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OVERVIEW
We use a working hypothesis to guide the approach and content for the 
Fellowship programme. This hypothesis evolves as we work with you to 
discover more about responsible leadership and how it can be enacted. It is 
explained on the next few pages in our: 

1. HYPOTHESIS 

2. PRINCIPLES 

3. PRACTICES
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A HYPOTHESIS

The problem

The Forward Institute’s purpose is to build a movement for responsible leadership in and 
across organisations. We believe that to thrive, organisations must be outward looking, 
responsive and responsible. 

Organisations go wrong, or are not at their best, when their leaders:

> Lack broad perspectives 

> Don’t have the time to listen, observe and reflect

> Are paralysed by the complexity of the change required

> Do not seek to work with others

A hypothesis…

In working alongside Fellows over the last four years we have developed a hypothesis for 
responsible leadership based on what Fellows have done through their managerial practice 
and in tackling their change challenge.

We continue to refine these principles as we learn together (more detail overleaf) 

> Value diversity

> Care more 

> Think for the long-term

> Be honest

> Be brave

…made practical 

Our principles are brought to life through the practices and this is where we focus on the 
programme. 

If you want to value diversity and care more it helps to observe and listen, and work 
generously alongside others. 

If you want to think for the long-term and be honest it helps to practice reflection both 
personally but also with others. 

If you want to be braver there are no two ways about it, you have to take action and do the 
things large and small that require courage. 
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PRINCIPLES

Actively seek diverse and divergent thinking, think beyond 
organisational boundaries and take a broader world view when 
making decisions. Seek collaborators different from yourself.

VALUE DIVERSITY

Recognise the inherent value of human beings, respect the 
rights and responsibilities of others, act and treat them fairly. 
Set a strong example by taking care of yourself and allowing 
others to do the same.

CARE MORE

THINK FOR THE LONG-TERM
Take decisions in the best long-term interest of your 
organisation and society. Be clear about what your own and 
your organisation's purpose is and the value of both to others. 
Be a good steward of the planet's resources.

BE HONEST
Admit to difficult truths, be willing to have difficult 
conversations, admit to your own mistakes and stand up for 
your beliefs, cultivate a culture of candour for others.

Be open to challenging others and being challenged. Walk 
towards problems and don’t try to bury them. Value creativity, 
allow uncertainty and accept that mistakes happen.

BE BRAVE
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PRACTICES

Collaborate, overcome divides, build alliances and offer 
your help without expecting anything in return.

WORK GENEROUSLY

Take the process of reflection seriously and reflect often as 
an individual. Encourage others to reflect and foster 
collective reflection.

REFLECT

TAKE ACTION

Proactively experiment, make choices and act. Actively 
strive to influence those around you for positive, 
considered outcomes.

OBSERVE & LISTEN

Practice observing and listening deeply to your team, your 
peers, their seniors and to wider groups of people outside 
your sphere of influence.
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THINGS TO CONSIDER
Running any of these exercises successfully involves facilitation skills, which 
includes thinking about the space you use, the wellbeing of the people involved 
and how you want to be as a leader and perhaps participant of the exercise.

1. FACILITATION 

2. SURROUNDINGS

3. YOUR PERSONAL STATE

4. USAGE RESPONSIBILITIES
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A NOTE ON FACILITATION

Leadership isn’t a solo venture and certainly, when tackling difficult issues or change, success 

can only be achieved by working with others. Adopting a facilitation mindset will help you get 
the most out of using these exercises with your colleagues. This is about ensuring full 
participation, helping people to understand each other and cultivating shared responsibility. 

Facilitation can broadly be summarised into three types and you should be deliberate about 
how and when you use each. 

FORWARD

Visibly leading from the front. Establishing the groundrules and giving clear instruction. ‘This 

is what we are going to do (and why). This is how I would like you to be (and why).’ You have a 

clear vision to communicate.

ALONGSIDE 

Clearly signaling you are happy to get stuck in and be in the work with others. Involves 
curiosity and deep listening.  ‘Lets do this together and see where we get to.’ Appropriate for 
when discussion is required. 

BEHIND 

Supportive, coaching others to lead the conversation or session. You don’t have all the 

answers. Appropriate when you want others to take responsibility for the content or direction 
of the discussion. 

Taking the time to consider what is appropriate for the session and when is important 

preparation. Also take into account how the group normally experience you. Be aware of the 

shift if you are normally very forward and facilitating colleagues requires a behind style. 

This is not to say you would only use one style for an exercise. Setting out the reason you are 
doing it and why is forward. If you then want to take a behind role and let the group run 

themselves clearly communicate this and the reasons for it. Signposting is crucial. 

Many things send signals of forward, alongside or behind. This isn’t just about the words you 

use. Consider the room you use, the way the furniture is arranged as well as your body 

language. Note – if you’re only using forward it isn’t facilitation. ;-)

or BATMAN, ROBIN OR ALFRED?
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A NOTE ON SURROUNDINGS

Many things send signals about the kind 
of meeting or conversation you want to 
have. This isn’t just about the words you 
use or your body language. 

The environment in which you choose to 
have a meeting, run an exercise or open 
up a different kind of conversation has an 
enormous impact. 

It also subtly communicates the care you 
have for the group and their wellbeing.

or WHO DOES THEIR BEST THINKING IN A BOARDROOM?

SOME TOP TIPS

> Ideally use a space where people are comfortable and relaxed. Avoid rooms where 
people have to sit round a table. 

> Make sure the space is big enough for groups to spread out and not be easily 
overheard. And ensure the chairs can be moved.

> Natural daylight is a good thing. Windowless rooms are not. If it has to be a 
windowless room consider how you can improve it – we always go for a bunch of the 
cheapest in- season flowers.

> Consider what comes before and after the exercise and how that might help or hinder 
what you want to achieve.

> Avoid Powerpoint if you want people to bring more of themselves to the exercise. 
Powerpoint communicates meetings, priorities and work. These exercises are all about 
opening up different types of conversations and ask people to be more honest and 
bring more of themselves. 

