Eco-Leadership Explorations

When coaching leaders, | use an exercise called ‘locating ourselves’, based on the notion that all leadership
is biographical. Many of the senior and successful leaders | coach, come into my sessions and find
themselves talking as if in a ‘coaching confessional’ (Western 2012). What leaders confess, is not being a
sinner against God as in a traditional church confessional, but being a sinner against the corporate-social
expectations of what it is to be a good leader. To be a leader is to be confident, charismatic, upbeat, positive,
courageous, visionary, authentic with a sense of self (a strong ego). What these leaders confess to me, is
that they are feeling unconfident, a bit lost, unsure what to do. | often play back to them that they seem a
little ‘dislocated’ and many agree that it's a good description of their predicament: they don’t feel hopeless or

unable to cope, but they do feel disconnected from others and somewhat adrift and dislocated from the world.

My work as a coach is to help them locate themselves. For unless a leader can locate themself, they remain
‘all at sea’ and unable to navigate clearly. To locate oneself is to understand how social, cultural, family,
place and personal influences shape us. To understand how the social speaks through us, and to understand
that as Freud says, ‘We are not masters in our own house’. Coaching leaders to locate themselves is to help
them find their place in the world, to find anchor points that hold and contain them when the weather gets
stormy. Doing this work, helps the leader move between ego and eco.

We are not trying to help them move from Ego to Eco, as this is a mistaken idea. To move between Ego and
Eco is less about a Buddhist type renunciation of the Ego, as is often portrayed by the pseudo-spiritual
workplace literature. To embrace Eco is to work as an organisational ecologist alongside the more familiar
organisational psychology and Therapist Leadership approaches (Western 2019). To engage with Eco is to

engage with the concept that ‘Organisations are ecosystems within ecosystems’ (Western 2019:317).

An organisation operates less like a machine, or closed system as in the imaginary of the 20th century
(Morgan 1986) and more like ecosystems, albeit organisational ecosystems are hybrid, consisting of
technology, social and the environment (built and ‘natural’). This organisational ecosystem is connected and
interdependent with wider ecosystems e.g. financial ecosystems, service ecosystems, social ecosystems,
technological ecosystems, environmental ecosystem. If the leader is to embrace eco and take up an Eco-

Leadership position, they must develop the eco-mindset of an Eco-Leader.
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When a leader is dislocated and is unclear of their identity or place, they revert to patterns that are known.
They locate themselves in the familiar even if they realise that this is limiting to them and the organisation. A
dislocated leader is unable to be expansive, generative, and creative as they seek solace in anything they

can hold onto.
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What | notice when | work with leaders attempting to move into the Eco-Leadership space, is that whilst
cognitively they understand this is where they should work, their unconscious takes them quickly back to
where they feel safer i.e. in the more familiar leadership roles from the past century. Back to Messiah and
leading with charisma and engineering culture control to influence change, or taking up Therapist leadership
and finding comport in being the caring authentic leader, and of course most commonly reverting to
Controller leadership and utilising targets, audits and surveillance techniques to feel in control. In my long
experience of working with leaders aiming to move into the Eco-Leadership space, they first must locate
themselves, and to support their teams and the organisation to become less dislocated from place and

purpose. The four qualities of Eco-Leadership directly address this issue of locating ourselves.

The four qualities of Eco-Leadership
1. Connectivity and interdependence
2. Organisational Belonging
3. Systemic-Ethics
4. Leadership Spirit

To be located, is to internalise the notion that we are connected and interdependent on the ecosystems we
engage with. Many organisations lost contact with locality, with place, and acted as if they were closed
systems operating outside of society and nature. Recovering the sense of belonging not only enables
organisations to feel part of communities (local and global) but also to give and receive from these

communities, which transforms how employees engage. Systemic-Ethics means to locate ourselves as
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global citizens, accounting for the impact of our organisations on wider systems i.e. the environment, supply
chains, downstream workers. To embrace Leadership Spirit means to embrace the human spirit which in
turns means to embrace our multi-species companions on planet earth, to do this is to locate ourselves within

our ecosystems.

If the ego/self/organisation cannot find its place in the world, it is nearby impossible to engage in a wider
ecosystem of work, and therefore we reduce ourselves to Controller leadership approaches. From a
psychoanalytic perspective, the ego is not a bad thing to be eliminated, but a strong enough ego is necessary
for health and wellbeing. To locate ourselves is to become comfortable with our ego desires and our super-
ego demands. To relate to ecosystems, means being less preoccupied and more at home with the self. The
task therefore is not to move from Ego to Eco, but to move comfortably between ego and eco, and discover
the interdependencies and connections between ego and eco. We are part of nature, not separate from it,

(Latour, Haraway).

