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More Praise for Humble Consulting

“In this book, Ed Schein has looked back over his long and distinguished 
consulting experience and come up with an important book. Those 
who are called upon to give help or advice, be they boss, consultant, 
parent, or friend, should start by reading this.”
—Charles Handy, author of The Age of Unreason

“Chock-full of useful case examples, Humble Consulting is about 
establishing a relationship with the client that is collaborative, per-
sonal, and empathetic rather than prescriptive. Schein has once 
again contributed signifi cantly and creatively to our fi eld of organiza-
tion change and development.” 
—W. Warner Burke, PhD, E. L. Thorndike Professor of Psychology and 

Education, Teachers College, Columbia University, and Editor, Journal 
of Applied Behavioral Science

“Ed Schein’s books on consulting have always been the most profes-
sionally useful things I read. And this book could once again reshape 
the consulting industry. It shifts the place from which effective con-
sultants operate from the head to the heart and from the heart to the 
hand. Essential reading!”
—Otto Scharmer, Senior Lecturer, MIT, cofounder of the U.Lab, and 

author of Theory U

“Humble Consulting pulls the curtain back on the pretense that the vast 
majority of consultants and consulting organizations put forward—that 
they have ‘the answer.’ I plan on keeping a copy in my offi ce to hand 
out to consultants as they continue to show up and ask that I tell them 
what keeps me up at night and they respond with the solution that 
they uniquely have to address it.”
—James Hereford, Chief Operating Offi cer, Stanford Health Care

“Long a critic of OD’s overreliance on process, I’ve always admired Ed 
Schein’s insistence that process consultation be relevant. Now, in his 
new book, Humble Consulting, he shows us how. In his usual and 
clear style, he calls OD practitioners to account and to help in power-
ful and integrated ways.”
—Chris Worley, Professor and Strategy Director, NEOMA Business 

School Center for Leadership and Effective Organizations

“In Humble Consulting, master consultant Edgar Schein shows us 
how to escape the limitations of a traditional consulting practice to 



vastly improve both the impact and the meaning of our work. This 
book is at once brilliant and incredibly practical.”
—Anthony L. Suchman, MD, MA, consultant, Relationship Centered 

Health Care 

“Humble Consulting is a book every leader and every consultant 
should read. Using numerous cases from his own experience, Schein 
describes the specifi c components of a true helping relationship and 
shows the powerful impact when consulting rests on curious ques-
tioning that honors and unlocks the knowledge held by the other.”
—David L. Bradford, PhD, Eugene D. O’Kelly Senior Lecturer in Leadership, 

Emeritus, Stanford University Graduate School of Business, and coauthor 
of the bestselling books Infl uence without Authority and Power Up

“Finally, a consulting process that demonstrates and emulates the 
type of culture toward which organizations and their leaders aspire.” 
—Robert Cooke, author of Human Synergistics’ Organizational Culture 

Inventory

“Ed Schein once again moves the needle in refi ning the essence of 
consulting. Schein invokes a shift from considering clients as ob-
jects to considering clients as living, dynamic beings. The artistry of 
balancing formality and intimacy, dancing with the dynamic client 
system, paying attention to the environment, and engaging in endless 
refl ective learning makes for a potent model and process.”
—Sarita Chawla, President, Metalens Consulting; Senior Faculty, New 

Ventures West; and Diamond Approach teacher

“In Humble Consulting, Ed Schein weaves the cultural and process 
consulting threads of his life’s work into a masterpiece of emotional, 
cultural, and methodological insight. Read this book and be prepared 
to change your mind, heart, and practice.” 
—David E. Goldberg, author of The Design of Innovation and coauthor 

of A Whole New Engineer

“This senior icon in the fi eld continues to make meaningful and 
signifi cant contributions that could only be realized through years 
of experience and refl ection. I have been reading Edgar Schein’s 
work for almost fi fty years now, and I have learned from each of his 
works. But somehow, this, his latest, is special.” 
—Peter F. Sorensen, PhD, Director, Master of Science in Management 

and Organizational Behavior program, Benedictine University
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I dedicate this book to my late wife, Mary,  

who practiced humble consulting  

long before I realized its importance.