> For briefing in the exercise and debriefing it at the end a circle of chairs is always the 
simplest way of communicating equality of participation. Avoiding tables allows more 
communication to happen as half of the body isn’t hidden. 
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A NOTE ON YOUR STATE

Another trick of facilitation that can be equally applied to leadership is an awareness of one’s 
own state (mental, emotional and physical) and crucially recognising the impact that has on 
others. Emotions are contagious at a subconscious level: state leads state. 

Being deliberate about how you want to be experienced by others for one exercise or more 
generally is a practice in itself. Emotional intelligence in this context is being aware of your 
own state, that of others and how they are impacting each other.

One Fellow has the ambition of having an inspiring impact on his teams. He uses the walk to 
his office every morning to asses how inspiring he feels out of 10. It varies day to day but if he 
is feeling a low 3 out of 10 he can do something about it before he gets in to the office so that 
perhaps he can be a 5 or 6 that day. ‘Awareness is curative’ he told us. 

Through the practice of journaling another Fellow was shocked to realise she started every 
day complaining about her commute. She decided this was an unhealthy pattern and not 
helpful to her or her team’s state. She stopped and switched to more positive topics. 

This isn’t about always being ‘up’ or experienced as high energy. If anything it is about being 
yourself but recognising that with the responsibility of leadership your state has more power 
to determine that of others. Whilst everyone goes through tough times and down days there 
are things you can do to anchor yourself to a more positive state. 

The framework of physical, mental, emotional and purpose is useful. Our state is impacted by 
all of these aspects and being deliberate about taking care of each one is a powerful practice.

Physical – Get in a morning walk or run before a big meeting. Don’t have that glass of wine the 
night before and get 8 hours sleep. 

Mental – Notice if you are feeling overwhelmed or like ‘I’m too busy to think’. What can you 
do to create some mental space? Talk it through with a coach; delegate; create a to do list or 
journaling can help too. 

Emotional – We are all impacted by our relationships with others. Money worries can also 
take a huge emotional toll. Recognise if your emotional state isn’t good. Ask for help. Have the 
conversation you are putting off. Share your worries with a trusted person. 

Purpose – Why do you do what you do? Having a connection to a bigger why can do wonders 
for your state when you’re tired and it’s hard. Remaining connected to a purpose that is 
meaningful to you whether it be personal, organisational or spiritual is a powerful motivator. 
All human beings need meaning in order to thrive.

Thousands of things can affect our state. Reflect on what gets (and keeps) you in a good state 
AND what potential ‘triggers’ in the moment could knock you out of state. Make a plan for 
both. We obviously can’t plan for every eventuality but the better rested, prepped and 
connected to your goal you are the better your state will be. And everyone in the meeting or 
exercise or workshop will not just see it but feel it.

or ARE YOU AN ENERGY GIVER OR ENERGY TAKER?
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A NOTE ON USAGE RIGHTS

WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR FELLOWS

The Forward Institute shares much of what we create under a Creative Commons license –
Attribution and Share Alike (CC BY-SA). Our goal is to build a movement for responsible 
leadership working with Fellows to create organisations that are well run and trustworthy. We 
are a not-for-profit so rather than develop a body of IP that we can monetize, we believe in 
sharing freely the approaches to developing responsible leadership that we create with others 
and test through the programme. 

In using these materials, whilst you can amend and adapt them as much as you want, but you 
are bound by three conditions:

1. You must credit the Forward Institute. 

2. You must inform us of any changes you make in using them.

3. You must license any of your new creations on exactly the same terms. 

MORE ABOUT CREATIVE COMMONS? 

(The following copied from Wikipedia.) Creative Commons licenses do not replace copyright 
but are based upon it. They replace individual negotiations for specific rights between 
copyright owner (licensor) and licensee, which are necessary under an "all rights reserved" 
copyright management, with a "some rights reserved" management employing standardised 
licenses for re-use cases where no commercial compensation is sought by the copyright 
owner. The result is an agile, low-overhead and low-cost copyright-management regime, 
benefiting both copyright owners and licensees. 

Creative Commons seeks to support the building of a richer public domain by providing an 
alternative to the automatic "all rights reserved" copyright, and has been dubbed "some rights 
reserved". It has been credited with generating interest in the issue of intellectual 
property and contributing to the re-thinking of the role of the "commons" in the "information 
age". 

Creative Commons attempts to counter what Lawrence Lessig, founder of Creative Commons, 
considers to be a dominant and increasingly restrictive permission culture. Lessig describes 
this as "a culture in which creators get to create only with the permission of the powerful, or 
of creators from the past." Lessig maintains that modern culture is dominated by traditional 
content distributors in order to maintain and strengthen their monopolies on cultural 
products such as popular music and popular cinema, and that Creative Commons can provide 
alternatives to these restrictions.

or WILL YOU SHARE LEARNING AND CREDIT?



EXERCISES
We’ve used four exercises on the programme so far that have all been 
adopted by Fellows with colleagues. Some have become new practices 
inside organisations. They all build observation and listening skills and in 
different ways help open up different and sometimes difficult conversations. 

1. JOURNALING
2. OBSERVATION 
3. LIFE STORIES
4. Willful BLINDNESS



JOURNALING

EXERC I S E
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JOURNALING
WHAT IS IT…

HOW JOURNALING IS USED ON THE PROGRAMME

Journaling is used as a core practice throughout the programme. 

Firstly, to build the practice of reflection. There is no manual for responsible leadership and 
everyone’s context is different. The Fellowship programme is broad, experiential and requires 
thinking and action on multiple levels and across multiple issues.

We also see the Forward Institute and the Fellowship as an exercise in collaboration as we 
learn together about responsible leadership and share openly our collective learning.

For all these reasons capturing notes from speakers and experiences as well as your own 
thoughts, hunches, questions, frustrations and ideas is crucial to your sense-making of your 
learning. Your thinking will evolve over the 18 months (and beyond). Regular journaling will 
help you uncover broader connections and deeper insight as you read back and reflect on 
your thinking.  

Secondly, taking the time to think and process helps one think for the long-term. Perhaps 
identifying second and third order consequences of decisions. Perhaps spotting important 
opportunities and connections that only emerge over time or when you are in a different 
mindset. 

