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FOREWORD

This is an important book. It seeks to explore reflection and its power to
change behaviour with the pivotal role of the ‘leader’ as its focal point. Its
premise rests in the idea that leaders and leadership are commonplace and that
influential individuals in organisational life can do a much better job if they
learn to reflect both by themselves and with others. Of note, it makes a sig-
nificant contribution to the academic and practitioner literature on leadership
— there are few studies that consider reflexivity and andragogy together in
relation to leadership. As Professor Robson notes:

Leaders are far from flawless and can improve through learning. It
is this learning process that we will focus on here. The focal context
is to examine the leader in decision-making situations in order to
observe the role of reflection.

Notwithstanding that I have known for a long time that I learn by reflection
(although T did not always appreciate it), as a leadership academic Professor
Robson contemplates and explains how leaders — formal and informal —
make considered judgements. To date, in both academic and practitioner
settings, we tend to study leaders, leading and leadership but rarely do we
probe the reflection of the said leader when they lead (i.e. the verb/the ‘doing’
word). Thus, Professor Robson asks the reader to consider leaders beyond
their traits, behaviours and philosophies to contemplate their reflective
tendencies.

In detail, several thought-provoking (research) questions are asked:

¢ Do leaders consciously reflect on their past decisions?

® Do leaders understand fully the role of reflection in the process of making
decisions?

e Can we investigate what potential there might be to exploit it (reflection)
more fully as a decision-enhancing technique?

o If reflection can be embedded in the mindsets of decision-makers in orga-
nisations, does this improve decisions and performance and is reflective
practice, therefore, something we should be consistently engaging in?

XVii
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Such questions are not academic. In a world of uncertainly, complexity and
abstraction, Professor Robson reminds us that decision-making — informed
by reflection — will allow us to be ready to deal with unfamiliar circum-
stances. We do this by recognising connections between seemingly unrelated
situations and questioning our assumptions and making better decisions.

This, then, has three benefits:

® When we are practiced enough at reflection we can start to reflect in the
moment as a situation unfolds, making us more aware of our own and other
people’s actions, feelings and assumptions.

o If we are taking a reflective learning approach with our teams, we move
from simply trying to fix problems and possibly attributing blame for things
that went wrong, to creating joint insights and learning.

e As active reflectors, we function as role models for our teams who will
benefit from this skill too, and in turn become more effective and faster
learners. The ultimate benefit of reflective learning in a world driven by
speed is acceleration: by slowing down and actively reflecting on past events
we maximise learning and accelerate our own development and effectiveness
as leaders.

In this respect, reflection has been named as one of the key competencies
needed for effective leaders particularly as the workplace grows more complex
and multicultural.

Professor Robson then moves us from reflection to reflexivity to knowing
(what is happening in an organisational situation, why it is happening, what
the implications of this observation might be and how to improve matters).
The structure is most clear. First, we explore (the traditional) reflective practice
in leadership placing this discussion within theories of individual and organ-
isational learning. Second, a review of traditional models of reflective leader-
ship practice is offered that captures learning — critical incidents, systems and
structures — asking the question ‘what is reflection and how can you sys-
tematize it’? We also move from ‘self’ reflection to ‘other’ in team-based
reflective practice. Third, we consider reflexivity (reflection on reflection)
and its central role in reflective practice In this respect, reflection has been
named as one of the key competencies needed for effective leaders particularly
as the workplace grows more complex and multicultural. In this regard, we
contemplate how we can learn reflexively through team processes and change,
integrating theory into reflexive learning. Fourth, more creative forms of
reflection through the lenses of creative writing are considered, combining
creative and reflective processes and using creative texts to unlock learning.
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This is of great importance to leadership in, and of, organisations. For
example, reflective practice is the capacity to reflect on action so as to engage
in a process of continuous learning. In its simplest form, it involves thinking
about, or reflecting on, what you do. It is closely linked to the concept of
learning from experience. Of course, most of us think about what has
happened; however, the difference between casual ‘thinking’ and ‘reflective
practice’ — as Professor Robson notes — is that reflective practice requires a
conscious effort to think about events and develop insights into them.
Reflective practice is a process by which you: pause and think about your
practice; consciously analyse your decision-making; and draw on theory to
relate it to what you did (or didn’t do) in practice. Reflexivity is finding
strategies to question our own attitudes, thought processes, values, assump-
tions, prejudices and habitual actions to strive to understand our complex
roles in relation to others. Reflexivity, therefore, offers a vital bridge between
knowledge and action that potentially transforms the quality of learning and
offers a validation of perspective that would support a journey toward more
effective performance. The traditional reflective approach is believed to be
rather passive in comparison to reflexive practice which is meant to be more
transformational. You don’t just reflect on what went well/wrong. Your main
goal is to improve your future practice. The best example of reflexive practice
is when it is done in the moment.