This page intentionally left blank 



Contents

 Preface xi

1  I Am the Consultant, and I Don’t Know What to Do! 1

CASE 1 Culture Change in Beta Power 

Company ■ 3

2  What Is New in Humble Consulting? 15

3 The Need for a Trusting and Open Level Two 

Relationship 27

CASE 2 Good Intentions, Not Much Help: 

The Engineering Interviews ■ 44

CASE 3 Adventures with Digital Equipment 

Corporation ■ 47

CASE 4 Implementing a New IT Technology in 

Bank Operations ■ 64

4  Humble Consulting Begins with the First 

Conversation 75

CASE 5 Reframing Whether to Develop a Culture 

Analysis Template ■ 87

CASE 6 Creating a Client through a Process 

Suggestion— Alpha Power Company ■ 95

CASE 7 Mass Audubon Board Task Force— 

A Personalization Success ■ 99

CASE 8 The Cambridge-at-Home Committee— 

A Personalization Failure ■ 105



5  Personalization: Enhancing the Level Two 

Relationship 111

CASE 9 Helping to Personalize Teaching at 

MIT ■ 113

CASE 10 Levels of Involvement with 

Ciba-Geigy ■ 123

CASE 11 The Executive Coaching Dilemma— Who 

Is the Client? ■ 138

CASE 12 An Unfortunate Personalization 

Mistake ■ 145

6  The Humble Consulting Focus on Process 149

CASE 13 A Question That Restructured Alcoa 

Australia ■ 150

CASE 14 The Team-Building Retreat in the Quincy 

Plant of Proctor & Gamble ■ 153

CASE 15 Abandoning Building a Team Culture in a 

Sales Organization ■ 154

CASE 16 Successfully Reducing Engineering 

Turnover in the General Electric Lynn 

Plant ■ 158

CASE 17 How to Assess and “Evaluate” Culture in a 

Sales Organization ■ 162

CASE 18 Successfully Reducing Headquarters–

Field Problems in the Internal Revenue 

Service ■ 165

7  The New Kinds of Adaptive Moves 171

CASE 19 Safety Issues in Alpha Power ■ 173

CASE 20 Reducing the Number of Deaths in the US 

Forest Service ■ 178

CASE 21 Helping INPO Provide Better Help in 

Working with Nuclear Plants ■ 180



CASE 22 Successful and Failed Adaptive Moves— 

DEC’s Strategy Revisited ■ 182

CASE 23 Creating a Different Kind of Conversation 

in Saab Combitech ■ 186

CASE 24 The Use of Dialogue in Shell’s Exploration 

and Production Division ■ 187

CASE 25 The Ad Hoc Lunch Group in the Academic 

Medical Center ■ 189

Concluding Comments— Some Final Thoughts 

on How to Be Really Helpful 193

References 197

Acknowledgments 199

Index 201

The Author— in His Own Words 207



This page intentionally left blank 



 xi

Preface

This book brings together various insights and ideas I have 

acquired over fifty years of research, teaching, and consult-

ing and, at the same time, reflects how the kinds of problems 

that organizations face in our rapidly changing world have 

forced the evolution of those ideas.

As I began my career as a human relations trainer and 

part-time consultant in the 1960s, I evolved the model of 

Process Consultation (introduced in my books Process 

Consultation, 1969; and Process Consultation Revisited, 1999), 

which emphasizes the need to involve the client in the pro-

cess of figuring out what is wrong and what can be done 

about it. After several decades of working with this model 

and updating the book, I began to realize that the model 

we were using for organization and management consult-

ing really had broader applications to all kinds of helping 

relationships, resulting in the 2009 book Helping. Analyzing 

the helping process from a sociological point of view also 

revealed how much our cultural norms influenced what we 

thought should be both the client’s role and the consultant’s 

role in the helping process.

