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tenacious humanity.

We created our 

 

Mastering 
Projects Workshop

 

 to supplement 
with some real-world acknowledge-
ments the many fine theory-based 
certification programs, methodolo-
gy classes, and technique seminars.

Real learning, or so say Harvard 
Business School educators, re-
quires some personally-transform-
ing experience. Where were you 
when you had your most profound 
learning experience? Were you in a 
classroom? Was a teacher even 
present? Did the course outline 
predict it? Probably not!

Perhaps more important, what 
would entice anyone to even engage 
in a profound learning experience? 
We might acknowledge that per-
sonal transformation is the key to 
real learning, but who would be fool 
enough to volunteer for anything 
likely to upset their carefully orga-
nized apple cart? Most attend 
training for confirmation, not 
transformation.

What do you do when you don’t 
know what to do? Are you a master 
of your contradictions or do your 
projects leave you stuck with some 
impossibility? If you’d like to mas-
ter your contradictions, consider 
attending our Mastering Projects 
Workshop 

 

Mastering Projects 
Workshop

 

by David A. Schmaltz

 

Last year, we worked with a group 
of exceptional project managers. 
Drawn from the largest and most 
successful construction companies 
in the world, each of which exem-
plify process maturity, profession-
alism, and experience, we guided 
them through one of our trade-
mark “silly little games.”

This game took about five minutes 
to play and simulated some impor-
tant elements of every project. 
We invited each person to pursue a 
goal. After soliciting questions, we 
started play. 

The group had spent the two previ-
ous days considering how they 
might improve their project work, 
and the walls were papered with 
significant insights. 

In the next five minutes, this 
group ignored most of the insights 
they had so painstakingly discov-
ered. They had acknowledged the 
value of cooperating, but then com-
peted fiercely. They had been 
thinking outside the box, but the 
only person to approach the game 
differently was chided for her in-
ventiveness. In short, they caught 

themselves in deep contradiction 
between their talk and their walk.

Following the quick five minute 
game, we spent more time than was 
scheduled considering the contra-
dictions each had discovered 
there. As they demonstrated, 
even those most steeped in 
knowing about project work—even 
those most experienced in the 
practice of professional project 
management—live in deep 

 

contradiction most of the time. 

 

True North will be offering an 
open-enrollment public Mastering 
Projects Workshop in Portland, 
OR — January 18-20, 2005. 
Call 503 539-7397 or write 
Amy@ProjectCommunity.com to 

 

enroll.

 

One participant explained how his 
company’s finance people tell him 
how much value he is supposed to 
earn each week, based on current 
market forces, without regard to 
the painstakingly developed plans 
and schedules. Another described 
how his baseline schedule was com-
prised of believable fiction, with 
each subcontractor securing their 
bid by playing a thinly-disguised 
form of liars poker.

Welcome to the real world of 
project work, where theory gets 
subverted by politics, finances, and 
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Learning is a life-long pursuit, punctuated 
with workshops. The plot line is never de-
fined by the punctuation. Still, without 
punctuation, even the m

ost clever plot be-
com

es m
eaningless.

 

M
astering Projects W

orkshop

 

“You are the M
ost Powerful Project 

M
anagem

ent Tool You W
ill Ever 

U
se.”

 

Project leaders, contributors, spon-
sors, and custom

ers have found that 
True N

orth’s M
astering Projects 

W
orkshop helped them

 better cope 
with the real world contradictions com

-
m

on to every type of project. Rather 
than attem

pt to dem
onstrate how 

projects are supposed to work, M
PW

 
considers how projects actually work in 
your real-world situation, and helps you 
discover how it is that you are, indeed, 
the m

ost powerful project m
anagem

ent tool 
you will ever use.

 

“This workshop was not just the best 
project m

anagem
ent workshop I’ve 

ever attended, it was the best work-
shop -- period -- that I’ve ever 

attended.” 

 

Three-day Part I & H
alf-day Part II

January 18-20, 2005 & A
pril 15, 2005

A
pril 12-14, 2005 & June 24, 2005

June 21-23, 2005 & O
ctober 14, 2005

O
ctober 11-13, 2005 & January 13, 2006

 

For inform
ation, contact:

A
m
y Schwab

P.O
. Box 1532

W
alla W

alla, W
A
 99362

E-m
ail: A

m
y@

projectcom
m
unity.com

Phone: (509) 527-9773
Fax: (503) 296-2044

 

Beyond Leadership

 

“Learning H
ow to Teach Yourself to 

Becom
e the Leader You A

spire to Be”

 

The finest leaders in history have struck 
out on their own, inventing a leadership 

style and practice well suited to their 
tem

peram
ent and their unique situa-

tions. W
hile we m

ight becom
e 

inform
ed by studying these leaders, 

we cannot hope to succeed as a leader 
by sim

ply adopting their practices. If 
we are to becom

e powerful leaders, 
we m

ust engage in the entrepreneurial 
invention that has supported every 
great leader's practice. O

therwise, 
you’re following, not leading. 

