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Michael McElhenie Interview Notes

Michael is an internadional orgamzational development consultant
cOOrKing in leader development with governments, metltinadiona/
corporations (MNC), the UN. AIDS in Africa project, etc. Has
many \years experience dealing cith complex systems at 2/he

/arge -scale.

* Our work is with orgamn zations and clients who are o/ea//nﬂ
cwith intractable messes Chal we can help Cher dig out of.
Large MNCs Cend to Aave Chose cpporlunties more often than
others.

* Concurrent with these complex problems /s ofen screding
From multiple sectors of society - governments Chad have
MNCs oithin their borders, citizenry that ask important
guestions about the nature of MNCs doing business in their
country, Cheir impact on the emironment, both physical as

well as Socio—elonoric faa//z‘y of //V/‘ng of the C/‘Z‘/‘Zenry .

* Yelps organzations ﬂgare out that complexity 2o continue 2o
groew and Serve Lheir various constituencies, also ensuring
Chey have a sustanable relationship with the various levels of
Society they re attached to - the 3/05& as a whole, 2he region
Chey cperate iny and the courtry they do business in.
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o Work with Boards and executive teams Co help Chert £ getre
owt whad kind of relationship 2hey want to have cith direct
stakeholders as well as indirect.

* OFfen deal with orgarm 2ations responsible for providing primary
resources such as coal, oily precious metals, and hocw Zhey
can continte Lo extract maderials while serving the physical,
social and econornc emironments of the countries Zhey e
embedded in.

s Bob Kegan says that we hurman ée/ngs are continually “in over
our heads,” creating more complexity Chan we can effectively
manage . That's the reality every leader in the world is faced
eith. How can we help Cher develop o at least Keep pace
wwith the complexity Surrounding Cher.

You coork with some of the most ” disliked” companies, such as
o/ and gas ( especially in the rmore ec’,o/og/ca//y oriented
Communties SUChH as ours). Yow can vou really make a
difference? wWhat can one integral leader/coach/consultant, or
integrally—informed team do, i’ you get an opporiunty Zo coork
cwith high-level Senior executives or officials who seem Zo be
on Che wrong Side of’ Aistory, in a Sense, from a public opinion
perspective? 7There ‘s almost a cymcism — whal difference can
you really make? All MNCs care about is making money, all the
execuliVeS are not nice or c’,ar/ng pecple. Yoo do you anscoer Che

cyn/cs 7
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o T woant to validate both perspectives — both the " evi!” Side and
the folks who have /ncrea//‘é/y good and honorable intentions
For the whole cworld.

* We inthe U.S. have The leexery of ée/ng cynical, because
economically we re well-off, particularly compared to an
erterging nation.

* From an ererging nation perspective, they see an ol Compan/
as an important provider of econormic stability — as savors or
heroes — no matter hoe * dirdy " Zhey are.

* As an oil executive, you can feel yourself treated as a pariah
cithin Che larger environmental movement, and a 2he same ime
you go into an emserging nation and get Created as a fero.
That's the reality these £olks are faced with. So of course,
given the choice, Chey // put Chelir intention on the people who
Creat Cherm as feroes.

°» Therein lies he 5lgn/‘ﬂcani problem. We £ind Chis everyiohiere
in the world. In" Primal Leadership, " Annie McKee and Dan
Goldman talk about * CED Disease.” ITt's clear thad as you
mMSVe UPp 1n orgar 2alions, power does Cend Zo Blind you. 7That
often happens in these large MNCs — pecple craft a
perspective of who they are, based on the perspective hat
Serves Lhers and Cheir ego Che most.
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* Cowunler 2o that /s Zhe rea//‘iy on the other Side of Zhdat
arrogance which 5%&9&555 that f/ley ‘re not as 3ooa’ and
cqpaé/e as f/)ey o life o believe.

* As a skillful practitioner, you can Z Zell an executive,” you re
arrogwit as helly you d better gan Some perspective of you //
be in 5{9 Crowble.” Bet essentially, that ‘s Zhe message we fave
Zo ér/ng o our clients —that Zhey e riS5ing an Understanding
here. And e have to do Chad in an /ncreo//é/y skillful way .