What is particularly welcome in this book is the variety of organisational
settings that provide contextualised exploration of leaders, leadership,
decision-making and reflection. Of note, there are deep, rich and
thought-provoking cases from an eclectic group of practitioners: a professional
(elite) cricket player, a senior NHS Consultant doctor; two academics; an
executive coach and change consultant; and a writer/playwright/poet. Each
practice-based case is drawn from interviews with professionals who employ
reflection and who have rich experiences to share with you — the reader. As I
get somewhat irritated by the plethora of academic books written by aca-
demics about the latest theory, Professor Robson gives ‘voice’ to practitioners
who have so much to offer the thinking and practice of leadership. This is
important.

This book seeks to identify the systematic nature of reflection juxtaposed to
the more immediate praxis of reflexivity. When we need a more considered,
careful judgement in decision-making, perhaps reflective practice is more
effective. The intuition embodied by reflexivity is more effective in the kind of
pressured business performance contexts we highlighted earlier. For leaders,
an opportunity exists to help reflective leaders to understand the difference
between reflective action, systematised and collaborative, and reflexive action,
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characterised by introspection and intuition. Leaders ought to develop a keen
sense of the range of reflective and reflexive tools at their disposal, discerning
between more complex problems and those are clearly delineated is a core
challenge in developing authentically reflective leaders. Over the years, I have
concluded that individuals cannot truly develop as leaders unless they are
receptive to continuous and deep learning. In fact, learning is at the core of
effective leadership development and deep learning is the process through
which we can use our experiences to transform. Through this type of learning,
we fundamentally change the way we see ourselves, others and the world
around us.

To make decisions, leaders are required to have a wide range of compe-
tences including the ability to analyse several types of data, to understand
current situations and to imagine future potential scenarios. This book does
not focus entirely on this complex decision-making context, nor does it dwell
on the multitude theories that concern leadership styles and traits. Rather, it
focuses on how leaders improve their effectiveness, their decision-making
abilities and ultimately, how they can use reflection and reflexive processes
to see things differently, more wholly, and identify how they might engage
with colleagues to improve decisions and hopefully performance.

I commend this book to you.

WBH
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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

The idea for this book sprung from a lecture I attended during my teacher
training in 1990 when my curiosity in andragogy and post-experience
education was at its beginning. The lecture considered Donald Schon’s
‘Educating the Reflective Practitioner’, and 1 remember vividly the
examples we were given of how reflection is critical to learning and
development in engineering, accountancy and most memorably, allot-
ment gardening. This really struck home because of childhood memories
of playing alongside my grandfather, Jack, at a young age while he
weeded, propagated, fed and watered and administered blood and bone
feed alongside pesticides in an impressive display of mastery. It occurs to
me that reflection and learning are fundamental elements of the human
condition without which, we would not have emerged as the dominant
force on this planet. Perbaps with a greater attention to reflective practice
we would make a better job of running the show.

Moving to more mundane settings, 1 have flirted with professional
practice for much of my life, trialling for Northamptonshire County
Cricket Club at a very young age to get a sense of the discipline, con-
centration and effort required to succeed. Then realising I didn’t possess
any of those qualities. Looking then at a life in the legal profession. Then
finding I was better suited to academia. As a scholar of 30 plus years, 1
carried with me ideas of reflection and reflective practice and having
interviewed bundreds of practitioners across the arts, software develop-
ment, biotechnology, professional football and cricket and medicine. 1
have recently focused on seemingly opposing professions, the creative arts
and elite sport.