BeyondLeadership helps individuals 
discover how to teach them

selves 
what they need to becom

e the leader 
they aspire to be. Rather than learning to 
follow others' m

odels of leadership, you 
investigate your own behavior patterns. By 
discovering how you succeed and fail in your 
own situations, you begin to learn the les-
sons that grow into the ability to m

ore con-
sciously em

ploy your skills, especially in 
those m

om
ents when different choices are 

needed. 

 

“N
ot a W

eek’s W
orkshop, But an 

Introduction to a Life’s W
ork!”

 

M
arch 13-19, 2005

Septem
ber 18-24, 2005
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Brief Consulting™

 

by David A. Schmaltz

“In the instant between 
perception and action, belief and 
behavior, lies the power to change 
the world.” Amy Schwab

 

For everyone dismayed that True 
North has abandoned a successful 
project management practice in fa-
vor of some curious notion about 
consulting, and for those who have 
counseled us to ditch the project 
stuff to focus upon what we “real-
ly” do, I submit this resolution.

Within every engagement, whether 
it’s called a consultation or a 
project, an initiative or a coaching, 
some small moments emerge as 
critical to the result. Whatever 
the method employed or the tout-
ed technique, each engagement 
distills, in retrospect, to these few 
unforgettable moments. 

These moments are never predict-
ed in the plan or required in the 
specification. They usually arrive 
as unwanted intrusions into the 
certainty fueling forward momen-
tum. At the conjunction of the 
planned trajectory and some unex-
pected contradiction appears a mo-
ment of awareness, an instant of 
acknowledgement which stalls the 

smooth, confident progress toward 
the future. What we choose to do 
in these moments transforms 
whatever happens next.

Our activities are more than punc-
tuated with these moments, they 
are comprised of them. Yet we ex-
perience only a precious few, as if 
operating on auto-pilot between 
discoveries. Our full choices never 
become available except at these 
odd times, when curiously, choices 
seem less available.

We gratefully miss most of our op-
portunities for leveraging these 
moments. Discarding the map in fa-
vor of continuous discovery would 
be no better than slavishly sticking 
to our map. Yet without the ability 
to sometimes discard the map and 
leverage these moments, contra-
dictions compromise results; we 
cannot get there from here.

Brief Consulting leverages these 
instants between perception and 
action, belief and behavior. What-
ever label a consultant uses—
coach, manager, leader, consult-
ant—this powerful capability cre-
ates the difference that makes a 
real difference. 

Each consultant either leverages 
these moments—or not. Consulting 
without attending to these oppor-
tunities becomes like lip-syncing 
without ever hearing the underly-
ing melody.

This is subtle, essential, unspeak-
able stuff. As one who always 
strives to explain details, I can ex-
plain only that I cannot explain 
Brief Consulting. I have only sto-
ries to share. These might elicit 
some principles without ever ex-
plaining anything. 

Brief Consultants help their clients 
resolve their contradictions. Every 
plan of action carries some unac-
knowledged contradictions within 
it. When a contradiction appears, 
we seem predisposed only to re-
spond by looking for a logical expla-
nation of the cause. As if engaged 
in a fruitless rock-paper-scissors 
game, logical explanations cannot 
resolve dilemmas. Logic never has 
and never will resolve them, and 
contradictions always emerge. We 
need something else. We need 
choices.

Brief Consulting embodies that 
something else, a subtle capability 
essential to the consultant’s trade.

This issue of the Naked Consulting 
series shares some stories and re-
flections on the experience of 
Brief Consulting, on that tiny illu-
sory moment between perception 
and action, belief and behavior. 
May these stories elicit the deeper 
understanding which could never 
emerge from anyone explaining 
anything. 

 

More on the following pages



 

Compass 2

 

Cura Te Ipsum

 

Two years ago, the single worst 
thing that could have happened, 
happened. My dream came true. My 
book, which had been a private 
project shared with a few close 
colleagues, became a public com-
modity; an open book.