. 'f;/p/ca//y Che way to do Chal is o point out Zhe realities Zhat
e re Seeing AL are going very well, as well as realit/es ¢hdat
Z‘/?ey re COmp/eZ‘e/y M/‘\Ss/ng.

So you help executives come To an atoareness that Zhey re
PUSSIng 50»73{/}/;73,_, that's what a let of ws do as coaches. Is
Chat part of a /arger intervention? I¢ goes back 2o the ?ae\sz‘/on
of what can you really do Co make a difference in a broader
way? Can you share any general examples of large—scale systes
charge that you Ve been involved with?

© IV use the four-guadrant map to talk about one executive
Zve been a)or(/ng with who's a regiona/ operational head.
7 hey Ve been c/ea//ng ewith a great dea/ of” complexity arownd
emvironmental remediation with particular oil and gas
production sites that have not produced or /ived wp Zo
expectalions of the parent orgasmzation, nor of the pecple
who lease Chese wells.
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o This executive is an” wup-and-comer, " relatively young (/ate
30 S, which is really young for a lop operational execudive
erthin a /arge or/ COM/%Zny> y bt very 5/-/:9/7?. We wnderstand
From an integral perspective 2Aa high degrees of intellect are
certainly an asset, but can also be a liability iF you over-rely
on that. This is cerdainly true in 2Ais person s case.

o The way I talk about the work I do is thal I becore pat
of an engaging comersation. Every Single intervention that a
coach or OD. practitioner has with dhyéoa/y Zhey coork with,
IS Chrough comversation... online, over the phone, face—to—~Face,
in many cways. Like every person on the planet, I have Zhe oo/
of comversation.

* So I have comersations with CAS individual on a variety of
ISSues: as a member of a constituency brought together to
dea/ with the complexity of the Financial pressures, and
concurrent with Chat Che issues regarding hoew Chey e
showing up as an environmental stecoard in Zhe region 2hey re

S erw‘ng }

* Ore of the #irst ¢hings that became clear with s
particular executive is (< ocusing £irst on the Upper—Left
?aadran@ Chad he'd been a leader in the organzalion for such
a /ong period of time, working wunder leaders exactly like Air,
who consider themseles Aigh—degree experts, and who wuse,
primarily, “expert pocver " that is, Zhey ritle 2he orgasm 2ation
based wpon Spinnng Cheir expertise, sometlimes over others
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who, either in reality or perception, have leS5s expert/se than
Zhem.

* So how Chis person feels, From Che Saéjecz‘f\/e perspective, 1S
¢hat 2hey Ve been beaten down their entire career. So this
individeal/ cwho Chen ascends o a top leaderstp position, is
actually reluctant to offer up Ais expertise to amsbody cwho
he perceives as having a greader, betler, or more expert
perspective of an issue Chan he Aas. Lhich is ridiculous,
because the expectlalion of everyone else around him is Chdat
that 15 The primary way Chad he s going Zo lead (by ée/ng an
experz‘>.

T4's also cowunter—intwitive to Some of our listeners, because
there s a perception LA Semor executives, paid rullions of
dollars per year, working in a multinaional company, are
eqomaniacs, Ner—confident, and arrogant. 7The picture you re
panting is of Someone who S inSecure, in a Cerlan Sense, aboud
not canting Lo offer LAl expertise, becase of years of ée/ng
beaten down. That actually helps humanize Lhem, having
insecurities and potential blind spots Chat are prevesnting Cheir

/eaa/er\s/w‘p £ron emerg/ng n a more effective way .

o That's exactly r{g/ﬁ‘. We Chink most executives have a /ot of
confidence in howo Chey lead and whdad Cthey know. that we re
Z‘a/lé/ng about here is a polarity shtt. On one side, he can
Showo wp and be very confident, and even arrogant. But 2he
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other Side of the po/ar/fy /s that Ae ‘s felt bedlen dowon For
So /ong. So Ae ends up Ae/ng /55 effective. Those po/ar/z‘y
SAFLS, Frorr one Side o the other, aren Z helpfud.

* Ye recognizes thdat ‘s been important, because he sees Chdal
t's been disconcerting o those pecple who report 2o Airm..
Seeing Aim on the one hand acting cith a great deal of
certainty, and on the other hand /oo,@ng indecisive enough not
Zo be able Yo make a decision to save his life. Thad s how he
was 5/704()/173 up to fus direct reports.

