied that you have spent
your life doing this work?

Yes, I am. In college I kind of wanted to be a Broadway star, to
sing and dance and act. I tried acting in college. I was never quite
good enough. I couldn’t lose myself fully into the character.
With all of my own control needs, I couldn’t be somebody else.

My office here at Teachers College is between Broadway and
Amsterdam Avenue, and my stage is my classroom. I dance to
avoid hard questions [laugh]. I get to speak more now than I
really want to.

So you recognized who you were and went into a field in which
your “control needs” could provide stability when the culture
was chaotic.

I liked how you framed that [laugh].
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