I hired a world-class publicist, who 
encouraged me to distill the book’s 
message into what she called a BIG 
IDEA. She explained that media 
expects publicity to distill whatev-
er it promotes into a single BIG 
IDEA, amplified with three to five 
supporting concepts. We worked 
for over a month trying on this 
frame, then another, then another 
and another before choosing to ex-
plain the book as being about juici-
ness. 

I wrote four feature-length arti-
cles introducing the BIG IDEA, and 
with the publicist created a short 
quiz and some interview questions 
for the media to echo back about 
the book. I also agreed to engage in 
media training, where I worked 
with a coach to learn how to stay on 
topic, take charge of an interview 
in that crucial first twelve sec-
onds, and avoid explaining too 
much. (Hey, I had always consid-
ered that to be a feature!) 

We expected dozens of high-level 
placements and received a handful. 
After five months, we agreed to 
terminate the campaign early, as it 
was not producing the expected 
results. I initiated a more grass-
roots campaign, visiting bookstores 
and scheduling some book signing 
events. I started a Discussion 
Group

 

1

 

, where those who had read 
the book could chat about practical 
application of some of the key 
ideas, and where we began to ex-

 

1.http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Mas-
teringProjectWork/

 

hibit the real BIG IDEA in the 
book—the road to coherence can 
be messy but not necessarily un-
satisfying. Some contributed to 
argue their perspective. Many 
came to watch, lurking in the cy-
ber-shadows, much as they might 
in a real project assignment. 

One of my dearest friends found 
the book unreadable. Another ad-
mitted that she fussed through 
the first two thirds because it 
wasn’t written “like a business 
book.” Others began to challenge 
my stories, as if I were telling 
them what to do, and as if my sto-
ries about my experiences weren’t 
true. 

I had become the author, the con-
vener, the expert, and my opinions 
and perspectives began to carry 
unintended weight. 

The most common feedback I re-
ceived went something like this: 

 

“I 
have managed projects in some of 
the most successful companies in 
the world and I have always found 
that the way I was supposed to be 
managing them didn’t work for me. 
I spent many years trying to re-
form myself, and then I read your 
book. In it, I found validation that 
someone else had experienced 
what I have experienced. Thank 
you.”

 

 A a a a ah!

I met a few connectors during this 
period, people who were impressed 
with the book and were as baffled 
as I was that so few had picked it 
up. Their typical response was, 

 

“This is absolutely essential infor-
mation and everyone working 
should know it!”

 

 My consulting busi-
ness went into a period of suspend-
ed animation. 

Each connector patiently exhorted 
me to “Describe what you do!” I 
tried on several shiny Elvis suits 
during this period, but none of 
them really fit. My advisors could 
tell me when I didn’t have the story 
right, but none could tell me what 

the story about the story really 
should say. They offered me key 
attributes, BIG IDEAS about the 
BIG IDEA, but not the BIG IDEA 
itself. This has been exhausting, 
frustrating work. Before I found 
the need to publicly explain my 
work, I could engage in it freely. 
Once I, now a published author—a 
presumed master of language—
started to explain my explanations, 
I found myself lost in a seemingly 
endless self-referential swirl. I’m 
still there.

 

Physician Heal Thyself

 

Not crying into my own beer here, 
I’m trying to make a point. The old 
Latin irony challenging the physi-
cian to heal himself can produce 
self-referential swirls. Some 
things require help. No physician, 
no matter how skilled, can perform 
open heart surgery on him self. 
Finding resolution often requires 
some assistance. 

In ancient societies, only those 
medicine men suffering from their 
patient’s illness were qualified to 
treat the infirmity. And so it is 
with Brief Consulting. Any consult-
ant not tangled in some self-refer-
ential swirl cannot be fully 
qualified to help another escape 
from theirs. We inevitably find 
clues in our own contradictions.

I will know how I should describe 
my work shortly after I hear my-
self describing it to someone else. 
I will hear bits of my story in oth-
ers’. I can usually distinguish my 
shit from your Shinola®, but I’m 
not above sometimes shining my 
shoes with excrement. Neither are 
you.
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Confirming What They 
Already Knew

 

“My client called out of the blue. 
“I’m not sure why I’m calling you,” 
he confided, “I have this intuition 
that you might be able to help.” 

As one who often operates on intu-
ition, my ears pricked up. “What’s 
the difficulty?” I asked.

A typical litany followed. He de-
scribed a runaway project, one 
started small, with the best of in-
tentions, now threatening to con-
sume the company. He explained 
the history of responses to this 
devil, and I recognized most of the 
usual suspects. 

My client was stuck with the im-
possible. He had been stuck like 
this before. “What do you want?” I 
asked, knowing full-well that he 
wanted this project fixed.