We don’t ask you to share verbatim what you write in your journal but we value all and any 
stories of how it has helped you think, learn and take action. 

HOW YOU COULD USE IT WITH COLLEAGUES

> To build the practice of reflection into your team culture.

> To build appreciation for the diverse perspectives in your team. 

> To encourage deeper thought about a project you are working on. For example, having 5 
minutes of silent journaling at the end of each meeting and over time seeing what 
colleagues uncover about the project and themselves.

> Much as teams compete in step-count competitions, set a challenge of 10 minutes of 
journaling a day for 21 days and share the collective learning as a group (building trust). 
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JOURNALING

FURTHER RESOURCES

Countless studies and articles have been written on the subject, including this from the 

Harvard Business Review: 

“The French philosopher Blaise Pascal pointed out that ‘All of humanity’s problems come 

from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room alone.’ He didn’t mean sitting quietly in front of a 

laptop responding to emails. The best thinking comes from structured reflection — and the 

best way to do that is keeping a personal journal.”

LINKS

> The More Senior Your Job Title, the More You Need to Keep a Journal (article quoted 

above)

> Why keeping a daily journal could change your life

> Why you really should keep a journal, no matter how cheesy that sounds

> 10 Surprising Benefits You'll Get From Keeping a Journal

"IT IS NOT A BAD IDEA 

TO GET IN THE HABIT OF 

WRITING DOWN ONE'S 

THOUGHTS. IT SAVES ONE 

HAVING TO BOTHER ANYONE 

ELSE WITH THEM.”

ISABEL COLEGATE

REFLECTIVE EXERCISE

https://hbr.org/2017/07/the-more-senior-your-job-title-the-more-you-need-to-keep-a-journal
https://medium.com/the-mission/why-keeping-a-daily-journal-could-change-your-life-9a4c11f1a475
https://www.theguardian.com/news/oliver-burkemans-blog/2013/jul/18/why-keeping-a-journal
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/benefits-of-journaling_n_6648884
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JOURNALING

WHY DO IT?

> Journaling helps to build awareness of your thinking, track your experiences and identify how 
your perspective develops over time. By collecting thoughts and seeing different ideas put 
together, journaling allows you to observe connections and move beyond mental blocks. 

> Writing things down in longhand gives a distance and clarity which allows you to challenge your 
own assumptions. This can be useful when finding creative solutions to problems and in 
deepening self-awareness. 

> Journals can also be a form of mental rehearsal to prepare for difficult conversations and can be 
the best way to think through big decisions and test one’s logic. It helps the memory to encode 
– by revisiting events we can influence how we remember them, and therefore how we learn. 

WHEN MIGHT YOU USE IT?

� When you want to come up with new ideas.

� When making sense of new concepts or points of interest – more than just notetaking, 
journaling helps assimilate and integrate new ideas with existing beliefs, and helps you 
remember what’s important for you.

� When you want to be able to revisit your thoughts and feelings at a particular point in time and 
observe any changes.

� In a team, reflecting individually then bringing those insights to the group to understand the 
impact of an idea a bit more broadly.

TOP TIPS

� Something more urgent will always come along, so set time aside to do it properly. Turn off 
devices and remove distractions. You need to be undisturbed.

� The point of journaling is not efficiency but to slow things down. Keep it offline. Handwriting 
engages more of the brain.

� Write for 1/2/5/10 mins non-stop – no punctuation if you don’t feel like it. Write “I don’t know 
what to write, I don’t know what to write” until other words come. It’s surprising what comes 
out when you switch off the critical mind and just allow the pen to flow.

� This is for you, not a chore for someone else. Try different approaches until you find one that 
works for you.

REFLECTIVE EXERCISE

HA
ND
OU
T
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“The programme has also provided tools and techniques to help me operate 

better as a leader. I have certainly used these in my leadership practice and my 

journal has been invaluable for this. Although I will admit to not journaling as 

much as I’d like between residentials, the discipline of noting reflections during 

the ‘contact’ time has been extremely useful. Each time, I come away with 

some key calls to action and some key concepts that inform post residential 

reflection and action.”

“There are a few things that, on reflection, I have found myself doing 

differently. They were, and are, not conscious things, so of interest to note 

first is that these sorts of changes in how I act and what I do only reveal 

themselves with reflection. That in itself is something I am doing differently. I 

am terrible at journaling and will never be a ‘journalist’ I’m afraid – but I am 

finding myself more and more hungry for quiet reflections. Sometimes it tells 

me things I don’t like – but that’s OK too.”

“I’ve reflected a bit on my own shortcomings as a leader too. For example not 

enough ‘walking towards’ things I find difficult, and letting the best be the 

enemy of the good. I think more reflecting on reflections is needed – going 

back over my journal and reminding myself of those moments of inspiration 

from Fellows and the other wonderful people we’ve encountered 

on the programme.”

“I have recognised that the pace and intensity of work does not allow time 

for reflection and I have been trying different techniques to overcome this. 

I’ve started journaling which has helped me to gain insight. I have started 

working 1 day a week from a different office in order to create some capacity 

to think / plan / focus on the future rather than the relentless BAU…I listen 

and question more and this has deepened trust. I have become much more 

vocal in advocating for my team, calling out the issues and stating that there 

needs to be change. This I am most proud of. What comes next is more 

important - driving solutions, finding answers, being brave.”

WHAT FELLOWS SAY
JOURNALING IN ACTION



OBSERVATION 
EXERCISE

E X E R C I S E
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OBSERVATION EXERCISE
WHY…

HOW THE EXERCISE IS USED ON THE PROGRAMME

This exercise was used at the launch event for several reasons: 

1. Firstly, to help build trusted relationships between you and your Learning Exchange 
partner. 

2. Secondly, as a skill-building exercise in the practice of focused observation and curiosity. It 

also brings to life the (often) complete contrast with what another person saw in the same 
scene and therefore just how different our perspectives can be. 

3. As with a number of other exercises used by the Forward Institute it is time bound and role 
bound. This ensures the exercise and participants are ‘contained’; feeling secure in 

understanding their role and what they are being asked to do and for how long. 