What are the implications of a leader ée/ng incongruent and
inconsistent, in Zerms of Lheir role as /leader and Ao Zhey e
Seen éy Zhelir Followers? At that Aigh level, those kinds of
decisions can impact rillions of dollars and potentially
Chousands of lives, especially if serious ristakes are rade.

° The stakes are /)age. Fronr one perspective, you have a leader
who s o\scz‘//az‘/ng betroeen confidence and indecisiveness.

* From a 360 perspective, the boss is Saying, ‘ 1y god, I rmade a
bad decision,” and c/’rc//ng Che cagons 2rying Lo Figure out
who they can replace 2/ns individual eith, Zo get Cher out of”
¢he orgamzation before they do amy damage .

* Yis direct reports are /oo(/'nﬁ a Ainr and /o§/n5 confidence in
Ais dé// /Z‘y Zo /ead.
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* The pecple fie reports Yo start guestioning whether he can
carry out Cheir directives, and Ais direct reports are getding
rixed messages of uncertainty From Ais, which wunderrines
howo effectively 2hey Follow the directives From Aim.

* So they '/ st re/y/ng on CLherr own wnderstanding of the
1ssue ralher Chan Ais, even Chough s i's likely o be a
perspective cith a great dea/ more understanding ¢han Ais
reports have, and i’ Chey e underminng Ais decisions,
wltimately they may not be addressing the #ull complexity of
Che 1ssue, and could be causing major probless.

* Yeres a Simple example of one Che 2‘/7//735 2hat happens in
complex organizations that have very balanced agendas; /ike
altending o profitability and safedy in egual measure. By 2he
time that message gel's dowon Che Aierarchy, Lhey may be
Ahearing an emphasis more on profitability ¢han safety, so
wultimately 2hat s what ends up happening... a Copprosrnse of
safety over emphasizing profitability. That ‘s ¢he not the
intention of the execs al the top, but because of this
indecisiveness and polarity shifting, that's wltimately the
message CAGL gel's received. And as we Ve seen, that can be
/ncrea//é/y dangerous. That happens in every /arge orgar 2ation
where Lhere are Cranslation problems doon the Aierarchy.

When I Lhink abocd all 2he oays Z‘/?/‘nss are 30/173 corong )
politics, governance, eConoruc rega/az‘/on and o/erega/az‘/‘on, Zhe
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environment, eith compames LA are juST Crying Lo maxinnze
Short~term profits... it's kind of scary. The only 2hing ¢hat
makes me feel beller is Che hope thal an /nfegra/ understanding
— A having a complex enowgh map and ConsScious awwareness
o hold these different perspectives can start o rmake Sense
out of these complicated, messy situations.

* Pecple ry to Simplity complexidy all 2he time. One of /e
ways in western sociely we Simplify complexity is when e
look at problems, we Lend Co look for the heroes and villans.
When e ook at solutions, we ar Che solutions at heroces,
and when we look at problems, we tend Zo Zry Zo £ind Zhe
villain. So we tend o take what may be a Systennc proé/em
and tie it 2o a Single indiidual. Because that's whad we value
mMoST in western sociedy... individua/ accOanz‘aéi//z‘y.

o Theres noZ‘/?fng corong eoth that. Bud i£ Che /oroé/em ’s
sSystennc, /ife the one I described where a cormmuncation
neteoork doesn? translate effectively down hierarcAy...

o That doesn? mean you don ? hold individuals accowuntable For
¢hat. But if you only focus on the individual level, you »r1uss
Che systemic nalure of the issue. We wnderstand that From
an /nz‘egra/ perspective. You can'? JAASZ‘ focus on the wupper
guadrants and ignore /e lower cultural and systeric factors.

So how Aas an /‘nz‘esra/ approac A, az‘/‘//z/ng /nz‘egra/ maps and
aoareness, helped ws dea/ coith these complex situations? And
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in particular, how does your wunderstanding of ¢/is eserging
notion of /nz‘egra/ leadersip inform your work and help you
a’eé{gn and execwte interventions thad do make a difference in
Chese huge complex systems?