“I want you to come back here for 
a few days and tell me what you 
see,” he replied. 

“How will I know when I’m done?” 

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Perhaps 
you could write a report.”

So, after asking for some inconve-
niencing background information (a 
dedication test), which he cheer-
fully supplied, we settled on terms 
and I left a few days later for the 
cross-country flight.

The following morning, I met my 
client and his AVP for a quick 
breakfast. I don’t remember say-
ing much. Their stories filled the 
table. I watched more than I lis-
tened. I reflected upon how these 
two interacted. My client, a blaz-
ingly brilliant man, easily dominat-
ed the conversation. His AVP, an 
equally brilliant woman but more in-
troverted, had a lot of her sen-

tences finished for her.My client 
finally excused himself, leaving me 
and his AVP to adjourn to her of-
fice. 

About ten minutes later she start-
ed crying. She cried for a very long 
time behind that tightly closed ex-
ecutive office door. Having just 
met her, I hesitated before offer-
ing a reassuring hand. She accept-
ed the gesture, apologizing for her 
unprofessional behavior. 

We spoke quietly after that. Then 
I started my rounds, visiting with 
the cast members. Everyone had 
their stories, and each gushed out 
as if under considerable pressure. 
Those I met ranged in skill from in-
competent to wizard, yet each 
were in a curious suspended anima-
tion where whatever they did left 
them with even more of the same. 
Stuck with the impossible.

Later that afternoon, I returned 
to the AVP’s office. “So, what do 
you want?” I asked. 

“I want to get out of here. This is 
an unworkable situation. I know I 
cannot succeed no matter what I 
do.”

“Yes,” I confirmed her observa-
tion. “You cannot succeed here. So, 
how would you like to fail? You have 
the choice of failing by continuing 
this sad dance or by leaving the 
dance floor.”

She chose to leave. Before leaving, 
she fired the obviously incompe-
tent project manager and sued the 
contracting firm he rode in on. The 
project was refocused, but contin-
ued to be stuck with the obviously 
impossible. My client finally ac-
cepted that the project needed to 
be killed, and he devised a political-
ly acceptable means for accom-
plishing that.

I never did write that report. My 
work was done that first morning 
when tears replaced the stories. I 

didn’t fix their project, either, 
they fixed it themselves, embold-
ened after I’d confirmed what 
they’d all already known all along.

I was invited back a few more 
times. Next to help with the re-
placement effort, which, not sur-
prisingly, started heading down its 
predecessor’s same, well trod trail. 
After that, I returned for a few 
brief engagements to help the 
team learn how to more fully ac-
knowledge the obvious. 

Brief Consultants focus upon help-
ing their clients more fully ac-
knowledge what they already know. 
Contradictions blind us to the obvi-
ous, stealing our most powerful re-
sponses. We all go unconscious 
under their influence. A small, qui-
et acknowledgement is often all 
that’s needed to awaken the cli-
ent’s slumbering natural coping ca-
pabilities. 
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Counseling The Counseling 
Center 

 

Assigned responsibility for manag-
ing his university’s crisis counsel-
ling center, a service providing help 
to students, a colleague found that 
a typical crisis intervention took 
from several days to several weeks 
to begin and often stretched into 
months, even years to conclude. 
Looking further, he found that, to 
determine the nature of the diffi-
culty, each client was first sched-
uled to take to a battery of 
diagnostic tests. Then, once the 
assessment identified a pathology 
and a practitioner verified it and 
prescribe a course of treatment, 
only then did a clinician begin their 
crisis intervention work.

If this really was a crisis center, 
this Brief Consultant concluded, 



 

Compass 4

 

the lengthy diagnostic process and 
protracted treatment regimens 
seemed to have become greater 
problems than the crises they were 
intended to resolve. Since irresolu-
tion prolonged the clients’ crises, 
he decided to defer the diagnos-
tics until after immediate, same 
day counselling interviews. He 
found that without ever assessing 
pathology, most crises were re-
solved to the client’s and the clini-
cian’s satisfaction with a single 
session. 

The head of the psychological diag-
nostic department learned of this 
decision and wrote a threatening 
letter to the dean because the stu-
dents administering these tests 
were no longer getting the practi-
cal experience they needed for 
professional certification. But the 
clients were satisfied and the cri-
ses were being resolved with un-
precedented speed and 
effectiveness. 

What was the purpose of the cri-
ses counselling center? Clearly, as 
in every organization, the center 
had conflicting missions. The 
strategy for resolving these con-
tradictions had spawned a larger 
problem than the original one. 

 

My How The Clients Love To Be 

 

Diagnosed!