4. The time to write builds the practice of reflection – taking the time to consider the 
meaning of what we have taken in; whether it be a scene we’ve observed or an exercise we 

have taken part in. 

5. Finally, it has elements of mindfulness and reminds some of us how rarely we really pay 

attention to what is going on around us; and just how much detail we can miss when we’re 
always busy and occupied.

HOW YOU COULD USE IT WITH COLLEAGUES

> To develop curiosity and observation skills.

> To build trust and a deeper appreciation for the different perspectives within a team.

> As a precursor to more involved exercises such as the Willful Blindness exercise or a 

Leadership Exchange.
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OBSERVATION EXERCISE
HOW TO…

PREPARATION & THINGS TO BEAR IN MIND

> Make the link to responsible leadership using either your own framing or explaining the 

Forward Institute programme, principles and practices. 

> Sharing your own experience of when and why you did the exercise and what you got 

from it will help others understand it and what you hope to achieve. What connections to 

your organisational culture did you make?

> Think about your objectives in the context of the space you use, the time of day and what 

else people have going on that day. The exercise can be done inside but ideally there will 

something to observe other than furniture and walls. An open office or busy reception 

area could be used but it’s a great opportunity to get people outside.

> Don’t forget to print out the instructions and practice how you will brief it in. The 

instructions are specific for good reason and for larger groups you will need to be very 

clear up front on how the exercise will run.

> Know how you want people to keep time. We let people use their phones for this exercise 

(mainly because we don’t have 10 minute egg timers!).

> People are generally able to self manage the exercise once they have been briefed.

GIVING CLEAR INSTRUCTIONS

> Don’t rush it. Be clear and explicit (and even then some people won’t know what they’re 

meant to do so check everyone understands and give them an instruction sheet). 

> Be clear whether the pairs are pre-assigned or not.

> Be firm on the need to stick to the roles and timings. 

> Be firm that people must sit in silence and acknowledge this may feel awkward but this is 

part of the exercise and allows for deeper thought and reflection. It allows participants to 

focus on the act of observing rather than becoming distracted by talking. 

DEBRIEFING THE EXERCISE

The pairs have a chance to reflect together as part of the exercise. If you are bringing a group 

of people back together to discuss it, ask what they thought of the exercise. What did they 

learn about others and themselves? Do they think they will do anything differently as a 

result? 
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OBSERVATION EXERCISE

WHAT IS IT? 

A chance to tune up your skills of curiosity and observation. This exercise should help you 
to reflect on what you notice, how you see things, the conclusions you draw and how this 
can differ greatly from individual to individual.

For those of us inclined and trained to make quick decisions and take action, it requires 
discipline to hold back, observe, and let reflections develop over time.

OBSERVATION - JUST COMMON SENSE?

"Observation is easy, I do it all the time." You might be tempted to think that observation is 
such a natural aspect of life that there is no need to think about its function or consider 
ways in which it might be enhanced. 

Is it really that easy though? Just how much do we miss? What do we choose to see and 
what do we ignore and how do we interpret the data we observe? What impact does this 
have on our decision making and actions? 

The observation exercise is intended to help you reflect on the process of observation and 
develop your skills. Perception and attention are selective. Therefore, it can be helpful to 
explore ways in which sensibilities can be expanded and heightened so that we become 
more conscious of external events, emotional states and perceptions that we ordinarily 
ignore.

THE PROCESS

Find somewhere where you can both sit facing the same way to observe the same ‘scene’ 
(ideally where things are happening i.e. café, station or bus stop, shopping area). You can 
stand if sitting isn’t possible but you must both observe the same scene. 

Step 1 – Observe the scene in silence – 10m

> Watch the same scene/view/activity for the full ten minutes in silence without 
conferring at any point. If you notice your mind wandering to other things just bring it 
back to the scene in front of you. Set an alarm on a phone to time this exactly.

Step 2 – Note down what you saw – 5m

> Again in silence, separately write down in a notebook or journal what you observed and 
what you thought about it. Avoid just making a list and try writing this out long form. 
Again set an alarm. 

Step 3 – Compare your notes – 10m

> Now you can talk! Compare what you both observed, what you noticed, what you paid 
attention to, what thoughts came into your mind and what opinions you found yourself 
forming.

HA
ND
OU
T
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WHAT FELLOWS SAY
OBSERVATION EXERCISE IN ACTION

“I have repeated some of the ‘active listening’ and ‘observing things’ exercises with 
members of the team; they have enjoyed them and more importantly have started 
approaching their work with more emotional awareness.”

Another Fellow got two of her team members who did not get along to do this exercise 
together. She was delighted to find it transformed their respect and appreciation for 
each other.

One Fellow found that simply sitting in silence for 10 minutes just looking 
was a “shock to the system”. She has a high pressure job, which requires her 
to be on call to clients at all hours of the day and evening, a big team to 
manage, three young children of her own and a couple of young people she 
mentors. For years, every minute of her day had been filled with doing 
something ‘useful’, something in service of others. She felt that the chance to 
let her mind wander, even briefly, was unexpectedly powerful and refreshing. 
It left her determined to create short opportunities for herself and her team 
to pause, look around and try to notice what they might be missing.”



LIFE STORIES

E X E R C I S E
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LIFE STORIES EXERCISE

HOW THE EXERCISE IS USED ON THE PROGRAMME

This exercise is used at the first residential for several reasons: 

1. Firstly, to help build trusted relationships within the Discussion Groups to enable more 
honest and challenging conversations as groups develop. 

2. Secondly, as a skill building exercise in deep listening for facts and feelings; and the 
experience of being heard. Do not assume that people are aware it is possible to observe 
or hear feelings and yet these are always at play in any situation. 

3. As with some of the other exercises used by the Forward Institute it is time bound and role 
bound. This ensures the exercise and participants are ‘contained’; feeling secure in 
understanding their role and what they are being asked to do and for how long. It is also a 
method of ensuring equality of airtime. 

4. The time taken to write up-front builds the practice of reflection – taking the time to 
consider important questions and think about how we tell our stories. 