The book re-introduces the idea of reflection and reflective practice,
building on the work of Schon and Argyris among others and exploring
its use and application. At its lowest level, reflection is essential in
engendering an organisational learning culture and with leadership,
encouraging a more considered and holistic form of decision-making. The

xXiii



XXV Abstract

first two chapters critique the theory and practice of reflection, high-
lighting the professional practice and looking at the concepts of critical
incidents and problematic events. My research identified several strengths
in reflective practice including contributions to continuous improvement,
solving problems and sharing learning via blogs and posts and vlogs,
identification of skill deficits, alignment of tasks to organisational vision
and mission. The practitioner perspectives introduced in each chapter
begin with Paul Collingwood in Chapter 1, an international England
cricketer and current England coach. His contribution was excellent in
helping the reader see the link between reflection, learning and develop-
ment and performance. Paul also introduces the idea of levels of reflec-
tion, both team and individual levels and the idea in competitive sport of
reflecting on the opposition strengths and weaknesses. Chapter 2 looks at
the medical profession and emergency services and professional elite
handball. Dr Claire Copeland, an avid reflective blogger in the National
Health Service, give us an excellent view of how reflective practice works
in her profession, including some of the difficulties of finding time and
being objective. Professor Martin Svensson provided us with an insightful
view of pressured decision environments where emotion plays a strong
role in how we view incidents, how much attention we pay to the detail of
incidents, how we select learning opportunities and the attention we pay
to our work. His major contribution was to elaborate on the notion of
fundamental attribution error and the way in which we analyse cause and
effect.

Chapters 3 and 4 take reflective practice into relatively new territories,
considering reflexivity and creativity as areas of development in reflective
practice. Reflexivity concerns reflection on reflection with a view to
mitigating attribution error and bias and to enable practitioners to
understand the dynamics of their workplace in terms of power, control
and hierarchy. Reflexive processes can also introduce theory and external
frameworks into the leadership culture with the benefit of distancing
reflection for the context. Joe Lafferty’s practitioner perspective regarding
the use of psychoanalytic tools in executive coaching is highly enlight-
ening. Grounding leadership and executive team development in multiple
perspectives of reality was demonstrably powerful in Joe’s reflection in his
high-level practice across many national institutions. Chapter 4 focuses
on creative writing approaches that utilise reflection. Accepting that
writing is a core skill of any leader, I considered the benefits and uses of
creative thinking and writing, exploring poetry and prose. Eddie Small
and Kirsty Gunn provide strong views on how they work with companies
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and with writing groups, emphasising the need for trust and safety in
opening spaces to explore. Using scenarios and third-person narrative,
the phrase ‘vicarious elaboration’ is used to explain the creative vebicle
commonly used in these practices and the inherent power of these tools is
crystal clear in this chapter. Throughout the book I have sought to use
examples to illustrate points and personal perspectives I have gleaned
from the many interviews 1 have had in recent years, particularly with
elite football coaches, medical professional and software development
companies.

The book is highly relevant to any reader who has leadership expe-
rience or aspirations and anyone who is curious about reflection and
learning. My conclusions bighlight further areas of interest and devel-
opment, and the field of creative reflection features highly in my own list
of future research projects.
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INTRODUCTION

The very idea of reflection and its possibilities has been embedded deeply in
humanity for millennia, perhaps even before Narcissus was reported to have
seen his own image in a stream, with shattering consequences. Reflections in
nature captivate us, from ripples of light on a slow river to the moon reflecting
the radiance of the sun. Most reflections engender an awareness of stopping, of
slowing down to consider what we are seeing with a sense of intrigue and
mystique. Others are a shock to our perceptions and our thinking, seeing for
the first time something we had not expected to see. Reflections can affect us
significantly, as if something other-worldly is occurring that we need to absorb
— something that will change us, altering perspective and offering up more
possibilities for our future. This is precisely how reflection impacts on our lives
in a profound way, revealing something that we did not know and something
that will change forever the way we behave, see and hear things.