 

How often have I engaged as the 
crisis prolonging center did? A cli-
ent arrives with an urgent com-
plaint and I (with their 
encouragement) insist upon diag-
nosing pathology first. Then I 
carefully lay out a course of treat-
ment which prolongs irresolution in 
favor of addressing the “real” root 
cause, in the belief (often unsup-
ported in practice) that by resolv-
ing the identified root cause, they 
will avoid similar future difficul-
ties. All this while the crisis con-
tinues and the client suffers, when 
we might be able to resolve the 
complaint with a brief intervention. 

Tradition says that good resolution 
requires good diagnosis. Does ex-
perience support this notion? 
HMOs insist upon a definite de-
scription of pathology before they 
will reimburse, even though ascrib-
ing pathology can complicate reso-
lution. 

One practicing clinical psychologist 
admitted to providing plausible fic-
tion to HMOs, understanding that 
trying to explain what she really 
does to help her clients would nev-
er garner reimbursement. The sys-
tems in place to ensure effective 
treatment can encumber effective 
treatment by insisting upon diag-
nosing the client as some form of 
crazy before resolution can begin. 
How sane it that?

 

“The systems in place to 
ensure effective treatment 

can encumber effective 
treatment by insisting upon 

diagnosing the client as 
some form of crazy before 
resolution can begin. How 

sane it that?”

 

Most of the students entering the 
counselling center are not crazy. 
They are stuck with some contra-
diction, in the same way that the 
counselling center was stuck in its 
contradiction. Their strategy for 
resolving their dilemmas became a 
larger problem than their original 
complaint. Trying to logically re-
solve the contradiction creates an 
endless, exhausting effort which 
became a greater difficulty. 

A very few “complaintants” are re-
ally ill, and these cases can be iden-
tified and referred for additional 
diagnostic tests and more in-depth 
treatments following the initial 
session. The vast majority of com-
plaints can be quickly talked out 
with the help of an experienced 
counsellor. These never need be-
come the sort of pathology requir-
ing diagnosis. Why clog up the 
service queue with unnecessary as-
sessments?

Are organizations in crises differ-
ent from these students’? Often 
not. Then why do so many consult-
ants insist upon diagnosing patholo-
gy before pursuing resolution; 
targeting “the” root cause rather 
than just resolving the stuckness?

We might find one answer in how 
we contract for consulting work. 
Clients often demand an HMO-like 
process, requiring specific diagno-
sis and treatment plans before the 
consultant engages. This require-
ment encourages early, faulty diag-
nosis and misguided resolution 
strategies in the interest of con-
trolling the engagement. These 
stand in the way of achieving real 
results. In response, many consult-
ants mirror the clinical psycholo-
gist, offering believable fiction to 
their clients. What else could they 
do?

The client is rarely sick or deluded, 
but stuck and fully capable of re-
solving their own contradictions 
once they fully acknowledge them.

Stuckness is usually the problem. 
How we cope with stuckness can 
become both the source of contin-
ued irresolution and, could we 
switch coping strategies, the most 
likely source of resolution, too. The 
process for enrolling clients in the 
counselling center seemed neces-
sary and immutable, anything but 
the source of an abiding difficulty. 
It became the source of an abiding 
difficulty.

The Brief Consultant helps their 
client discover a moment where 
what seems necessary and immuta-
ble becomes merely a choice among 
many. Expose the myth behind the 
necessity and the stuckness evapo-
rates. Then an array of alternative 
possibilities appear. 
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Failing to Fix the Past

 

If the stuckness IS often the 
problem, whatever the root cause 
might be, why not unstick first? 
The Brief Consultant’s remarkable 
insight centers around the ac-
knowledgement that if you resolve 
the stuckness by proliferating 
choices, the root cause, what ever 
it was, often becomes moot—so 
start there. Searching for root 
causes focuses attention upon the 
past, which cannot be changed, ex-
cept by changing your story about 
it. Consultants and their clients 
discover that the endless search 
for pathology and root cause has 
been the greatest barrier to 
achieving results and stands tena-
ciously in the way of any permanent 
resolution. 

The barriers to employing Brief 
Consulting techniques are mostly 
found in how we approach difficul-
ties, not in the complexity of the 
resolution techniques. The tech-
niques themselves are disarmingly 
simple, but the perspective needed 
to effectively deploy them chal-
lenges our deepest notions of how 
consultants and clients are sup-
posed to work together. 