In my own experience as a helper, it seemed crucial that 

the client really be able to tell what is bothering him or her 

and be able to be open and trusting in doing so. I then dis-

covered that the major inhibiting factor to clients’ being 

open and trusting is the cultural force in the United States 
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toward telling as being the heroic model, which led helping 

and consulting models to be structured in terms of the for-

mal professional stages of diagnose and then tell as recom-

mendations. My management consulting friends told me that 

“this is required if you are really doing your job,” which, to 

my dismay, I found many clients passively believed. 

I recognized that the obsession with telling was a broader 

characteristic of the US managerial culture, which led me to 

write the book Humble Inquiry (2013) to point out how much 

potential harm was done in making subordinates feel psy-

chologically unsafe in upward reporting if they saw safety or 

quality issues in how work was getting done.

In my own consulting efforts, I found that telling did not 

work and, furthermore, that the clients who called me in 

for consultation often had previously experienced the for-

mal approach with other consultants and did not find the 

diagnose and then recommend approach terribly helpful. 

The formal process often missed the real problem or recom-

mended things that could not be implemented for a variety 

of reasons that the consultant evidently had not considered.

At the same time, the problems that confronted leaders 

and managers became more complex to diagnose and even 

more difficult to “fix.” I also learned through several experi-

ences that will be discussed in the cases in this book that 

sometimes just the earliest questions, comments, and puz-

zlements that I expressed in the initial contacts with a client 

proved to be very helpful in enabling the client to perceive 

and think about the situation. This often led to immediate 

next moves that the client could think of that were seen by 

both helper and client as immediately beneficial.

All this led me to go beyond the previous models and write 

about what I experienced— real help can be fast, but it requires 

an open, trusting relationship with the client that the helper 
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has to build from the very beginning. Because of the difficulty 

and complexity of the problems, and because the client’s own 

view of what is going on is so important in the relationship, 

this also requires a great deal of humility in the consultant. So 

in this book I will describe the new kinds of problems, the new 

consultant–client relationship that will have to be built, and 

the new kinds of attitudes and behaviors that consultants will 

have to learn in order to be really helpful.

I think of this as an evolution in my thinking. Many of 

these ideas may have been implicit in earlier works, but they 

are only now coming into consciousness both as insights 

and as new principles of what has to happen if we really 

want to help on complex, dynamic “messy” problems and if 

we want to do it fast because, in many cases, clients need to 

do something adaptive right away.

Where Does This Fit into a Larger 
Historical Context?

Humble Consulting draws on elements of many prior mod-

els that deal with complexity, interdependence, diversity, 

and instability. Almost every theory of helping refers to the 

concept of relationship, but few of them talk about levels of 

relationships and what is involved in negotiating them. One 

exception is Otto Scharmer’s Theory U (2007), in which he 

explicitly differentiates levels of conversation in his analysis 

of how to reach the deepest level within ourselves and in our 

relationships to find the true sources of innovation.

The theories and models that are most relevant to under-

standing these kinds of problems and developing workable 

next moves were initially best articulated in the study of 

highly reliable organizations by Karl Weick with his concepts 

of “loose coupling,” “sense making,” “embracing errors,” and 
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“resilience” (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2007). On the sociological 

side, I have always found Erving Goffman’s analysis of interac-

tion and “situational proprieties” to be an essential model for 

understanding how relationships are formed, maintained, 

and repaired when damaged (Goffman, 1959, 1963, 1967). 

Closely related are the systemic models of “organizational 

learning” (e.g., Senge, 1990) and family therapy (e.g., Madanes, 

1981). The work on “mindfulness” (Langer, 1997) is crucial 

in what I see to be the new skills that will be needed. The 

change programs that rely on so-called lean methods, based 

on the work of Deming and Juran that evolved into the Toyota 

Production System, are relevant if they are well executed and 

involve the employees who actually do the work (Plsek, 2014). 

Open sociotechnical systems approaches to problem identi-

fication and solution as evolved by the Tavistock Clinic have 

provided much more helpful ideas than standardized meth-

ods of measurement, analysis, and problem solving.

