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Leadership: from 'me, they' to 'me, we' 
 
One of the things that I’m going to advocate this morning is that in order to do the work of 
leadership in a world where the relationships are changing, one of the core competencies 
is curiosity and I’ll come back to this as we speak this morning. One of the most 
dangerous things I think in the world right now is people thinking that they have to show 
that they know stuff that they don’t actually know. There's a wonderful book by a guy called 
Michael Lewis, called The Big Short, which is an inside story of the financial aspects of the 
credit crunch that’s just happened, and one of the threads that run through time and time 
again, is that there are people sitting in rooms, talking about stuff as if they knew what they 
were talking about, whereas actually they had no clue. And those listening to them, often 
their bosses, had no real clue what they were talking about, but no-one could break 
through that emperor’s new clothes thing of saying 'I don’t know'. 
 
So, the key to that then is this notion of cultivating one’s own sense of curiosity in order to 
be able to interact with people in a different way. 
 
Relating to curiosity: [Group exercise where delegates thought of one word that described 
their last two weeks at work and tried to find other delegates with the same, or similar, 
words to them. Individuals and groups then fed back their words] 
 
Followed by: [Group exercise where delegates thought of a word that described the 
current climate within the arts] 



 
One of the most important things in the leadership context is first of all to allow myself to 
have the conversation and to allow others into the conversation; however, to me the really 
important question is to what extent are they able to hold within them the views that have 
emerged from a group when they’ve been allowed to speak, and allow that to infect what 
they then do. So for me, one of the challenges in hearing some of the things that you were 
saying just now about the state of the industry is to how I allow that to come and permeate 
through the rest of what I say today.  
 

 
This is the beginning of A Tale of Two Cities and I reread that novel a few months ago. I 
say I reread it, I’m not sure I’d ever read it originally the first time round. Stunning, and in a 
way that paragraph says what some of you were just saying – this is a double edged thing 
that we’re riding at the moment, up to 50% job cuts planned sends shiver through the arts, 
but then there is some potential in that. 
 
This reminds me of, is anyone prepared to admit to have seen the schmaltzy film 
Roxanne, Steve Martin, Daryl Hannah, a remake of Cyrano de Bergerac. It’s got one of my 
favourite scenes of any film of all time in it, which is Steve Martin as the fire chief walking 
along the road in his suburban America jauntily whistling one morning, a beautiful day, the 
birds are singing in the trees and then come to one of those weird newspaper stand things 
they have in America, so fishes in his pocket for a minute, finds a quarter, goes up to the 
machine, puts the quarter in, opens the machine, takes the paper out, shuts the machine, 
starts walking down the street just leafing through the paper. Gets a few yards down the 
street, stops, goes 'aah', runs back to the machine trying to find another quarter, takes him 
a while, pulls it out, puts it in the machine, opens the machine and shoves the paper back 
in, slams it shut and walks off down the road again.  
 
There is that sense at the moment with the news of how much of it are we prepared really 
to take in and to take on board and, while it might be really helpful to notice that there is a 
lot of uncertainty and a lot of difficult stuff flying around, you have to examine, from a 
leadership point of view, to what extent is it my job to just see that and absorb it and work 
with it, versus to try and change it around and actually create a situation where my team 
can operate effectively.  
 



One of my favourite books in this context is by a guy called Max DePree. He ran for many 
years a company which makes furniture, Herman Miller, but he wrote a lovely, lovely little 
book and one of the reasons it’s lovely is that it is little, it’s got big gaps between the lines, 
so you can make notes and it’s called Leadership Is an Art. This quote [‘The first 
responsibility of a leader is to define reality’] I find really provocative, but actually quite 
helpful in the context of what you’ve been saying about what the environment is. In some 
ways it is the responsibility of the leader, of leadership, to define reality. Because when 
you’re looking at context, when you’re looking at what’s going on, and it might be very 
close to home, let alone in a complex system that most of us operate in, there are always 
going to be different ways of seeing it. 
 
And, at some point, in order to act I would argue it’s really important to make a choice 
about what reality is. The quote goes on to say, 'the first responsibility of the leader is to 
define reality, the last is to say thank you', so there’s this sense that in between there’s a 
process of engagement, but actually up front that there’s a very weighty responsibility that 
sits on the leader’s shoulders, which is somehow to see what’s going on and say, 'well, this 
is our reality, this is what we’re aiming for, this is what we’re going to do'. 
 