The first and perhaps the most 
difficult barrier is the whole idea 
that a diagnosis is necessary. No 
pathology need be identified and 
no standard resolution process 
need be employed. Instead, a con-
versation occurs. This conversation 
engages the client and the consult-
ant in exploring the situation rath-
er than identifying the cause and 
prescribing discrete steps to reso-
lution. In this conversation, the 
consultant is anything but the ex-
pert in the difficulty, and often as-
sumes a ‘one step down’ association, 
thereby elevating the client to the 
role of expert about their own dif-
ficulty. 

The client’s description of their 
own experience, rather than the 
consultant’s prior knowledge or ex-
perience, becomes the primary 
source of information about re-
solving the difficulty. 

So what’s the consultant doing? 
She’s observing moments; patterns 
in the client’s description, in the 
client’s interaction, in her own re-
action to the story. By focusing 
upon moments, some deeper in-
sights can be observed than if she 
focused upon the client’s behavior, 
pathology, or the simple story line. 
The consultant becomes a reflec-
tive observer and by so doing, helps 
the client more reflectively ob-
serve, too.

Using the client’s own story, the 
consultant guides the client in a 
process called 

 

preferencing

 

. Rath-
er than insisting upon a clear state-
ment of objective or a specific 
resolution strategy, the consultant 
guides the client into a series of 
distinction-making choices to de-
termine what might constitute a 
satisfactory resolution now. The 
idea is to help the client more fully 
acknowledge their own contradic-
tions and preferences, and to pro-
liferate choices, so the difficulty 
might be addressed in a variety of 
acceptable ways. 

Often, just recounting the story 
behind the difficulty enables the 
client to acknowledge the contra-
dictions and discover more satisfy-
ing ways of addressing them. 
Insights are common here, but can 
be easily overlooked in the distrac-
tion of diagnosis, prescription, and 
treatment common to other con-
sulting techniques. 

 

What Changes?

 

In this culture, we most often look 
for physical evidence of change. 
We assess behaviors or look for a 
different arrangement of physical 
objects. The Brief Consultant 

looks for a shift in perspective. As 
in the crisis center story, the first 
shift awakens a fuller acknowl-
edgement of the present contra-
dictions. The second shift moves 
the client away from their certain-
ty. Perhaps the current resolution 
strategy might not be necessary 
for resolving these contradictions 
after all. Other choices emerge. 
Only the slightest permission en-
courages the client to make a dif-
ferent choice.

The client becoming aware of the 
discretionary nature of the “im-
peratives” facing him resolves the 
crisis. This dissolves the stuckness 
and opens up the possibility for 
something previously unimaginable 
to occur. 

No one can describe this transfor-
mation. It sounds about as pro-
found as the old joke where a 
doctor suggests that the patient 
avoid moving their arm “like that” 
to resolve a pain. This transforma-
tion is no joke.

The space between apparent im-
perative and unacknowledged pref-
erence is always filled with an 
infinite set of undiscovered choic-
es. 

Most stuckness results from some 
damned whatever you do set of ap-
parently imperative choices. This 
Illusion of Choice offers no real 
choice at all. What are the not 
damned whatever you do choices? 
This question becomes the only 
germane question when acknowl-
edging such binds. 

The Brief Consultant understands 
that there are an infinite number 
of not damned alternatives behind 
every damned-if-you-do/damned-
if-you-don’t illusion of choice.

 

Principle Four: C
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Booting Out The 
Bootcamp

 

A client called, unsettled with an 
assignment. His boss, an acknowl-
edged tyrant, had directed him to 
design a “Bootcamp” workshop for 
the most skilled professionals in 
his organization. The client didn’t 
believe that a bootcamp would re-
solve the difficulties (he wasn’t 
even sure what difficulties were 
supposed to be addressed), but his 
boss had warned him that if he 
didn’t pull this off, he would be 
fired. This was a real dilemma— 
damning him whatever he chose to 
do. 

He had spent the prior week outlin-
ing various agendas for the boot-
camp, in preparation for a 
presentation for his boss. He 
called to ask me to review the out-
lines and suggest how they might 
be improved. I questioned the as-
signment. Since I didn’t know the 
details of his situation, I balked at 
suggesting improvements. I ampli-
fied his contradiction, asking him 
how he would feel if some staffer 
from corporate designed a training 
for him without asking him what he 
thought was important. 

Rather than report to headquar-
ters the following Monday with a 
firm proposal, he chose to post-
pone the meeting. This royally 
pissed off his tormentor. He spent 
the next week calling the profes-
sionals targeted to attend this 
bootcamp, and in those conversa-
tions, he amplified many contradic-
tions.Then he did the unthinkable. 
He scheduled a meeting with his 
boss and shared his unsettling dis-
coveries.