We use all our senses in reflecting, developing as we go, the things we might
stop doing, start doing or do differently. Reflection is a fundamental element
of learning, and we learn from our reflections (Moon, 2004). This book seeks
to explore reflection and its power to change behaviour, with the pivotal role
of the ‘leader’ as its focal point. I have been considering the impact that leaders
have on people in organisations throughout my career and have homed in on
decision-making in my work on many occasions. In contemplating how people
behave and learn through their decisions, I came across Donald Schon (1983)
and his early work on reflection in and on action. This enormously enriched
my perspective on learning through reflection and induced me to consider how
leaders — those with the authority (formal or informal) to make decisions —
make considered judgements. And also, conversely, on how intuition can play
a significant role in ‘familiar’ decisions, those which are perhaps more routine
and where speedy action is required. In analysing leaders in their
decision-making and their potentially reflective tendencies, we are searching
for forms of rationality in what is essentially a behavioural context. Is this the
right philosophical approach? For some, it is certainly the logical path to tread
yet for other, more creative, thinkers, intuition and spontaneity are found to be
much more useful.



2 The Reflective Leader

I wanted to find out, firstly, if leaders consciously reflect on their past
decisions and, secondly, to pin down the role of reflection in the process of
making decisions and investigate what potential there might be to more fully
exploit it as a decision-enhancing technique. If reflection can be embedded in
the mindsets of decision-makers in organisations, does this improve decisions
and performance and is it a reflective practice therefore something we should
be consistently engaging in? Considering a variety of organisational settings,
the Practitioner Perspectives at the end of each chapter provide contextualised
exploration of leaders, leadership, decision-making and reflection. I hope that
this will be an interesting journey that raises questions as well as answering
some. For instance, at several points in my own journey I have wondered why
in modern society we frame almost every challenge as a problem, and every
decision as a solution? Is everything then a problem? And what is the purpose
of problem-solving methodology when we want to think more freely, to create
and innovate? We can explore some of the more important questions here and
perhaps highlight others for subsequent researchers to consider as there are
many which can’t be addressed within the bounds of this book.

In Chapter 1 we will explore the traditional sense of reflective practice in
leadership, placing this discussion within theories of individual and organ-
isational learning. We will also examine professional sport in a practitioner
encounter with Paul Collingwood, one of England and Durham’s finest ever
cricketers and currently a senior coach in the England cricket team. In Chapter
2, we look at traditional models of reflective leadership practice, capturing
learning — critical incidents, systems and structures — asking the question ‘what
is reflection and how can you systematize it?” The chapter then moves from
‘self’ reflection to ‘other’ in team-based reflective practice and engaging in a
thought-provoking practitioner perspective with Claire Copeland, a senior
Medical Director in the Scottish National Health Service. Additionally in
Chapter 2 we consider the research of Professor Martin Svensson, an organ-
isational psychologist, in a practitioner contribution that explores attribution
and bias in reflective practice, opening the door to reflexivity as a set of tools to
render reflection and learning more objective. In Chapter 3 we consider
reflexivity and its central role in reflective practice, contemplating how we can
learn reflexively through team processes and change, integrating theory into
reflexive learning. The practitioner contribution of Joe Lafferty, a psychoan-
alyst and executive coach who offers us intriguing insights into executive
leadership and team development. In Chapter 4, more creative forms of
reflection through the lenses of creative writing are considered, combining
creative and reflective processes and using creative texts to unlock learning.
We look at two cases with eminent authors Kirsty Gunn, a Professor of
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Creative Writing and a very successful author, and Eddie Small, playwright,
author and Lecturer at the University of Dundee. Each practice-based
contribution is drawn from interviews with professionals who employ reflec-
tion and who have rich experiences to share with you, reader and fellow
traveller.

REFERENCES

Moon, J. A. (2004). A handbook of reflective and experiential learning.
Theory and practice. RoutledgeFalmer. London and New York: Taylor
and Francis Group.