5. Finally, the experience of silence (if the person finishes speaking before the timer runs out) 
is an opportunity to think and a reminder or how rarely we use silence and how powerful 
it can be.

HOW YOU COULD USE IT WITH COLLEAGUES

> To develop listening skills.
> To build trust and a deeper appreciation for others within a team.
> To bring to life the diversity of life experience and perspectives within a team.
> As a precursor to more involved exercises such as the Willful blindness exercise or a 

leadership exchange.

WHY…
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LIFE STORIES EXERCISE
HOW TO…

PREPARATION & THINGS TO BEAR IN MIND

> Make the link to responsible leadership using either your own framing or explaining the 
Forward Institute programme, principles and practices. 

> Sharing your own experience of when and why you did the exercise and what you got from 
it will help others understand it and what you hope to achieve. What connections to your 
organisational culture did you make?

> For deeply private individuals exercises like this can be uncomfortable. Be honest that it 
may involve bravery for some but that the structure of the exercise means no one has to 
share anything they don’t want to. Be clear about the benefit to all of colleagues being  
more able to speak honestly and openly. 

> Consider line management relationships and the timing of any awkward conversations that 
may be happening and whether this exercise is appropriate at this time, or whether pre-
allocating the groups of three is a good idea.

> Think about your objectives in the context of the space you use, the time of day, whether 
there is natural daylight and what else people have going on that day.  

> Don’t forget to print out the instructions and practice how you will brief it in. For larger 
groups you will need to be very clear up front on how the exercise will run.

> Think through how long the briefing, the faffing of getting into groups and moving chairs, 
the actual exercise and the debrief will take. Write out a plan for yourself.

> Be clear on how to keep time. We use egg-timers so everyone can see how long there is to 
speak, and no one has to cut in on someone’s personal story to tell them that time’s up. It 
also avoids phone distraction. Allow groups to keep their own time so they can chat or 
have a break to decompress between each round. 

> People are generally able to self manage the exercise once they have been briefed.

GIVING CLEAR INSTRUCTIONS

> Don’t rush it. Be clear and explicit (and even then some people won’t know what they’re 
meant to do so check everyone understands and give them an instruction sheet). 

> Be clear whether the groups or pre-assigned and firm on sticking to the roles and timings. 
> Be firm that people must sit in silence if the person speaking has no more to say.

DEBRIEFING THE EXERCISE

Give people have a chance to reflect individually and together on the exercise. Ask what they 
thought of the exercise. What did they learn about others and themselves? Do they think they 
will do anything differently as a result? 
You could give people time to journal their reflections before speaking in a group to allow 
them to make sense of it or decompress after what can be an intense experience. Sometimes 
scheduling a break after the exercise helps before coming back together to discuss it. 
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LIFE STORIES EXERCISE

WHAT IS IT?

This is a chance to talk uninterrupted about who you are and be heard. It is also a chance 
to develop deep listening skills. Both of these help us get to know each other and build 
trust. In threes, while one person is talking, one person will be listening for the facts and 
the other person will be observing and listening for the emotion.
We will use the egg-timers so each person sticks exactly to the time, without the 
harshness of a bell sounding. If you do not use up all 5 minutes of your time, each sit in 
silence thinking until the sand has run through.

THE PROCESS

Step 1 – Reflect on your story – 10m

Spend a few minutes on your own reflecting on the questions below as preparation for 
talking about yourself to 2 other people for 5 mins. You don’t have to answer all of them.
> Who are you?
> What events in your life have shaped your values?
> What are you afraid of?
> What do you hope for?
> What matters most to you?

Step 2 – Decide who will take each role first

> A - speaker, B - listener (facts) and C - listener (feelings/emotion). 
Each person should take the role once – so the exercise is repeated three times.

Step 3 – Complete the exercise three times – 3 x 15m

> Round 1: 
> For 5 minutes: 

Person A talks, uninterrupted
Person B listens for and notes down facts. 
Person C observes, listens for and notes down emotions.

For 5 minutes:
Person B responds, repeating the facts heard.  
B talks for 5 minutes or group waits in silence if not all time used.

For 5 minutes:
Person C responds, talking about the emotions heard or observed. 
C talks for 5 minutes or group waits in silence if not all time used.

> Round 2: Repeat, with Person B talking for 5 minutes; 
Person C (facts) and A (emotions) responding each for 5 minutes.

> Round 3: Repeat with Person C talking for 5 minutes; 
Person A (facts) and B (emotions) responding each for 5 minutes.

HA
ND
OU
T
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“I have used some of the techniques from the programme back in the 
office. For example, I used the ‘Life Stories' exercise at a senior leadership 
awayday, to try to break down some defensiveness and hostility between 
different team members. It worked quite well.”

WHAT FELLOWS SAY
LIFE STORIES IN ACTION

“I've brought some of the tools from the programme into my department 
meetings – for example, Life Stories. I also nominated a member of my leadership 

team to participate in the Leadership Exchange pilot.”



WILLFUL 
BLINDESS

E X E R C I S E
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WILLFUL BLINDNESS EXERCISE
WHY…

HOW THE EXERCISE IS USED ON THE PROGRAMME

This exercise is used at the first residential for several reasons: 

> The exercise involves observation and listening skills and builds on other simpler 
exercises. It also requires bravery, honesty and working generously with others.

> It is an opportunity to speak openly about one’s organisation in a confidential 
environment  without needing to defend or promote it.

> It airs what is often unsaid or not allowed to be spoken about within an organisation. It is 
part of a process of Fellows walking towards the tricky intractable dilemmas that often 
face organisations. 

> It is a way of potentially identifying the issue that Fellows choose to focus on for their 
change challenge throughout the programme. An opportunity to think for the long-term.

As with a number of other exercises used by the Forward Institute it is time bound and role 
bound. This ensures the exercise and participants are ‘contained’; feeling secure in 
understanding their role and what they are being asked to do and for how long. 

Witnessing discussion (when A & C listen to the discussion of B & D) allows for a different kind 
of involvement, listening and sense making. It can take discipline to closely witness a 
conversation you’re interested in without participating in it – and it can be frustrating! But it 
adds a valuable perspective that might otherwise be lost if everyone is focused on making 
their own point. When taking this role, you will often spot more about what hasn’t been said, 
and can ask why.