When we as individuals, teams and organisations (and nations) are more located, when we feel more
embodied and more at home in ourselves, then we can then become relational beings. We feel less need to
build walls to protect us, and less anxious to Control others and the environment around us. We can then
focus less on our anxieties and insecurities, become less ego-centric, anthropomorphic and narcissistic, and
engage with ‘the other’ in new ways. Locating ourselves is to find our place in the ecosystems in which we

live. Gary Snyder, poet and environmentalist, writes:

When an ecosystem is fully functioning, all the members are present at the assembly. To speak of wilderness
is to speak of wholeness. Human beings came out of that wholeness and to consider the possibility of

reactivating membership in the Assembly of All Beings is in no way regressive. (1990: 121)

This reactivation of membership in the Assembly of All Beings, means to move easily between ego and eco,

to find our place in the ecosystem, to become part of the whole.

Locating Myself

| write as a practitioner—scholar drawing on an unusual breadth of workplace experience. | left school at 16
and worked in a factory, at 18 trained as a general nurse, then trained and worked as a psychiatric nurse.
Later | worked as a family psychotherapist with emotionally troubled young people and their families in urban
deprived areas. | moved into clinical management and struggled with the NHS bureaucracy and poor
leadership. | became interested in leadership and the unconscious dynamics of organisations. Undertaking
a masters at the Tavistock Clinic, | studied psychoanalytic perspectives in organisations. | then undertook a
PhD at Lancaster management school and worked in executive education, becoming faculty, founding and
directing their postgraduate executive coaching programme. | moved to the Tavistock Clinic to run their
masters in Organisational Consultancy before starting my own coach training company, and consultancy. For
the past decade | have worked with senior leaders across the globe, sharing my theory and practice of Eco-
Leadership and co-developing ideas with these leaders and organisations. My recent work as an executive

coach and organizational consultant using psychosocial methods, has also given me unusual and privileged
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access to the psychological, social, and emotional experiences of leaders. My working life has engaged me
with the body- (factory manual work and nursing) the mind (psychiatric nursing and coaching) the small group
(family therapy) the organisation (as an organisational consultant) and wider society (as an academic and
psycho-social blogger and podcaster) and the ‘natural’ environment as a human being and environmental
activist. The relationship between the body, mind, group, organisation, society and environment is where

Eco-Leadership emerged and is practiced.

My experiences of leadership and followership, in this wide variety of settings, have formed my ideas around
Eco-Leadership. ldeas that have emerged from the messiness of real work, rather than from the tidiness of
academic ideals. Eco-Leadership is about working with organisational ecologies and wider ecosystems made
up from technologies, people, and the environment. To work in this space however, always must begin with

locating ourselves.

Having briefly located myself, | invite you to watch the video and engage with a critical conversation between

Professor Jonathan Gosling and myself, exploring the possibilities and limitations of Eco-Leadership.

FOLLOW UP

Below you can find a 20minute video on Eco-Leadership ideas as discussed in conversation between

Professor Jonathan Gosling and Dr Simon Western:

Interview with Jonathan Gosling,
Nov 4, 2021

Meeting Recording:
https://us02web.zoom.us/rec/share/9lbrK4aeDbspXW-THRWK60GDBNQGRIHU7PQ-
5hRoKkdtHgAUGtbLjrIF7SIlvUuYq.fDxj90GczMUYdUWO

Access Passcode: *=NY7h$H

For more information about the Eco-Leadership Institute: www.eco-leadership.institute

Contact: Simon@analyticnetwork.com
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About Simon

When coaching leaders, Simon often found that they felt a little dislocated, out of place in this fast-moving
world. The first task of coaching work, focused on locating them, helping them re-discover their place, to feel
more grounded and located in their networks. After which they were better positioned to take up leadership

more authentically, and with more insight and dynamism.
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A note about AMED

Sadly, so far, nobody has expressed a willingness to take
over from the outgoing AMED Council. So in the
circumstances, the EGM on 26 May is likely to confirm that
AMED will finally cease to operate as an educational charity
by the end of 2022 at the latest.

AMED stands for the Association for Management Education

amed and Development, www.amed.org.uk. We are a long-

jeveloping people established membership organisation and educational charity

developing organisations devoted to developing people and organisations.

Our purpose is to serve as a forum for people who want to
share, learn and experiment, and find support, encouragement, and innovative ways of communicating. Our

conversations are open, constructive, and facilitated.

Through AMED, we strive to benefit our members and the wider society. Exclusive Member benefits include
excellent professional indemnity cover at a significant discount, free copies of the quarterly journal e-O&P,
and discounted fees for participation in a range of face-to-face events, special interest groups, and our
interactive website. We aim to build on our three cornerstones of knowledge, innovation and networking in
the digital age. Wherever we can, AMED Members, Networkers and Guests seek to work with likeminded

individuals and organisations to generate synergy and critical mass for change. www.amed.org.uk, or

contact Linda Williams, our Membership Administrator, E: amedoffice@amed.org.uk, T: 0300 365 1247
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