Schon, D. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How practitioners think in
action. San Francisco: Harper Collins.
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REFLECTION AND LEARNING

LEADERSHIP, LEARNING AND REFLECTIVE PRACTICE: FROM
KNOWLEDGE TO KNOWING

In leadership theory and research, we see a terrifically wide range of models,
conceptual frameworks and empirical work that spills out into every human
setting imaginable and into associated theories of strategy, change,
decision-making and draws on the full range of social and behavioural sci-
ences. In this book, I take a very pragmatic view on what a leader is, ignoring
the raging debates concerning traits, styles, competences and persuasion to
consider leadership and leaders as almost anyone who can envisage a different
kind of future state and who can then articulate this vision persuasively to
encourage others to follow and support, they themselves leading as the project
progresses, or fails. Leaders can be heroic but mostly leadership is quite
modest and involves seeing things differently, helping and supporting others,
encouraging others, facilitating progress on any scale and in any situation
(Chidley & Baldrey-Currens, 2016). Leaders are far from flawless and can
improve through learning. It is this learning process that we will focus on here,
seeking to illuminate through what I hope is an interesting integration of
theory and practice, explaining the theory and testing it through the practi-
tioner perspectives presented. The focal context is to examine the leader in
decision-making situations in order to observe the role of reflection.

To make decisions, leaders are required to have a wide range of compe-
tences (Kets de Vries, 1998), including the ability to analyse different types of
data, to understand current situations and to imagine potential future sce-
narios. Crucially, leaders should be able to communicate future organisational
states and persuade colleagues and team members at all levels that a particular
course of action will deliver improvements and in turn enable the attainment
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of specified goals. This book will not focus entirely on this complex
decision-making context, nor will it dwell on the multitude theories that
concern leadership styles and traits. Rather, it focuses on how leaders can
improve their effectiveness, their decision-making abilities and ultimately, how
they can use reflection and reflexive processes to see things differently, more
wholly, and identify how they might engage with colleagues to improve
decisions and hopefully performance. As many leadership theorists would
agree, the team, group or community setting of leadership is of vital
importance.

In my experience of 10 years in the retail industry followed by more than 30
years in business education, I have observed that anyone can become an
effective leader. With development and support, any colleague I have ever
worked with has the ability to imagine a better future for either all or part of
an organisation. Empowering people in the workplace can release this creative
force and reflection can be a powerful tool in this process. It isn’t that col-
leagues have no good ideas for improvement, but more that they have neither
the voice to articulate their ideas nor the opportunity to be heard. Reflective
practice can be deployed at all levels of any organisation to develop our sense
of both self and other and to engage with others to improve the quality of our
work and our lives. The premise of this book rests in the idea that leaders and
leadership are commonplace and that influential individuals in organisational
life can do a much better job if they learn to reflect both by themselves and
with others.

The central challenge in developing a reflective mindset is to understand the
value and nature of knowledge and to systematise the way we develop our
own knowledge as a resource for better decision-making. We need to learn,
individually and collectively, to share that learning and to implement it as an
on-going process to underpin continuous improvement. It is this intense
commitment to learning that I wish to underpin through exploring the depth
and width of reflection in knowledge creation, knowledge sharing and learning
and adding to this the dimension of reflexive practice that reveals to any leader
the value of theory, value-free introspection and the critical value of other (or
others) in this process. I want us all to move away from the deeply embedded
idea that every challenge we face should be framed as a problem. Doing so
leads us to think that we will find an ideal solution in every case and that is not
only untrue but potentially damaging. It also denies us the opportunity to live
with our challenges, sometimes in harmony. It also denies us endless possibility
to be creative about work challenges and employ a richer and more vibrant
range of tools and skills to help us move forward in our working lives.
Problem-solving models encourage us to think in a very narrow way about our
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work challenges and ultimately to find ways of imposing a measurement
paradigm on issues that may well be more qualitative and behavioural. At
times, problem solving models and quantitative measurement are the most
relevant and appropriate mechanisms to deploy. In the later chapters of this
book, I intend to develop the theme of ‘other’ in more creative reflective
practice in order to expand our sense of enrichment and innovation through
reflection.