Perhaps most relevant of all is what Bushe and Marshak 

(2015) have identified in the last decade as “dialogic organiza-

tion development,” as contrasted with “diagnostic organi-

zation development,” in highlighting what leadership theo-

rists like Heifetz (1994) also emphasize— that the complex 

problems of today are not technical ones that can be solved 

with specific tools. The best we can do is to find workable 

responses or what I am calling here “adaptive moves.” This 

will involve new kinds of conversations of a more dialogic, 

open-ended variety. The emphasis on the concept of “moves” 

is important in this context because it implies action without 

necessarily having a plan or solution in mind.

In the end I fall back on much of my learning in running 

sensitivity training groups in human relations labs for the 

National Training Labs in Bethel, Maine, where the key 

operational concept was “spirit of inquiry” and accepting 
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that we did not always know where our learning process 

would take us (Schein and Bennis, 1965). Building a relation-

ship that enables the client to “learn how to learn” was then 

and becomes now more than ever one of the crucial goals of 

Humble Consulting.

The spirit of inquiry is best exemplified nowadays in the 

concept of “dialogue” as propounded by Bill Isaacs (1999) 

and in Barrett’s hugely insightful book Yes to the Mess (2012), 

which shows us brilliantly how the skills of improvisation 

as exhibited in the jazz combo provide some of the most 

important clues as to what helpers and leaders will have to 

be able to do in the future.

How the Book Is Organized

Chapter 1 lays out the basic problem— the complex messy 

problems of today and the future require a new model of 

helping, coaching, and consultation. Chapter 2 lays out 

the new elements or components of the model of Humble 

Consulting. The following chapters then explain and exem-

plify each of those components. Chapter 3 explains the 

concept of a Level Two relationship. Chapter 4 shows how 

that relationship has to be built from the moment of first 

contact with the client by adopting a certain attitude that 

hinges on maximizing curiosity. Chapter 5 explores the 

whole concept of personalization as key to the new consult-

ing model. Chapter 6 highlights that the consulting is almost 

always more helpful on the processes that occur between 

client and consultant as they explore how to make adap-

tive moves. Chapter 7 then explores the concept of adaptive 

moves in more detail and in terms of the innovations that 

are required to make them helpful. The book closes with 

some conclusions and challenges for the future. 
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 1

ONE

I Am the Consultant,  
and I Don’t Know What to Do!

I have had a monthly lunch meeting with a group of 

senior executives and doctors from a large hospital and 

medical school that are both part of a large academic medi-

cal complex. We meet to see how the hospital and medical 

school can further improve the quality of medical care, 

patient and employee safety, patient experiences in the 

hospital, research breakthroughs, and medical education. 

I have learned that the doctor community includes clini-

cians, researchers, and teachers who have different ultimate 

agendas, yet they have to coordinate their efforts and are all 

dependent on the same sources of financial support from 

the hospital and the university.

The hospital is the primary source of income for the 

medical school and for some of the research. The admin-

istrators, who may or may not be doctors, have to appor-

tion funds between the needs of research, clinical practice, 

safety, maintenance, expansion of the delivery system in the 

community, and a reserve for future building projects. The 

doctors are all employed by the medical school, but if they 

are clinicians in the hospital, they also report to the hospital 

administrators. The senior administrators are working hard 

at getting everyone on the same page while recognizing that 
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the goals of research, education, and clinical practice are to 

some degree different, that the individuals pursuing these 

goals have different personal agendas, and that their leaders 

are protective of those goals and agendas.

I have been invited to join this group because of my work 

on organizational culture, my experience as a process con-

sultant, and my growing interest in health care and hospi-

tal administration. Over the past several years, I have also 

met other hospital administrators as part of a small think 

tank and have learned that this set of problems is shockingly 

common in large university-based medical centers.

As I approach tomorrow’s lunch, I realize that I don’t 

know what to do!

