Leading Beyond Boundaries

A Client Perspective

Overview

The pace and scale of the changes in your external environment continually challenge your capacity to
deliver today’s targets whilst simultaneously trying to build a sustainable business model for the future.
You know that you need to create a shift in performance to stand still, let alone be ahead of the game.
You have already invested in the development of the capability of the leaders and managers in your
organisation, but you are not yet getting the shift in pace or performance you need. What next?

Sound familiar? We hear this story frequently in the board rooms of private sector, public sector or
third sector clients. Senior leaders are asking - how do we take our leadership development to the
next level? We need our people to work collaboratively, we need them to engage the whole
workforce, we need them to take ownership and initiative and to step up to the challenges we are
facing — but we don’t know how? We want them to be more than leaders of their part of the
organisation — we know silo working is damaging our performance, we are too fragmented — whether
we call it corporate leadership, systems leadership, business enterprise leadership or some other term,
we need leaders who can see the whole, can connect the parts and can deliver an integrated shift in

performance. How do we create the conditions for that to happen?

Thankfully the ground-breaking work of North American systems theorist, Barry Oshry, and his insights
into leading complex organisations offer a potential solution to this dilemma. Grounded in over 40
years of experience, Oshry’s work highlights the conditions leaders at all levels need to create to
release the latent potential within individuals, teams and across whole organisations. His core
frameworks have been adopted by global firms, such as Microsoft and Boeing, public and third sector
organisations. This work offers you an unforgettable experience of what it really takes to lead across
internal and external boundaries and create organisation and system-wide change. It speaks to your

heart and gut as well as to your head. So what does this look like in practice?
Leading beyond boundaries interventions have three key elements:

o] Meeting with the senior manager who is sponsoring this work to agree specific outcomes for the
work that will evolve the organisation’s leadership culture and drive delivery of strategic

priorities.
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o] A dynamic, high impact, one or two day experiential workshop which introduces Barry Oshry’s
key insights on systems, power and leadership. The centre piece of the workshop is an
organisational exercise in which participants are dropped into roles as directors (Tops), middle
managers (Middles), workers (Bottoms) or client organisations (Customers). Operating in a
turbulent, fast-paced environment you experience situations that regularly occur in those
positions. The learning is visceral and high impact. Interspersed with these experiential
exercises, we introduce simple, strategic frameworks, the product of Barry Oshry’s forty year
study of human systems. These frameworks offer participants more powerful ways of leading as

they begin to see, understand and master the systemic conditions they and others are in.

o] Application — we agree with you how the ongoing learning will be supported and embedded into
the daily routines of the business. We may offer support ourselves including post-workshop
coaching, a workshop for the top team, webinars or we may support you to ensure its
integration into other activities.

A ‘Leading beyond boundaries’ intervention can be utilised in various ways to get a shift in
performance in the client organisation — what follows are a few recent client examples that highlight
how this happens in practice:

Shifting from individual to organisational leadership

A major infrastructure engineering organisation recognised that the external environment in which it
operated was changing rapidly. It was five years since the introduction of a customer first change
programme which had, in the meantime, significant success in shifting the performance and culture of
the organisation. However, the CEO and Executive team recognised that it was time for a more in
depth strategic refresh and they wanted to ensure that the lessons learned from the customer first

initiative were taken into account.

A key part of the intent was ensuring that the whole leadership community — senior and middle
managers — were engaged in the strategic process. The Board knew the middle managers would be
critical to the implementation of any strategic shifts. Through working with a team coach, they also
recognised that the existing leadership culture of the organisation presented some barriers to this
aspiration. There was still a strong sense of hierarchy and deference to those in senior roles, which
often meant that middle managers waited to be told what to do rather than taking initiative themselves.

The existing pattern was that Strategy was the domain of the Board. This needed to change.

It was recognised that individual leadership development initiatives would not, on their own, be
sufficient to create the awareness and shift in mindset to enable middle managers to step up and start
leading the organisation. It was agreed to incorporate a ‘Leading beyond Boundaries’ intervention into

the heart of a 12 month development process:
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The foundation of the development process was the formation of cross boundary action learning sets,
where the insights from the events, workshops and seminars could be integrated into ongoing
business realities. The parent organisation was already running a series of one day seminars on hot
topics — including strategy, leading change, working virtually, building teams - so local participants
could access those if their individual development needs necessitated. The learning from these would

then be integrated during the work of the action learning sets.

Client Example 2: Building internal capability to lead change sustainably

A major government department with several Agencies embarked upon a significant change initiative
with a threefold intended outcome: to improve client experience; to increase value for money and to
offer engaging employment opportunities. A corporate change programme was established to lead the
change efforts and the leader of the programme reported directly to the Permanent Secretary and the

Executive team.

It was quickly recognised that this significant shift in strategy (to a more integrated and collaborative
way of working) was going to present a major challenge to the existing culture and leadership of the
organisation. The Change Director and his senior team worked with an internal team coach to agree
that they would experiment with working as a learning laboratory for the rest of the organisation. With
over 100 employees in the Change Programme drawn from all parts of the organisation, they were a
microcosm of the wider system and consequently would provide a rich source of learning about what

change strategies might be successful in the rest of the organisation.

A scene setting intervention was used as a whole team development launch event. This used
Shakespeare’s The Tempest as a learning vehicle to uncover assumptions about strategic change.
This provided a useful common language and also acted as a diagnostic for the internal coaches to

see strengths and blind spots in the Change Programme team members.
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‘Leading beyond Boundaries’ was then introduced as a follow up intervention for the whole Change
Programme. By the time this intervention took place, some of the embedded systems patterns had
already begun to impede progress. The workshop proved highly cathartic — issues that had seemed
stubbornly intractable suddenly evaporated as system sight was developed. Strategies for breaking
through deadlocks and for increasing the pace were created and led by team members throughout the
programme. Ownership and initiative shifted from a few at the top to many distributed throughout the

team — several participants commented on the increased levels of engagement.

Part of the intent was to increase the internal capability of the organisation to lead sustainable change
interventions and to reduce reliance on external consultants and contractors. Consequently a number
of participants were subsequently trained and accredited to run the ‘Leading Beyond Boundaries’
interventions — which then enabled the Change Programme to harvest the learning for themselves
internally. Since this Departmental intervention, the Cabinet Office integrated similar interventions into
their capacity building programme across all departments. As the Cabinet Office client said at a
workshop recently: ‘we really have hit upon a much better way of creating the conditions in which

people can work together.’

Shifting average performance to excellence

The public sector is awash with performance targets and league tables — nowhere more so than the
Education sector. The Centre for Excellence in Leadership (now Learning and Skills Improvement
Service) saw the potential of Barry Oshry’s work to be incorporated into a wider consulting approach
to assist average performing colleges to breakthrough into a self-sustaining cycle of excellence. As the
Chief Executive of CEL at the time commented, ‘it’s clear that simply doing more of the same won’t

get these colleges where they need to be’.
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