HOW YOU COULD USE IT WITH COLLEAGUES

> As a creative exercise to harness diverse perspectives and collectively reflect on what 
unintended consequences of your operations you might be missing. 

> As an exercise to air the corridor conversations about legitimate concerns held by 
individuals or different parts of an organisation.

> A way of considering your department or function’s activities and ask the question –
where are the moral predicaments? 
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WILLFUL BLINDNESS EXERCISE
HOW TO…

PREPARATION & THINGS TO BEAR IN MIND

> Make the link to responsible leadership using either your own framing or explaining the 
Forward Institute programme, principles and practices. 

> Sharing your own experience of when and why you did the exercise and what you got from 
it will help others understand it and what you hope to achieve. What connections to your 
organisational culture did you make?

> Think about your objectives in the context of the space you use, the time of day and what 
else people have going on that day. Where will people be most honest? What preparation 
do they need? Is this best done as part of a day out of the office? 

> We ask Fellows to read Margaret Heffernan’s book as preparation. There is also her TED 
talk which is an easier ask. Perhaps share this ahead of the session.

> Consider what may come up and in what way you will take this forward. Be clear upfront 
with your colleagues about how you will handle it if serious issues come to light through 
the process. Plan in the time for follow-up conversations. 

> Don’t forget to print out the instructions and practice how you will brief it. The 
instructions are specific for good reason and for larger groups you will need to be very 
clear upfront with how the exercise will run.

> This exercise requires maturity, care and benefits from facilitation to support groups with 
time-keeping and swapping over roles. 

GIVING CLEAR INSTRUCTIONS

> Don’t rush it. Be clear and explicit (and even then some people won’t know what they’re 
meant to do so check everyone understands and give them an instruction sheet). 

> Give people enough time to prepare and be clear on who is in what group.
> Be firm on the need to stick to the roles and timings. 

DEBRIEFING THE EXERCISE

It’s worth considering both process & content questions: 
> What did we learn about having a conversation in that way? 
> What have we learned about ourselves or our organisation in terms of how we 

communicate?
> What issues did we uncover and what should we do about it? 
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WILLFUL BLINDNESS EXERCISE

WHAT IS IT?

This exercise helps you to reflect upon and explore tensions and challenges within 

organisations that are not easily surfaced. It is an opportunity to discuss, without needing 

to defend or promote, your organisation’s corporate moral predicament. It takes 2 hours 

to prepare (can be done earlier if necessary), and 2 hours to present to each other.

THE ROLES

� A = Presenter(s): The focus. They will present their analysis of willful blindness.

� B = Interviewer(s): Receive the presentation and offer questions and challenges to A. 

� C & D = Observers: Comment on the dilemmas & responsible leadership implications.

STEP 1 – PREPARATION 

Each person has 2 hours in total to prepare an illuminating and engaging 10m presentation 

on the willful blindness in their area of work.

The presentation will be made to three other (non-competitive) members of the team. 

Each team member should meet with others from your organisation and consider the 

issues that are likely to unsettle claims of doing good for society. The aim is to uncover 

‘willful blindness’ in your department or function that compromises responsible 

leadership. 

Present your ‘predicament’ in a way that enables others to question, challenge and 

elaborate on the issues. You should have a designated Facilitator to keep time, to prompt 

where needed, and to ensure roles are adhered to. 

In preparation, you may find it helpful to draw diagrams, to role-play different perspectives 

or to brainstorm scenarios without censoring them first. 

STEP 2 – PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION 

In groups, now present the ‘moral predicament’. You may use drawings, but no 

PowerPoint. You will present to 3 other groups in the following format (where each group 

A, B, C & D should take turns in each role).

‣ A present to B 

C & D observe. 

10 minutes

‣ B question, probe 

& challenge A.

C & D observe.

5 minutes

‣ C & D comment on the 

dilemmas exposed and 

implications for 

responsible leadership.

A & B listen and observe.

10 minutesThis 3 stage process is repeated so all groups present and are questioned 
– so each group is the focus for 25m with 5m included for change-over. 

HA
ND
OU
T
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“I have been active in showcasing the principles of the FI, connecting people 
within the organisation and promoting/organising events e.g. One event in 
2017 held at Aviva head office on diversity, and a larger event at Aviva Digital 
Garage on the impact of race on education and recruitment, which the group 
CRO and group CFO attended. Willful Blindness is embedded in a presentation I 
have given to the senior leadership teams in our businesses in Singapore, Italy, 
Ireland, Turkey and U.K.” 

“We’ve been implementing greater use of plain English (rather than 
management speak) in an attempt to reduce Willful Blindness in our 

reporting packs. We’ve also established a community engagement team 
to look at our social footprint.”

“I have discussed Willful Blindness with my team and encouraged them to 
speak up - holding up the Fellowship as an example of the fact that this is 
what people who take leadership seriously do and should do every day. I am 
also working with various groups to generate action on issues relating to 
BAME progression and poverty - issues I have thought a lot about as a result 
of the programme.”

“I've used the ‘Willful Blindness' approach with my team and incorporated my 
reflections into my weekly email update.” 

“We’re making sure we don't succumb to the perils of willful blindness in the 
pursuit of financial targets…” 

“The team now consciously looks at avoiding willful blindness…”

WHAT FELLOWS SAY
WILLFUL BLINDNESS IN ACTION
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DOING THINGS DIFFERENTLY
It’s hard to replicate an experience but as one of the most often mentioned 
experiences of the programme we encourage you to be brave and consider how 
you or your team might organise a Community Dinner to learn more about the 
communities in which you operate or the customers or services users that you 
serve. We know of only one Fellow who has truly done this… (Gauntlet thrown). 
However, possibly one of the easiest things to take back to work is walking 
meetings. (Gauntlet well and truly thrown). 