You might say I'm contradicting myself, because I said a few minutes ago that one of the 
biggest dangers in the world right now is people pretending that they know stuff that they 
don’t and yet on the other hand, here’s an invitation in the midst of complexity and not 
knowing. And if you pressed me on that, if you grabbed me afterwards and pressed me, I’d 
give a rather annoying answer along the lines of ‘it’s just a paradox’, it’s just one of the 
things that we have to do in leadership. At times it’s really important for me to make a very 
strong statement about what reality is: 'this is it, this is what we’re trying to do'; and at other 
times it’s completely important for me to let go of that and to use 'I don’t know' as the 
gateway to something more interesting. 
 

 
 
So, forgive the quality of this image, but I just love the nature of it, it’s Superman in peril, 
and I think that over the last few years one of the mantras in business schools might be 
summed up as the heroic leader is dead. In my experience the idea has been slightly 
slower to die in reality in many organisations and many leaders still assume at certain 



points, for better or for worse, that it is somehow their job to kind of hold things together. 
It’s easy to criticise that, but actually sometimes it is the job of the leader to kind of bear 
pain on behalf of their team.  
 
So the paradox is that on the one hand as leader my job is to enable my teams to be in 
conversation with my audience and my visitors and my guests, but on the other hand, at a 
certain point I need absolutely to stand firm, to know who I am as a leader and to say this 
is the way forward. 
 
So, in that paradox, I’m going to enlist the help of a few people and bring some thoughts to 
you. 
 

 
 
This is George Plimpton and he’s a writer and academic and historian, and like lots of 
America intellectuals, male intellectuals, he’s really fascinated by boxing. 
 
Some of you may have seen the film, When We Were Kings, which is the story of the 
Rumble in the Jungle. Actually it’s two stories: it’s the story of the Rumble in the Jungle, 
when Ali fought Foreman in the 1970s and it’s also the story of the music festival that 
happened alongside it. It’s one of those talking heads documentaries where you get 
people popping up and telling stories and Plimpton tells a story about when Ali gave a 
speech at Harvard in 1975, a commencement speech, I think it’s similar to a graduation. 
So he’s in a room at Harvard, two thousand people sitting there about to graduate from the 
most prestigious university in America and apparently he was very good, he said, 'I didn't 
have the chances that you’ve had, they only gave me a C+ because they were feeling 
sorry for me when I was at school, but go and use what you’ve got out in the world'. He 
was very warmly received and everyone cheered at the end and then someone shouted 
out, ‘Muhammad, give us a poem’. The way Plimpton tells it, he says that if you looked in 
the American dictionary of quotations, the shortest poem in the English language at that 
point was called On the antiquity of microbes, and it read ‘Adam had ‘em’, that was the 
poem. But on this occasion Ali actually trumped that and delivered what Plimpton believes 
and what possibly is now absolutely the shortest poem in the English language, which is 
‘me, we'. 



 
‘Me, we’. I’ve taken it as a principle that I think is really useful for leaders to think about, 
because what many of your jobs are about is broadening the definition of 'we'. It’s about 
broadening the definition of 'we' beyond our team, or our board, and actually continuing a 
process that has been underway for many years in many of our organisations I’m sure, 
which is helping those people who come to our organisation, to consider them as part of 
the 'we' as well. 
 
Now for me that’s a hugely challenging thing, and many of us stumble at the first hurdle in 
terms of really beginning to open up and include other people in what we’re trying to do. 
What happens is that because it feels so important, it’s a bit of a no brainer, actually in 
some ways, people expect to have more interactivity, more openness going on. I think a lot 
of people devote a lot of energy and attention to finding, for example, the technologies or 
the channels through which messages can come through, which means that the 'we' is 
broader. The problem with this for me, though, is that if I’m not paying attention to my own 
biases, my own perceptions, my own way of seeing the world, who I am, actually I become 
less effective in being able to deal with the 'we' aspect of things. 
 