My Reflection on This Situation

Over my many years of consulting, I have from time to time 

found that being the expert and providing information and/

or advice works, but only for simple, bounded problems. I 

have also played “doctor” to organizational clients by doing 

diagnoses and delivering recommendations. That has 

worked only occasionally, when I happened to have enough 

insider information about the organization’s identity, mis-

sion, and cultural DNA to be able to make suggestions that 

would be implementable.

I learned early on to be what I called a “process consul-

tant,” someone who would help a group in the organiza-

tion do more effectively what it needed to do in terms of its 

basic function and mission. That usually involved getting 

into a relationship with the client that would enable us to 

figure out together what was wrong and how to fix it. But 

that process also failed if the problem was complex, cul-

turally multifaceted, and constantly changing. To deal with 
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my medical lunch group, I needed yet another way to think 

about how to be helpful in the face of such complexity and 

rapid change.

I then thought about the implications of a case that hap-

pened a few years ago that I call “my most successful consul-

tation on the perplexing problem of how to change culture.”

CASE 1. Culture Change in Beta Power Company

Potential client on the phone: Hello, Dr. Schein, this is Sue 

Jones from the Beta Power Company. I am the head of HR 

and Management Development. Our new CEO asked me to 

call you to find out if you would be willing to come and help 

us change what we have discovered to be a rigid, stodgy for-

mal culture. It is hard to get any new programs going because 

we keep running into these old traditions and ways of doing 

things. Would you come visit our company to learn more and 

help us launch some culture change programs?

(As I listened to this proposal and question, I sensed 

two main reactions in me. First, it sounded interest-

ing and was certainly within the range of the types 

of projects that I felt I could tackle successfully. But, 

second, I recalled having had some bad experiences 

visiting organizations without knowing more, and 

especially without knowing what the new CEO actually 

had in mind in what he called “a rigid, stodgy culture.” I 

also wanted a little more information about the motiva-

tion of the CEO. Was he just going to have Sue Jones 

do this? Or would he involve himself, which would 

be crucial if culture change was to happen. These 

thoughts led to the following conversation, which I call 

personalization.)
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Ed S.: That sounds interesting and could be complicated. I 

think it might be important to talk about this with the CEO 

away from the company to explore what is going on and what 

he has in mind. Do you think he would be willing to talk with 

me separately and maybe visit me in Cambridge?

(This response was the first of what I call adaptive 

moves to begin to build a more personal relationship 

with the client to find out what is really on his mind.)

S. J.: You are right that we maybe need to talk this through 

away from the company, so let me explore with him the pos-

sibility of coming to see you. I’ll get back in touch.

(A week later.)

S. J.: I spoke to our CEO, and he was quite enthusiastic about 

coming to visit you. He will bring his new COO as well, and I 

will be accompanying them. So when can we set a date for a 

half-day meeting?

Ed S.: Here are some dates to check out. Also, I presume it is 

understood that I will be billing you for this half day.

(I had learned from other experiences that sometimes 

the best help occurs in the early meetings, so I would 

bill for those early meetings unless it was clearly a 

short exploratory phone call, lunch, or visit.)

S. J.: That sounds good. We will let you know which date.

(We met two weeks later in the garden at my house at 

9 a.m. I chose to meet at my house to provide a setting 

that could involve food and drinks, and was therefore 

an invitation to personalize the situation.)

Ed S.: Welcome! Let’s talk about what is on your mind about 

this “rigid, stodgy culture.”
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CEO: OK, Ed. May I call you Ed?

Ed S.: Sure.

CEO: When John [the COO] and I began to try to implement 

some new programs in the company, we kept finding old 

habits and traditions that people seemed to want to hold on 

to, like the culture has kind of fossilized.

Ed S.: Can you give me an example?

(This is almost always a good thing to ask because at 

this point I have no idea at all what they are talking 

about, what their concept of culture is, or what is actu-

ally bothering them. No sooner had I asked this than 

John sat up in his chair and jumped into the conversa-

tion with great intensity.)