1. COMMUNITY DINNERS

2. WALKING MEETINGS

Image here



COMMUNITY 
DINNERS

E X E R C I S E
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COMMUNITY DINNERS
WHY…

A SENSE OF PLACE
It’s a shame to travel somewhere and not get out a bit. We also think it feels 
rude for us to arrive en masse in a city and talk only amongst ourselves, 
ignoring the people who live there. We ask local people to have you over for 
dinner, to give you time to get to know some of the many different people who 
live and work in the area.

GENEROSITY
Meeting someone over food is one of the most ancient human rituals, 
important to all cultural traditions. Companionable dining provides sustenance 
for body and soul. 
Hosts open their homes and their workplaces to you, or take you to their local 
café. Those who work for charities will offer stories and insights, but they 
won’t be trying to fundraise. The business people will talk to you about their 
work but won’t try to sell you anything. The public servants won’t be trying to 
recruit you. They’re all as interested in you, as you will be in them. 
Our hosts are all generously giving their time to help foster community, in a 
world and at a time when difference and distance threatens to pull societies 
apart.

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES
Some of the hosts are right at the heart of making things happen in 
Manchester – creating, shaping, leading their city. Others feel right on the 
edge, excluded and unwelcome in the city they call home. Some feel powerful 
and a strong sense of agency, others frustrated by what they still want to 
achieve. One way or another, all are seeking to make a difference. 

It’s also a chance for you to meet other Fellows across the cohort through a 
shared experience.

NO FORMAL AGENDA
No compulsory topic of conversation. You’re not interviewing them, nor they 
you. You learn more about your host, their work and their perspective on the 
city – and they learn more about you and your life and work. But in the end, 
it’s just dinner, and should be enjoyable for all concerned.

HOW THE EXPERIENCE IS INCORPORATED INTO THE PROGRAMME
We organise community dinners at the first residential for several reasons:
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ORGANISING COMMUNITY DINNERS
HOW TO OFFER THIS EXPERIENCE TO YOUR COLLEAGUES…

Now that you have experienced a community dinner organised by us, we encourage you to 
organise one yourself, with your team and other interesting people as the guests. Learning 
about the people who work in and care about different parts of a system in which you operate 
gives you valuable insight. It doesn’t have to be community based. It can help your team:

> Get closer to the different communities you work alongside or within.
> Understand the broader systemic impacts of your organisation.
> Experience interesting conversation that should challenge assumptions and perceptions.
> Develop greater observing and listening skills, and perhaps a greater propensity to work 

more generously.

WHO TO INVITE? 

Consider engaging with people from your local community around work or home who are 
doing interesting or inspiring things. Consider customers, activists, or someone who will offer 
insight into a subject which is currently alien to you.

Ask around. Ask colleagues and friends who the most interesting person they’ve met recently 
is. Ask to be put in touch with them.

WHERE TO HAVE IT? 

1. Where will everyone be most comfortable? Would you hosting a family-style dinner at 
home enable your guests and your colleagues to relax and all be part of the conversation –
or would they be intimidated and inhibited?

2. Would a local café be informal and neutral ground? How will you deal with paying the bill?

3. Could you go to them? Would that make them feel at ease, or under pressure?

There are no hard and fast rules about what’s right – just try to be sensitive to people’s 
different perspectives on power and who is ‘in charge’ of the situation, and try to make it not 
feel like work.

PREPARATION & THINGS TO BEAR IN MIND

> Sharing your own experience of when and why you did the exercise and what you got 
from it will help others understand it and what you hope to achieve. What connections to 
responsible leadership did you make? 

> Find out about any dietary requirements or if alcohol is appropriate.  

> Think about how you will put people at ease. 

> Send a clear briefing to all attending – you might wish to draw on and adapt our briefing 
to you (p. 43 & 44) which has been written to answer the most common questions and 
concerns we’ve heard over the years. Be prepared to also talk to your hosts/guests in 
person or on the phone beforehand to give them reassurance about what is and isn’t 
expected from them.
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ORGANISING COMMUNITY DINNERS
WHAT HAPPENS AFTERWARDS?

DON’T FORGET

Don’t forget to thank your guests and show them that everyone valued meeting them. 

Journal on the night of the dinner and get your team to do the same – what did you observe 
or hear that challenged your ideas or preconceptions about people? What were you curious 
about? What did you find entertaining or inspiring? What made you feel uncomfortable and 
why? 

DEBRIEFING THE EXPERIENCE

The following day, spend an hour with your team. They may wish to draw on their journaling 
from immediately after the dinner, and their subsequent reflections.
It’s worth considering both process questions: 

1. What did we learn from the experience and the conversation? 
2. What have we learned about ourselves or our organisation in doing this?
3. What insight did we gain and what should we do about it? 

Discuss with your team how you might include people in future decisions or consider their 
perspectives in day-to-day decisions you make. 

LET US KNOW!

We would love to hear how it went: what you did differently from us, what went brilliantly, 
what you would change the next time you do it, and whether you uncovered any great guests 
or hosts we could involve in the programme in some way.



EXAMPLE BRIEFING: 

COMMUNITY 
DINNER
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A SENSE OF PLACE
It’s a shame to travel somewhere and not get out a bit. We also think it feels rude for us to 
arrive en masse in a city and talk only amongst ourselves, ignoring the people who live there. 
We ask local people to have you over for dinner, to give you time to get to know some of the 
many different people who live and work in the area.

GENEROSITY
Meeting someone over food is one of the most ancient human rituals, important to all cultural 
traditions. Companionable dining provides sustenance for body and soul. 
Our hosts are opening their homes and their workplaces to you, or taking you to their local 
café. Those who work for charities will offer stories and insights, but they won’t be trying to 
fundraise. The business people will talk to you about their work but won’t try to sell you 
anything. The public servants won’t be trying to recruit you. They’re all as interested in you, as 
you will be in them. Our hosts are all generously giving their time to help foster community, in 
a world and at a time when difference and distance threatens to pull societies apart.

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE
Some of the hosts are right at the heart of making things happen in Manchester – creating, 
shaping, leading their city. Others feel right on the edge, excluded and unwelcome in the city 
they call home. Some feel powerful and a strong sense of agency, others frustrated by what 
they still want to achieve. One way or another, all are seeking to make a difference. You may 
find you have loads in common with your host – you just happen to live and work somewhere 
different. Or you might have very different experiences and conflicting assumptions about how 
life works. Either way, be curious about each other and enjoy the differences as well as the 
common ground you find.