I’ll give you an example. My work is with groups and has been for years and years and 
years and I’m fascinated by groups. The dynamics of groups are really interesting, entering 
a room with a group, even with a group of people I know, there’s always loads of stuff 
going on and what I’ve learnt over the years is that because I’m in this group, I’m part of it, 
if I’m going to take something of a leadership role, I need to begin by owning up to the fact 
that I have certain likes and dislikes, preferences, biases, ways of seeing things, ways of 
reading. If I’m not prepared to actually visit this point of who I am as part of the process of 
engaging in conversation with others, the danger is that I’m going to be misreading stuff or 
projecting stuff into that situation. 
 
So how can we get better? I’d like to suggest that there’s a lot of new fangled stuff going 
on at the moment and I just want to get a bit homespun and folksy about some of this 
leadership stuff, because I also believe that in times of real chaotic change or turbulence 
and uncertainty, when we’ve opened several Pandora’s boxes, if we can go back to some 
essential values, then that may stand us in good stead.  
 
So I think that one of the things which good leadership development would be about right 
now is what I would call a kind of archaeology. 
 

 
 



This is the Oracle of Delphi, one of the first management consultancies you could say. One 
of the most famous slogans around the Oracle read, ‘know thyself’. I imagine it must have 
been quite irritating for some people to travel across the empire to find the answer and to 
be confronted with this, but for me that’s very important. If I can add to the metaphor, I’ll 
add in genealogy. When things are changing so fast technologically, when there are so 
many big challenges coming, when for so many of us the financial rules of the game are 
going to change, one of the things which we may neglect to do, which is a kind of 
archaeological process, but goes into genealogy: why did my organisation start, what were 
the founding principles of it, whether those were two years ago or 250 years ago? How 
have leaders like me or leaders in similar positions to me dealt with things like this before? 
 
I could take this further, I could even take this from a leadership development point of view, 
because I personally think that leadership development is personal development, you can 
even go to your own family, so in times of real difficulty actually remembering that in our 
own family trees there will probably be three or four or five examples in relatively recent 
history of people who’ve overcome what might have looked like far greater difficulties than 
the ones I might be experiencing right now. All of this can be very helpful.  
 
I think this can be very useful and interesting, organisationally. I also think that can be the 
case personally, even if your career so far has only lasted for eighteen months or 
whatever, actually to go back to your own founding principles of what you believe is 
important rather than just following the orthodoxies. 
 
So, Delphi was an early management consultancy, I guess Aristotle might have been seen 
as an early management consultant. One of the things that I love about this man’s 
thinking, as it’s been passed down, is that he was always interested in the practicalities 
and how difficult and interesting concepts manifest into the world in different ways. So one 
good example of this, which I think has huge relevance to the leaders now, is around 
wisdom. Because it seems to me that one of the things that we’re trying to do when we 
broaden out the 'we' is to tap into some form of collective wisdom. But also when we’re 
trying to steward an organisation is to lead it with a degree of wisdom, which enables us 
actually to make good decisions, even when things are not looking clear. 
 
Aristotle broke wisdom down into several parts. 
 
Sophia 
This corresponds most closely to what I think most of us mean when we talk about wisdom 
and it’s something which possibly some people have more of than others. It certainly 
doesn’t just come like 'that', it usually takes some time to mature within a person and I'm 
not sure it can be taught. So if I were advocating the curriculum for a new business school 
I’d definitely have curiosity as a topic. I don’t know if I’d have Sophia. 
 
Techne 
What I would also have in the curriculum is techne, and teche as a category in this field of 
wisdom is, as the language suggests, something like technique. It will be very familiar to 
you or to many of you, because artists do it. Great artists practice technique. There’s a 
wonderful story about John Coltrane who, in addition to being one of the greatest 
musicians of the twentieth century, lived that jazz, rock-and-roll lifestyle absolutely to the 
full, lived and died it. One of the reasons he was legendary among fellow musicians wasn’t 
the performance, it was the practice. Even when he was wasted, even when he had to go 
to the pawn shop and get his clarinet back, or his saxophone back, because he’d given it 
in to get his latest fix, he would spend an hour, an hour and a half just playing scales.  



He was a wonderful example of a great artist who knew that the foundation of his art was 
technique. Nowadays, when so much is invested by so many people in leadership, and 
what leadership means, not many people pay much attention to their technique as a 
leader, to their way of working as a leader. 
 
Phronesis 
Phronesis translates in different ways, but the most persuasive one for me is practical 
wisdom. And practical wisdom implies two things at least:  

• Awareness of context, so implies the capacity to see what’s going on out there 
and then act decisively. 