Was he fired? He most certainly 
could have been, but he was not. 
Instead, his boss considered this 
new information and said, “This is 
what I want this boot camp experi-

ence to teach this group to do. 
They need to look more deeply into 
their clients’ imperative orders and 
help them discover unimaginable 
resolutions.”

My client’s influence soared. He es-
caped from a tenacious damned 
whatever he did contradiction and 
found latitude for mutual success. 
This is Brief Consulting.

I admit that I did not know at the 
beginning how he might choose to 
resolve his difficulty. In conversa-
tion, we both disclosed our obser-
vations, undressing the formal 
assignment to discover contradic-
tions as well as other options be-
neath. I was guided by my 
conviction that my client was not 
sick, only stuck, and that his boss 
was not evil, and probably more 
stuck than my client. I firmly be-
lieved that they were both fully 
qualified to resolve their own diffi-
culties, if only they could find some 
satisfactory choices within their 
imperative obligations. 

I could have, as I have in the past, 
merely responded to his request 
and helped him design a state of 
the art bootcamp, but we both 
would have been solving the wrong 
problem and would have never 
known the possibilities we forfeit-
ed in chasing that all too obvious 
tail. Opening possibilities in con-
versation didn’t guarantee any re-
sult, but it increased the number 
of choices available for resolving 
the situation. Resolution arrived in 
a surprising and delightful way, and 
in a way that was unthinkable be-
fore the conversation occurred. 

Had I engaged instead in a diagnos-
tic process to drill down to the 
root cause of the difficulty, we 
might have discovered such mun-
dane and unaddressable factors as 
an overbearing boss. Then what 
would we have done? Set out to re-
form the boss? 

Had I simply told him what to do 

(as if I knew!), what would he have 
learned? Would his capability be 
enhanced for coping with similar 
contradictions or would he have 
learned only to call me when he got 
stuck in the future?

We all work hard to stay safe and 
most of us don’t notice when our 
safety strategies imperil us. My 
bootcamp client found a moment to 
respond to his contradictions by 
doing the one thing that he would 
never seriously consider doing; an 
“anything but that” response. Be-
cause contradictions are illogical, 
such illogical responses often re-
solve them. Better safe than sorry 
easily festers into the sorriest 
sort of safety.

 

Principle Five: C
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Out There or In Here?

 

What do these five principles have 
in common? A shift from ‘out there’ 
to ‘in here.’ I often see consultants 
identifying what I call ‘out there’ 
causes. This tactic encourages ex-
cursions into essentially unchange-
able territory. Then what do we 
do? We usually do even more of the 
same. 

Those pursuing some mandate can 
find them self chasing escalating 
even-more-of-the-same tactics. 
Projects not working right? For-
malize! Still not right? Even more 
formalization! Since results from 
‘out there’ targets can require long 
wait times before anything re-
solves, the pursuit, rather than 
achieving results, easily becomes 
the primary occupation of the con-
sultant and their client. With each 
escalating disappointment, even 
more of essentially the same ‘out 
there’ scheme gets heaped onto 
the difficulty. The heap eventually 
becomes a greater problem than 
the original complaint ever was.
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Brief Consulting focuses upon a 
more convenient point of leverage, 
what we call ‘in here’ focus. If I 
want you to move, I can order you 
to move or try to influence you to 
want to move. Or, I can move my-
self in relation to you, thereby in-
fluencing you to move in response. 
By taking full responsibility for my 
part of the stuckness and acting ‘in 
here’ to resolve it, I enhance my 
own mobility and encourage mobili-
ty in others, too.

 

The Certainty Problem

 

The certainty that ‘out there’ solu-
tions can be 

 

the

 

 only real solutions 
contributes to every client’s stuck-
ness. These certainties distill into 
‘want to, have to, and can’t’ dilem-
mas, which become, with repeti-
tion, the recipe for never attaining 
anything.

Trading this certainty for prefer-
ence and possibility might seem 
like trading a proven cow for a 
handful of magic beans. Proliferat-
ing choice always seems unneces-
sary from a position of certainty. 

If there is a problem, our certainty 
is often that problem. But we dare 
not solve certainty. We can co-opt 
it by finding one small moment 
where an imperative becomes a 
choice among many. In this brief 
moment, surrounded by choice, 
certainty becomes a weaker alter-
native.

This, then, is an introduction to the 
future of consulting. There will al-
ways be room in this field for con-
tractors to do their client’s 
bidding, but even their practice 
can be improved by learning how to 
master these brief moments. The 
smallest, infinitesimal piece of ev-
ery consultant’s work might be by 
far the most significant element.