* In the example I used with the regional executive, over the
Course of Cwo years we started Ay woré/ng on the Upper
Lef? — 2he confidence he had in Als own leadership, reSO/V/ng
Che two Sides of the /vo/ar/z‘y Zo \9/\/8 Aim a more Aolistic
understanding of” how s expertise can be éroag/’}f Zo Zhe

fore.

o Then we looked at the Upper '6:9/75 , at Ais basic
communication skills, how to speak assertively, engage body
lanquage and behaviors that allow a leader 2o exerplify good
solid assertive communication. So thal when he Speak's,
people /isten and respect Ais authority and comply cwith Ais
directives, because he doesn appear indecisive; fe really
believes cwhat he's Zelling pecple.

* e /ooked at the Lower Lef?, and how Ais communcations
were landing coithin a culiure AR values expertise as much
as i does. And then he lets go of’ some of that expertise
and invites others Zo ér/ng 1h Lheir expertise, how Ae can do
So without completely /-e//n?a/‘\sﬁfng S oeon, /eac//ng 2herm Co
guestion whether fe s bringing any value ot all. That s aboud
s individual behavior interacting with the cullure of Che
orgamzation and whal it deems appropriade.
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* From the Loer 6:9/75 perspective, /s executive infierited /s
Job From an incredibly capable individual. That capable
individual, over the course of Ais tentire, Cook on foirteen
direct reports. 7That 's a /ot of pecple Lo manage... Lypically
we d recommend four to ten a the most. The complexity of
managing fourteen direct reports is incredible, especially
considering Cheir responsibilities, which end wup ée/ng billions
of dollars of revenue. So structurally, he had a problem he
couldn? manage. That got communicated wup the chan.. 2hat
while the #irst gety rught have been able o manage iZ, it was
way too much — almost disrespectful — For 2As new guy Zo
be expected Zo manage.. 7 hat message led 2o Some heallhy

reorgan/zaz‘/on .

o That's what an integral perspective gves wus, understanding an
individual From a \Saéjecz‘/l/e ) @titudes—and-belieFs perspective.
IZ adllows ws Zo look at his behavior, whal does cell and not
sSo well. Then /oo(/ng a Zhe \Saéjecz‘/\/e culture of the
orgamzation — hoeo Che individuals, as a collective, Aeld
expectalions Ffor Aoew leaders behaved in Zhe orgam zation;
where he violated those expectalions and norms, and where /e
applied them cwell. And From a structural perspective, hoew
¢he orgarmzation, and Ais Joé, cas orgasuzed.

o These Z‘/7/n35 evolve s/owly. T ake pPAySIcal infrastructure, For
example. We Found offices within Ais area ¢hat had created
Separate " Fietdoms” that, due to the physical lajoud,
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decreased the capacity for communcalion. It dakes an
/nieg/-a/ perspective to look at the solid, passical reality in
which /Oeop/e work.

* You need to be able o ask ?aesﬁon\s about the influences
2hat can be categorized by the Four guadrant's. 45(//73 these
?&(eéZ‘/onS 'S wﬁdf an /‘nZ‘egcm/ fﬁ&df/‘f/oner can 5/‘//75 Zo Z‘/?e

Zable.

o And as we re 45(//75 these ?ae\sz‘/on\s as /‘niegra//\sz‘\s , we re
coorking eith the leaders so that they develop Zhe lenses
Loe re exemp//fy/ng eorith then. The guestions we ask stick in
Cheir rinds, and help 2¢herr 583//7 Zo See Che power of an
integral perspective. So once they Ve been exposed o it, they
Zhen éegfn o 2hink more integrally 2hemseles. Over Zime, you
increase 2heir capacity 2o gain atvareness. 7That s what the
integral perspective is all aboutd - awoareness.

* We fuce these complicated raps, and offer pecple a way Zo
Chink aboud Lhem, so pecple can beller wunderstand ¢he
COMP/ eX/‘Z‘y .

o Jesus Christ said, when I speak to some people, I Speak Co
C¢her as iF Chey e young children who cannot eat solid food.
tWhen they e capable of ea?ing solid food, I feed therm solid
food. And when they 're capable of eating adult food, I feed
Cherr adult Food.
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o That speaks Co hoew we, as practitioners, need to arm our
interventions. You don 2 Ar/ng an /nz‘egra/ perspective o
Someone who can? edd Solid Food yez‘. Your ér/ng Zhe
perspective Lhey can hold.