• The capacity to know and act. It’s meerkat leadership if you like, those wonderful 
creatures, it’s the capacity to do this [imitates a meerkat popping head up]. What I’m 
really doing is taking in data and then I act. And I’m acting, I’m acting, I’m acting. 
Then I stop and I look and I see what’s going on, including the unintended 
consequences of my last action, because there are always unintended 
consequences. My experience of many teams and organisations and leaders is that 
this is often very difficult to do. So I’ll think, I’ll think, I’ll think, I’ll think, I’ll go inside, 
because I’m an introvert and think, and think, and think, and I’ll go home, and I’ll 
wake up in the middle of the night and I’ll draw a diagram, or write a plan in my 
book, or whatever. And then I’ll go and act, and act, and act, and act, and at some 
point, when I bump into an obstacle or someone doesn’t want to act in the way that 
I want to act, I’ll stop and then I’ll think again. But the rhythm, the capacity to see, to 
act, to see, to think, to act is something which I think is hugely useful. This notion 
that the organisation or the team should be good both at seeing what’s going on 
and acting feels to me to be a very important quality for leadership in this current 
age.  

 
I say there’s no real panacea, but if I had to choose one, it would be real conversations, 
and the amazing thing for me about real conversation is that we can all do it, and yet it’s 
something that many of us are starved of. I see that a lot in organisations where it’s almost 
as if people have got this pent-up dam of desire to converse that isn’t satisfied. So, as a 
leader for me, the capacity to host conversations well, to initiate, to participate in, to 
enable, to allow really good conversations to happen becomes really important.  
 
On that arrow that was in the graph in the previous keynote, I think it said ‘data stream’. 
Even those who laughed at that slide this morning from Microsoft, data stream, thinking 
we’re much more interactive, but I suspect many of us stream the data down and then we 
give them an opportunity to stream some data back, and then we go and sit in a room and 
analyse it and decide what we’re going to do. 
 
But real conversation, when minds meet, they don’t just exchange facts, they transform 
them, reshape them, draw different implications from them, engage in new trains of 
thought and then they kill it. Conversation doesn’t just reshuffle the cards, it creates new 
cards. Now the sceptic in me wants to say, 'yeah, but actually do you really change the 
world by getting people sitting in a room talking about things?' The leadership thinker in me 
says 'absolutely', it’s the most powerful tool that a leader has at her disposal.  
 
[Exercise where delegates find a partner. A tells a story integrating unrelated words that B 
throws at them. Roles are then reversed] 
 
I think one of the reasons why change management is difficult is because so many people 
look for points of difference and say 'we need to bring these points of difference into our 



organisation, or our project', and then they’re really surprised when they’re walking around 
the place and everything feels just the same or looks just the same. I think sometimes it’s 
because in our organisations we have our stories, and even when we bring something 
different in, we can just find it stimulating and interesting, rather than really protecting it 
from the dominant discourse or conversation in the organisation. We don't give it a chance 
to establish itself as something different within the family, before we let it loose. Don't just 
grab it and expect it to flourish. 
 
So for me, what this is about is how do I include other people in the story that my 
organisation is telling, fully embracing what they’re offering, and respecting it. 
 
So I guess one of the things that I’m suggesting to you is this. There might be certain set 
moments in the life of your organisation where we say we need to have certain 
conversations. Also on a daily basis for most of us, our phone rings, or you get an email. I 
would suggest that if we made an agreement here today that every single interruption that 
you get from someone, which has some relevance to your work in the next week, that you 
would give it serious consideration about how to include it in your working week. Yes, a 
number of them just wouldn’t add any value, but I bet you that a lot of them would really 
bring new perspectives and new ideas. I think that applies to whether you’re talking about 
team members or about members of the public.   
 

 
[Delegates then worked on an exercise, where they wrote, around themselves in the 
middle, the initials of key people in either their work or home life, and assigned them a C or 
an S, or both, where C=this person could contribute something, or help in some way 
towards a challenge, and S= this person needs some support from me. Chris Grant then 
advocated that delegates actually had these conversations when back in the office] 
 
I hope what you might do, very pragmatically, is to take that little bit of paper away with you 
and if you did draw an S or a C, maybe go back and have that conversation with that 
person or those people. I hope that you might take away some sense of the power of 
conversation as a leadership tool back into your organisation. Thank you. 