WHAT’S THE AGENDA
No formal agenda. No compulsory topic of conversation. You’re not interviewing them, nor 
they you. You’ll learn more about your host, their work and their perspective on the city – and 
they really want to learn more about you and your life and work.
But it’s just dinner. 

WHY ME? WHY THERE?
People often ask us why they are sent in this particular group and to this particular host. The 
policy is simple to describe (though frankly rather hard to arrange in practice!): it’s just to give 
you another chance to meet more Fellows across the cohort. 

ANY RULES?
Relax and enjoy yourselves! We won’t pass your contact details to the host, but if you and 
they want to follow up a conversation afterwards, we’re happy to put you back in touch. We’ll 
have thank you cards ready to sign in the morning.

COMMUNITY DINNER
WHAT ARE THEY ALL ABOUT?
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YOUR HOSTS – MATT FENTON & JANE HALL

Matt Fenton joined Contact in 2013 as Artistic Director and Chief Executive.  He heads a Senior 

Management Team of four and leads on the company’s innovative public programme of contemporary 

theatre, dance, spoken word, music and cabaret for young and highly diverse audiences.  Matt has sharply 

increased Contact’s produced output of new shows for national touring, including a series of co-

productions that have gone on to be filmed and broadcast by BBCTV.  Prior to joining Contact Matt was 

Director of Lancaster Arts (combining the Nuffield Theatre, Lancaster International Concerts and the Peter 

Scott Gallery) responsible for overall vision, programming, commissioning, staffing and funding. 

Jane Hall joined Contact in 2017 as Development Manager, to lead the fundraising for the theatre’s £6.65M 

capital redevelopment. She is responsible for the management and development of the company's 

relationships with the corporate sector, private donors and Trusts & Foundations. She has worked on three 

previous capital development projects for the Royal Exchange Theatre and Manchester Art Gallery in 

Manchester and Northern Stage in Newcastle. She has been an arts fundraiser for 25 years and has 

experience of managing both the initial transition phase following a new building opening and ongoing 

revenue fundraising.

Grainne Flynn (young person), 20, is Contact’s youngest Board Member. She also sits on 

the Development Board, the sub-committee responsible for steering the capital refurbishment 

and reporting to the main board on budget, timeline and project risk. She is in her second year 

at the University of Manchester where she is studying drama. She joined the Board in 2018 and was 

previously a member of Contact Young Company (CYC). CYC is an award-winning ensemble comprising 

young actors, dancers, musicians and poets. Members train with professional actors, directors and 

producers to create professional-standard shows in collaboration with major national and international 

artists, which are presented in Manchester before going out on tour.

Olivia Lee (young person) left Bury College in 2017 after studying for her A levels whilst competing at a 

national level in trampolining. In November 2017 she was appointed as Contact’s Project Assistant to 

support The Agency, a youth enterprise project that works with young people from marginalized areas to 

create social enterprises, events, projects and businesses that will have a positive impact on their local 

communities. She is Contact’s youngest member of staff. Outside of work Olivia is busy developing her 

passions for events management, music, hosting, dance and dJ’ing. 

LOGISTICS

Host Name: Matt Fenton & Jane Hall

Contact Number: Jane - 07730 677418 

Fellows: Muna Abdel Aziz, Mostyn Wilson, David Hogan- Hern, Adele Lomax, Nat Benjamin

Where: Ziya, 65-67 Wilmslow Rd, Manchester M14 5TB

Transport: 20 minute taxi – Departure: 6:40pm from hotel reception

Food & format: Indian street food at the restaurant where you are meeting

COMMUNITY DINNER
CONTACT THEATRE
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WALKING MEETINGS
WHY…

HOW THE EXPERIENCE IS INCORPORATED INTO THE PROGRAMME

In the most simple way: each morning during a residential whenever possible we start the day 
with a 45-min walk outside. This might be with your learning partner or Discussion Group or 
other Fellows from the Cohort. 

Steve Jobs, Sigmund Freud and Aristotle have all championed walking meetings, and beyond 
the obvious health benefits of being more active, here are a few more reasons to get them 
into your working routine: 

> Nature and changes of scenery can trigger changes in brain activity which can help you to 
think differently. 

> More physical activity brings greater energy, so it’s a good way to get re-energised.

> Having challenging conversations is sometimes more easily done by talking to someone 
side by side rather than facing one another. 

> It removes all the ‘status props’ that can often inhibit a genuine exchange of views – large 
Boardroom tables, sitting behind your desk while others have to approach you, the 
distraction of phones etc.

LINKS

> 7 Reasons to Schedule Walking Meetings

> Get out of my office: how to switch to ‘walking meetings’

> How to Do Walking Meetings Right

HOW YOU COULD OFFER THIS EXPERIENCE TO YOUR COLLEAGUES

> Erm, this one is not very complicated: we think you will know how to do it.

https://www.inc.com/marissa-levin/7-ways-walking-meetings-will-improve-your-companys-bottom-line.html
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/shortcuts/2017/sep/12/get-out-of-my-office-how-to-switch-to-walking-meetings
https://hbr.org/2015/08/how-to-do-walking-meetings-right
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“I’ve used a few of the FI techniques. Expansive thinking, Friendly Consulting 
and walks. My team have grown and built their own voice and confidence to 
speak up. They also look at issues and problems in different ways. It's hard 
sometimes in a big corporate business to see through bureaucracy but we've 
built a way. We've also explored our network and how this trumps hierarchy in 
an organisation.” 

“My immediate team meetings and 1-2-1’s are more focused, we have 
walking meetings and as a result conversations are more meaningful.”

“I coach, and encourage coaching. I try the FI approach with my own teams, 
e.g. meetings whilst walking!”

“My team culture is now more open to dissenting voices and actively seeking 
out feedback even when it’s going to be challenging to hear. Walking 
meetings have led to more innovative thinking due to willingness to think 
more freely and experiment.”

WHAT FELLOWS SAY
WALKING MEETINGS IN ACTION