COO: Yes, Ed, I can give you a great example that just hap-

pened yesterday. I have a staff group of about fifteen people 

with whom I meet regularly in this big conference room, and 

they always sit in the same seats. Okay, so yesterday we met, 

and there were only five of them there, and they again sat 

in those same seats, even though that meant they were 

scattered all over the room!

(John looked at me expectantly, opened his hands in a 

gesture of “see what I am up against,” and paused. At 

this moment I was overwhelmed by my curiosity and 

impulsively gave in to it without considering the pos-

sible consequences. Ask yourself what you might have 

done at this moment.)

Ed S. (with intensity): What did you do?

COO: My god, I didn’t do anything . . .
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(There was a long pause during which I think the CEO, 

the COO, and Sue all had the same insight. Here we had 

the top two executives of the organization complain-

ing about stodgy subordinate behavior and asking an 

outsider to help them “change the culture.” Somehow 

it had not occurred to them that their passivity was 

tacitly condoning the “cultural behavior” they were 

complaining about. I was reminded of the sage com-

ment “You get what you settle for.”)

We spent the rest of the morning listing all the actions that 

they could take that would send a clear signal to the orga-

nization that behavioral changes had to be made. I referred 

them to my Organizational Culture and Leadership (4th ed., 

2010) in which a whole chapter discusses how executives 

can influence culture. At this point I felt quite comfort-

able playing “doctor” and recommending something. We 

agreed that the only further thing I should do is to check 

in with them every few weeks by phone to see how things 

were going. The CEO called me regularly over the next 

few months and occasionally sent me e-mails describing 

actions he was thinking about to get my reactions. I billed 

him for my time spent and provided further suggestions 

as needed. I did not visit or launch any formal culture 

projects. None were needed. I had helped them see how 

they could manage the culture change perfectly well on 

their own.

LESSONS

 ■ The help that they got was not connected in any logi-

cal way to what I had done. There was no diagnosis, no 

analysis, no prescription. I had no idea that my impulsive 

question would reframe their problem as one that 
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they could deal with themselves. I had resisted various 

diagnostic questions such as “How did you feel about 

that,” or “Why do you think they always sat in their same 

seats,” and instead I had given in to my curiosity. They 

were delighted to have a way of moving forward that did 

not involve a complicated diagnostic period followed by 

a complicated change program. The real problem was 

not the stodgy culture but their own behavioral paralysis; 

the presented problem might have taken months to 

unravel, while the real problem led to an immediate adap-

tive move.

 ■ My important “intervention” was to invite them to my 

house and ask them to “give me an example,” to personal-

ize and get a more specific sense of what was going on. 

What was driving me was a mixture of curiosity and com-

mitment to being helpful.

 ■ Focusing directly on “culture” did not seem to lead any-

where, whereas focusing on their own behavior revealed 

what the client actually wanted to accomplish. They did 

not want to know about their culture. They wanted to 

change it. A culture analysis would have been a waste of 

time and possibly would have distracted them from steps 

that they could take immediately to solve the problem 

that motivated them to come to a consultant in the 

first place.

The Paradox of Messy Complexity and Fast Help

This case taught me that help can happen fast. But you need 

to find out what is really on the client’s mind and honor your 

own curiosity. Complex messes like the one at the university-

based medical school and hospital did not lend themselves 



8 Humble Consulting

to such fast help but did illustrate that adaptive moves could 

be helpful. My experience with similar messes occurred in a 

variety of organizations with which I’ve had long-term rela-

tionships. In those cases, as in the problems I am encounter-

ing with clients now, the mess only emerges as initial moves 

are made that reveal deeper layers of issues and concerns. 

For example,

 ■ I worked with Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC) on 

and off for thirty years, which involved primarily helping 

the founder Ken Olsen deal with whatever was on his 

mind and working with various members of senior man-

agement as I got drawn into the daily operations of this 

organization. Some help happened very fast, as we will 

see, and, sadly, some needed help was never provided.