* Zntially, 2he comersation Aelps revea/ 2o a éaa/a//ng /nz‘egrd/
leader the kinds of ?//zesz‘ions they showl/d be aS(/ng. 7 hen
over Zime, you expose o Chem Lo Lhe complele »ap and
Zerritory Zhey Ve been exploring 2hrough Cheir guestions.
That's cohen you Start to see the aspiration of an individua/
lowards an /nz‘egra/ perspective.

The Buddha wsed the terrr” upaya, Y which translates o
CskillFul means,” which is like gVing food that can be digested,
meetling pecple where Chey are, influencing and motivating 2her
accordingly. Do you have amy further perspectives on integral
leadership... (as a Form of applied integral Z‘/?eory>.7

* The /‘nz‘egra/ practitioners I speak coith have a Zendency Zo
over—complicale Lheir intervestions and Cheir coaching. In our
orgam 2ation, SZ‘agen, we do a /ot of " two to one’, Z‘a,é/ng
Second-tier perspectives and offer therr to £irst—tier /eaders.
The way I 2hink aboedt /nz‘egra/ leaders 15 that 2hey aren Z
aleoays operaling from Che second—tier. wWhat they are is
‘ £ully integrated " Jeaders meanng AL wherever Chey re &,
Zhey e Mcz,é/ng decisions, 58/762\///73, Seeing Lheir reality in 2he
most healthy way they can. IF 2hey e operating at Orange, or
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Sstronqg actuever Center —of- —gravidy, Chen sy intention for thad
leader 15 o Ma,ée sure LA where f/%zy \re at, their actions and
behaviors, is the rost healthy expression that that particular

merie Can ramfest.

* We help leaders see how Chey re operating in healthy ways and
ewhere Chey re not, thus causing difficulties for themselves
and 2heir organization. That helps them come Lo 2heir own
conclusion about how o better integrade all Che aspects of
themselves to be as effective as ¢hey can be. We don't Zell
Cherm what o doj we help Chem recognize that 2he rore
integrated Chey are, Che more successtul they /] be.
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Michael McElhenie

Michael McElhenie, Ph.D., has led major humanitarian
projects, many for the United Nations, in regions around
the globe: Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe and the
Caribbean. Michael’s key area of expertise is helping
executives assess the organization’s culture, discover
optimal mission-alignment and bridge the gap through
intentional, integral leadership. He has designed and
implemented major leadership, executive coaching,
change and learning projects for global and national
clients, including American Airlines, Anadarko Petroleum,
Berlex Pharmaceuticals, Blue Cross/Blue Shield,
Corporation for Public Broadcasting, Exelon Energy, H&R
Block, Intel, Johnson & Johnson, Merck, Motorola, Nortel
Networks, Progressive Insurance, Sabre, Texas Children’s Hospital, Texas Instruments,
Unicredito Banca, Unilever, United Nations, Victoria Order of Nurses (Canada), Wal-
Mart, World Bank and YMCA. Michael has over twenty years of leadership and
consulting experience, and he currently runs Metatropia Institute, a leader development
and change management firm out of Dallas, Texas. He is a faculty member for Duke
Corporate Education’s Global Learning Resource Network, a faculty-coach for Southern
Methodist University’s Advanced Leadership Program and a member of the Business &
Leadership Center for Integral Institute. He is also a Senior Associate for Teleos

Leadership Institute and has worked with Teleos since its founding in 2002.
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Brett Thomas

Brett Thomas is the co-founder of Stagen, a Texas-based
organizational consulting firm that specializes in Integral
Leadership. He is the author and architect of the Stagen
Leadership Academy's 52-week intensive Integral
Leadership Program (now in its 10th year). Brett is a 20-
year veteran in the field of human performance and
organizational development having designed and
facilitated hundreds of workshops and corporate training
programs. Brett has logged over 10,000 hours coaching
CEOs. He has published hundreds of pages of applied
integral theory and has co-designed and co-delivered
numerous international conferences and seminars on
applied integral theory. Brett served many years as the Managing Director of the
Integral Institute Business and Leadership Center and on the Editorial Board for
the Journal of Integral Theory and Practice. Brett currently serves on the boards of

Volckmann on the subject of Integral Leadership.
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