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Authority issues

Case study: Journey into leadership

A large UK mutual building society with 
more than 5,000 staff was the major 
employer in a small town. Everyone  
knew everyone, so risk-taking and 
accountability were non-existent. 
Communication between the group 
executive board (GEB) and the other 
leaders was dead, and blocking innovation. 

The new CEO, a modest, reflective 
man, supported my proposal for a 
‘Journey into Leadership’ weaved into the 
company’s bi-monthly off-site events, in 
which the GEB and other leaders came 
together for an evening social plus one 
day to tackle strategic issues. 

The evening dinner included spouses: 
everyone felt valued and the camaraderie 
carried over into work. Buddy coaching 
sessions enabled sharing of real issues, 
contained vulnerability, and promoted 
reflection, confidence and care. Team 
activities, deliberately fun and complex, 
encouraged open, respectful peer 
collaboration. Authenticity and 
accountability grew. The off-site event 
introduced new ways of working and 

tackled business issues in this new 
language. Increasingly, business leaders 
volunteered to help co-design the day, and 
found creative ways to address strategic 
and operational issues. The CEO always 
participated, and followed this up by 
establishing processes that supported new 
behaviours and, crucially, accountability.  

Three months afterwards, this new 
culture was put to the test. The company 
acquired another building society and an 
ambitious seven-month integration target 
was set. All involved owned this purpose, 
enacting the flexible cooperation they had 
experimented with – leading, supporting, 
collaborating as needed. Change 
workshops and clear communication 
promoted enthusiasm and trust and the 
seven-month target was met with pride.

A model of shared power points to a 
way of sustaining leadership in our 
perverse world. We need to recognise  
the redundancy of old ‘heroic’ styles of 
leadership and replace them.

Crisis contains opportunity. The way 
forward is respons-able. 
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Roots and influences

My experiences over the past 20-plus years in coaching and leadership development 
globally, have been informed by my training in transpersonal psychology, and rooted 
in beliefs in service and human potential. My association with the US non-profit The 
Pachamama Alliance led to recognition of the interdependence of environment, 
social justice and the spiritual, as has my work with the social change organisation, 
Be the Change, including experiments with Circle Leadership. 

Recently, I completed a master’s at the Tavistock Centre, London, looking at 
organisational dynamics through psychoanalytic and systemic lenses. Joanna Macy’s 
The Work That Reconnects, and its Buddhist principles, continues to inform my work: 
the Active Hope she speaks for, is as needed and inspirational in business as elsewhere.

Shared leadership, 
authority, power

Triangular model
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Be respons-able
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