 ■ For more than ten years I worked with ConEdison, the 

utility that supplies the greater New York area with 

electric power, gas, and steam. They are operating 

an old system that requires careful and continuous 

maintenance to avoid accidents that can be deadly to 

the public and to their own employees. They are also 

responsible for maintaining a clean and safe environ-

ment under conditions of changing seasons and chang-

ing weather. I worked with senior management and the 

vice president of Health, Environment, and Safety to help 

them maintain safety in a complex, unionized, highly 

technical environment in which limited resources were 

fought over for much-needed maintenance and new 

improvements while the public, the regulators, and the 

environmental watchdogs totally mistrusted the com-

pany’s efforts because of events a decade or more earlier. 

A similar scenario is playing out in Pacific Gas and 

Electric, with similar levels of complexity.
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 ■ I encountered closely related problems in my five years 

of working with INPO (the Institute of Nuclear Power 

Operations) as part of an advisory board to help that 

organization in its mission of assessing and aiding the 

104 individual nuclear plants operating in the United 

States. INPO had the problem of how to help plants main-

tain an absolutely safe environment under different tech-

nological, economic, and political conditions because the 

power companies had complex sites that included coal-

fired and nuclear plants. The nuclear plants experienced 

rapidly changing technology while they were losing tech-

nical talent as the alumni of Admiral Rickover’s nuclear 

submarine organization retired. Nuclear safety is highly 

regulated, which creates the paradoxical reality that 

the enforcement of legal, technical, and bureaucratic 

standards often gets in the way of building the open and 

trusting relationships that are needed and always men-

tioned as integral to “safety culture.”

 ■ I worked for five years with the Swiss-German chemical 

company Ciba-Geigy. In working on various strategic 

and operational issues, I learned some powerful lessons 

about organizational and national culture and saw many 

complex messes, some of which were ultimately resolved 

by the merger of Ciba-Geigy with Sandoz into what is 

today Novartis. One messy problem that occurred in 

this and in another pharmaceutical company was the 

tension between basic research on the origins of disease 

and applied research on developing pharmaceuticals 

that cure or at least alleviate the symptoms. Aligning 

basic research on the causes of diseases with applied 

research on curative drugs under different sets of rules 

in different countries leads to value differences on 

what is “good research” that can be trusted when done 
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in different countries. Can basic researchers, applied 

researchers, practitioners, and administrators find com-

mon goals and work together, or are the occupational 

differences culturally too diverse?

 ■ I was a board member of Massachusetts Audubon 

Society, the major land conservation and environmental 

steward in New England. Some of the most interesting 

helping challenges in my six years there occurred when 

fundamental strategic questions interacted with the 

constraints of local community values, legal issues, lack 

of funds, and limitations of what the organization could 

actually accomplish. For example, should they support 

the building of windmills in the waters around Cape 

Cod, given that this was good for energy conservation 

but potentially bad for birds and fish?

Current problems that have been brought to me reflect 

growing complexity around coordination between silos, 

between functions, and between cultural units. For exam-

ple, a CEO wants a better process for hiring researchers 

to overcome the following “problem”: while the principal 

investigators are still waiting for the grant money, they are 

pressuring the human resources function to begin to adver-

tise for the needed research jobs, leading to promises of 

employment that occasionally cannot be honored because 

the research money did not come through, resulting in both 

embarrassment and lawsuits.

A hospital system that has units all over the country wants 

to standardize certain medical processes, only to discover 

great resistance from several regional units that have devel-

oped strong cultures of their own and believe that their local 

processes are better.

A successful theater company specializing in Shakespeare 
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finds its market shifting because of the audience’s desire for 

more contemporary productions while, at the same time, it 

is running out of money. The presenting problem is that the 

management neither wants to nor knows how to innovate.

What I am trying to convey in these examples is the com-

plexity and ambiguity of figuring out what to do if we are 

asked to help. Sometimes the best and fastest help will be 

to enable the client to understand that very complexity and 

recognize that small adaptive moves will have to replace big 

diagnoses and interventions.

Why Are Problems Messier These Days?