For leaders to possess knowledge is critical to the continued development
and functioning of any business organisation. It is made even more apparent
by our digital age that knowledge, created out of information and data, is a
fundamentally important resource (Senge, 2006). I argue that reflection is a
critical element of learning and that knowing is a product of reflecting on
knowledge, experience and practice. When we add in reflections from ‘other’
sources we add quality, depth and a refinement of the learning process that
combine and lead to better performance. When we further apply a reflexive
approach, we are encouraged to utilise theory and other external devices to
remove our subjective selves from the reflection. This in one sense complexifies
the reflective process, but it also enhances it to include a wider field of vision,
giving the process a more impactful role through sharing, abstraction and
building on perspective. Using the process of reflection in this way moves the
leader towards knowing — what is happening in an organisational situation,
why it is happening, what the implications of this observation might be and
how to improve matters. A multidimensional model of reflection moves the
leader from knowledge to knowing. It perhaps can also be said to accelerate
personal development through the acquisition of wisdom — knowing what to
do, knowing what the heart of a matter is, knowing what processes and
interventions are more likely to work and knowing how to challenge your own
perceptions by drawing in other lenses to enrich the process and the outcome.

LEARNING AND KNOWLEDGE

In the management field, we are well versed in the virtue of knowledge and its
integration in decision-making processes. According to Kogut and Zander
(1992), an effective organisational approach to knowledge involves the inte-
gration of knowledge of what people in the organisation know with knowl-
edge that exists in other parts of an organisation, in its systems and processes.
The ideal knowledge system is perhaps more possible today with our inten-
sified and technology-driven focus on data and analytics. Several key authors
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maintain that knowledge is required to fuel innovation and to create or
sustain competitive advantage (Cerchione, Esposito, & Spadaro, 2016; Zieba,
Bolisani, & Scarso, 2016). The notion of knowledge sharing provides a bridge
to the idea of including other lenses in the reflective process. Reflexivity offers
the prospect of reducing idiosyncratic and subjective effects from the reflective
process through, amongst other things, utilising frameworks, theories, external
knowledge (for example applied in research) and introducing others to the
reflective process. ‘Other’ can refer to team members, mentors, line managers
and potentially to more creative ways of reducing unconscious bias from the
reflective process.

Reflective practice potentially lubricates the idea of creating a knowledge
community through encouraging systematised forms of knowledge sharing,
integrating this knowledge in decision-making processes and enhancing the
knowledge through reflexive techniques of process enrichment. The benefits of
such an ambitious model are set out for individual leaders in Schon’s seminal
work of 1983. His early writing on the subject of reflection was born out of a
sense of crisis in the professions and a firm view that concepts of rationality in
organisational life were being challenged intellectually. In the social sciences,
the post-modern movement was well underway by this time and philosophical
deconstruction was back on the educational agenda. Individual leaders were
being undermined by the view that their thinking and decisions were not
necessarily rational, bounded as they clearly were by limitations of data,
experience and political pressures at various levels. Reflection was proposed by
Schon (1983) as both a partial antidote to ineffective leadership and a loftier
organisational goal of reflecting both in and on practice to learn and improve
performance.

The literature quickly moved on to consider reflective learning at the
organisational level, focusing on the benefits of knowledge sharing (Klepic &
Madzar, 2017; Ngah & Jusoff, 2009). Knowledge networks and knowledge
sharing were highlighted by Duffield and Whitty (2016) amongst others as
necessary conditions of knowledge management. The premise of this knowl-
edge revolution was that individuals possessed knowledge of varying types —
tacit and technical for example — and that the sharing of this knowledge would
enhance both personal and organisational performance through improved
decisions in addition to a team ethos and associated benefits of well-being,
engagement, esprit-de-corps and so on. Reflection can clearly play a crucial
and positive role in enhancing knowledge and in improving the process of
knowledge creation. The distinction between different types of knowledge is
useful and, while there are several theories in play, my preferred option is to
distinguish between ‘tacit’ knowledge and ‘explicit’ knowledge, the latter
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