Here’s a handy summary of what 
I’ve tried to avoid explaining above. 

 

BRIEF

 

B

 

elief: We believe that our cli-
ents are not broken, sick, deluded, 
or stupid. We believe instead that 
our clients are fully functional, su-
premely capable, marvelously adap-
tive—and stuck. They are 
suffering from a severe case of 
the normals. We seek to identify a 
moment of mobility instead of di-
rectly addressing their complaint.

 

R

 

eflect: We observe. We attend 
to moments rather than behavior. 
We share our own reactions to the 
story before us. We check our own 
mirror and encourage our client to 
check their mirror, too.

Inquire: We defer diagnosing 
cause or prescribing resolution and 
consider contradictions with the 
client instead. We acknowledge our 
own considerable experience with 
being stuck, and in so doing, we el-
evate the client to the role of ex-
pert and deliberately step down 
into the role of ‘expert at not being 
an expert’ so the client can resolve 
their own difficulty. 

Engage: We talk about what’s not 
supposed to be talked about. This 
helps our clients identify and more 
fully acknowledge the contradic-
tions facing them. The way things 
are is the way things are. We com-
ment on what’s obvious, amplifying 
contradictions rather than offer-
ing advice for resolving them.

Find: We help the client identify 
moments out of the continuum, ‘in 
here’ choices beyond what their 
certainty insists must be resolved 
‘out there’. We guide our client 
through a process of identifying 
preferences to get really clear 
about their preferences, so that a 
satisfying array of choices be-
comes available. Then we offer 
permission to choose in the mo-
ment. Rather than insist upon a 

treatment strategy, we purpose-
fully stand aside and let the client 
decide how they would like to pro-
ceed now.

These seemingly simple tactics can 
quickly create the most remark-
able results. That the consultant 
too often focuses more upon telling 
their client what they think they 
need to know—and that the client 
too often focuses upon their con-
sultant clueing them in— has been 
the chief difficulty. Leaving cer-
tainty at the door opens up unimag-
inable possibilities. Why? Who 
cares? If we want results rather 
than the endless pursuit of results, 
Brief Consulting offers some real 
promise for the future.
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Join our discussion considering the 
future of consulting. http://
groups-beta.google.com/group/
Brief Consulting
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About Compass
Compass is published periodically by 
True North pgs, Inc., and is dis-
tributed free of charge to a world-
wide community.

Compass is a navigation tool for con-
tinuing your practice of improving your 

experience. Compass shares 
stories and insights to serve as 

the basis for you to provide more 
effective leadership to your-

self and to your community. 
We enable each other to improve the 
quality of our experiences by sharing 
our stories and our insights.   

All works published in this newsletter 
are the property of the author or True 
North pgs, Inc., and may not be re-
printed, used, or otherwise distributed 
without the expressed, written per-
mission of the owner. Ask for permis-
sion and you’ll get it.

Upcoming Workshops
True North pgs will be conducting
two open enrollment workshops in
the first half of 2005. 

January 18-20, Mastering Projects
Workshop in Portland, OR. “You are
the most powerful project manage-
ment tool you will ever use.” If you’d
like to learn how to leverage this
most powerful tool, contact us for
details.

Beyond Leadership:

“A Program for Learning How to
Teach Yourself to Become the
Leader You Aspire to Be” Not a
week’s workshop, but an introduc-
tion to a life’s work! 

March 13-19, 2005 in Walla Walla,
WA 

Find out why Harvard called True
North to learn about the future of
leadership training!

The Blind Men and the 
Elephant

“There were six men of Indostan, to 
learning much inclined...” 

So begins John Godfrey Saxe’s fable of 
the blind men who failed to see an ele-
phant together. Though each was able to 
perceive their piece of the beast, none 
were able to integrate their individual 
perspective into a coherent whole. 
The result? You’ve seen it on each of your 
projects. During that time, which some-
times extends until after the project 

concludes, factions argue about the true 
nature of the beast which none of the com-
batants will ever see. 
In my book, The Blind Men and the Ele-
phant, Mastering Project Work, (Berrett-
Koehler, 2003), I consider this universal 
feature of our project work and offer 
some simple tactics for creating the coher-
ent experiences we each aspire to achieve. 
Google the title or my name to see reviews 
of the book. Now available in Dutch as De 
Blinden En De Olifant. It’ll soon be avail-
able in Chinese, Russian, Turkish, Spanish, 
and Korean. 
Order your copy today:
http://www.bkconnection.com