As I reflect on this question, several forces acting together 

seem to be involved:

 1.  All the technical fields that have to collaborate have 

themselves become more complex. What this means 

is that the specialists working in those fields are more 

likely to create an occupational culture to distinguish 

themselves and get more benefits for their specialty.

 2. The groups that have to interact and collaborate are 

not only more occupationally diverse but they now often 

include national cultures that have different languages 

and different assumptions about how things are and 

how things are supposed to be.

 3.  Greater occupational and national diversity within a 

given organization makes goal congruence more diffi-

cult to achieve. We all agree that the easiest way to “solve” 

these problems is to get everyone on the same page, 

bring all the “chiefs” together in the same room, and get 

them to agree on a single goal that everyone can relate 

to and support. Unfortunately, getting the right people in 
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the same room is usually the hardest part of this pseu-

dosolution, and, even if we do, there is no guarantee that 

they will want to reach any kind of consensus because of 

deep differences in tacit cultural assumptions and goals. 

All the wonderful organization development processes 

that we advocate, like team building, scenario planning, 

future search, appreciative inquiry, lean production 

systems, and rapid prototyping, tend to assume that the 

people who have to agree to coordinate can be gotten to 

even talk to one another, much less agree on anything.

 4.  There isn’t enough time, or at least we perceive that 

there isn’t. Things are moving too fast to build trusting 

relationships, to get to know one another, to even eat 

together or have fun together. Getting two cultures to 

interact takes time. Getting three or more to interact 

takes more time. Speeding up processes such as going to 

one of the many models of rapid prototyping might work 

if we have figured out which process to prototype and 

gotten people into them that can communicate with one 

another. All too often we prototype the wrong process.

 5.  The problems that have to be addressed are not stable. 

The two things that are new and different about these 

kinds of problems is that they do not have a technical 

solution, and they are deeply intertwined with funda-

mental strategic and structural issues in an unstable 

environment. In an unstable environment, when an 

organization attempts to make sense of a given situation 

at time 1, any interventions produce unknown effects 

that change the nature of the problem at time 2 and 

require brand-new sense-making efforts.

 6.  Finally, the concept of client will change as well in that 

the various individuals or groups with whom I am talk-
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ing see themselves as part of a system rather than as indi-

vidual clients. I may be coaching an individual executive 

in a key role, but it becomes immediately clear that what 

worries her has implications for others in the organiza-

tion so that the problem formulation has to be systemic 

and that whatever adaptive moves are considered have 

to take into account the systemic consequences which, 

paradoxically, may be unknown.

The Need for a New Model

We are dealing with new complex problems, new kinds 

of client systems, and a new sense of urgency in our cli-

ents. We therefore need a new consulting model—Humble 

Consulting (HC). This model will tell you what attitude to 

strike with your clients, how to respond to their very first 

inquiry, and will help you to accept that initially you might 

not know what to do. HC is a totally different way of relating 

to your clients. HC presumes that you are committed to being 

helpful, bring a great deal of honest curiosity, and have the 

right caring attitude, a willingness to find out what is really 

on the client’s mind. 

You will then approach your first contact with that poten-

tial client with the intention of building an open and trusting 

relationship, and you will know that this more personal rela-

tionship will lead not only to finding out what is really on the 

client’s mind but also to discovering whether you can help in 

the traditional expert or doctor role. And, paradoxically, you 

will discover that the relationship-building process itself 

leads you to behavior that the client may find immediately 

helpful. What you decide to do, how you will react, will not 

be big diagnoses or interventions but small adaptive moves.

The essence of that relationship-building process will be 



14 Humble Consulting

to get past the formality of professional distance. Either you 

or the client will have to personalize the process by asking a 

personal question or revealing something personal. You will 

have to make yourself somewhat vulnerable. What exactly 

you will ask or reveal will depend on the situation and who 

the parties are, but commitment, curiosity, and caring will 

guide you.

Humble Consulting is new in several respects. In the next 

chapter, we look at this in more detail.
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