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Take-Aways
	Traditional consultancy is inadequate for today’s daunting business challenges.
	Humble consulting (HC) doesn’t require a detailed diagnosis, ambitious intervention, “quick fixes” or “knee-jerk reactions.”
	Humble consultants understand complex issues and help clients institute small, productive fixes.
	They ask each client, “What problem are you trying to solve?”
	With humble consulting, a client and a consultant develop an “open, trusting relationship” in order to become effective working partners.
	The humble consultant is a “helper.”
	The helper illuminates the situation’s complexity and initiates quick “adaptive moves.”
	These “small interventions” sequentially lead to further small interventions.
	The most effective adaptive move is helping the client to acknowledge the problem’s “messiness” and to understand that conventional solutions won’t help.
	Humble consulting also works for coaches, counselors and parents.


Recommendation
Consultants can no longer operate as they once did: Assume the role of corporate doctor, diagnose organizational challenges and provide detailed prescriptions. Traditional consultancy is inadequate for today’s daunting business environment, says Edgar H. Schein. He believes a fresh consultancy model is in order, and so he delivers it. The “father of process consultation,” he spent 50 years teaching and researching organizational culture. His “humble consulting” model helps consultants parse complex issues and help their clients institute small, productive fixes. Schein believes the client and consultant, without being too chummy, must develop “an open, trusting relationship” to be effective working partners. getAbstract recommends his insightful, instructive manual to consultants, counselors, coaches and even parents.

Summary
Organizational Problems 
The problems that confront organizations today are complex, ambiguous and confusing. They don’t yield easily to technical solutions and they often involve different cultural tropes, constituent groups, assumptions, unaligned goals and disconnected silos. These problems are generally unstable and in constant flux. Companies often try to gather the right people to coordinate their thoughts and actions to fix things quickly. Even getting these people into the same room can be difficult, if not impossible. Many times, they can’t communicate. Almost always, they won’t agree.
“Clients often think they know how they want a problem approached, and because they are paying for it, they think they know what the consultant can and should do for them.”

Complex problems don’t yield to standard consultative diagnosis and intervention. This time-wasting strategy often targets the wrong issues. Most organizational problems require a fresh approach to consulting, coaching and thinking. The approach is “Humble consulting” (HC). It’s called “humble” because it acknowledges the complexity of the problems clients face, as well as the difficulty of moving ahead productively. The goal of HC is to have the consultant – or “helper” – assist the client in achieving something the client can’t accomplish alone. It’s up to the client to decide if the helper was, indeed, helpful.
“The depth of a relationship is a mutual decision based on the comfort level that each party arrives at through interaction.”

This consulting method avoids “quick fixes” and “knee-jerk reactions.” It uses initial diagnoses, “adaptive moves” and limited intervention. Adaptive moves are “small interventions” that sequentially lead to other small interventions. The specific adaptive moves that a consultant suggests will depend on the client’s particular problem. The most effective adaptive move is to help clients acknowledge their problem’s “messiness,” understand that conventional solutions won’t help, and accept that they need different “problem solvers” and fresh conversations.
Useful Responses
Humble consulting features fast, useful responses to some part of a large problem or to the big problem itself. Adaptive moves aren’t traditional consultative tools. Helpers using HC strategies figure out which initial responses will work best. Thanks to HC, helpers don’t have to fret that initially they “don’t know what to do.” With HC, the helper can be vulnerable. This strategy isn’t just for consultants. Coaches, counselors and parents can use this methodology fruitfully. Humble consulting depends on the helper building a trusting relationship with the client, eliminating their initial “professional distance.” Building a warm, friendly relationship, without excess chumminess, helps show the client that the helper isn’t in charge and doesn’t intend to be.
First Contact 
In your first contact with a client, communicate that you’ve come to help. You don’t want to deliver a message that you’ve arrived to diagnose the firm’s situation and propose a solution. Nor do you want to deliver a worse message: that you intend to promote yourself, your insights and your skills. Instead ask the client, “What problem are you trying to solve?”
“We are dealing with new complex problems, new kinds of client systems and a new sense of urgency in our clients.”

Convey humility during interactions with your client. Make clear that you want to work with the client to fix problems together, not to take over and impose your solution. The essential assumptions of HC are that the helper cares about the client, is committed to assisting the client, is curious about what the client faces and is determined to understand what the client thinks about the problem. To support your clients, help them “clarify” their current complex situation and understand it better. Explain that quick, adaptive moves offer the most effective solutions. This approach is more practical than a detailed diagnosis and multifaceted intervention.
“The Three Cs”
Humble consulting doesn’t use an “exploratory conversation” or diagnosis. Instead, engage in a candid, positive discussion that fosters a strong relationship. Managing this vital initial conversation requires the consultant to have the proper mind-set embodying the three Cs:
	“Commitment” – Be prepared emotionally to assist clients, who will sense a lack of commitment. 
	“Curiosity” – Be genuinely curious about who your clients are and what they are up against. Your clients will perceive any lack of curiosity and will know if you aren’t genuinely interested in their problem. 
	“Caring” – Clients want to know that you’re on their side. Communicate your allegiance by demonstrating your concern about them as individuals. Begin caring about your clients – presumably strangers to you at first – by devoting attention to what they say and think. Pay heed to how they explain their company and its problems, and disregard what’s in the brochures and corporate background materials you received in advance of your meeting. Clients will feel important and honored to be the focus of your attention. 

Relationships
Humble consulting depends on creating and nurturing quality relationships: “a set of mutual expectations about each other’s future behavior based on past interactions.” People in a relationship share a symmetry of expectations – knowledge that comforts everyone involved. People in a relationship also share the responsibility for maintaining it. One person in a relationship may work hard to keep it strong, but if the other person doesn’t match this effort, the relationship suffers. In a weak relationship, no one feels emotional involvement. In a strong relationship, emotional involvement is robust.
“Being ‘professional’ and ‘keeping appropriate distance between the helper and the client’ can be a terrible trap.”

People share four levels of relationships:
	“Level Minus One” – These relationships are hostile or exploitative, like those that could be part of the experience of “prisoners, POWs, slaves…elderly or emotionally ill people,” people in unfamiliar cultures and victims of con men or criminals.
	“Level One” – Emotions play little or no role in these impersonal relationships. Everyone intuitively understands what others expect of them – for example, “I give you something; you say ‘Thank you’.” Level One relationships become confusing when people solicit the assistance of “so-called professional helpers – doctors, lawyers, ministers and human relations helpers such as social workers, counselors, and psychiatrists.” Professional distance separates the helpers and the people who solicit their help. The helpers believe they must react impersonally when clients share personal information. Clients feel at a disadvantage and that inhibits trust and openness. Most consultants operate at Level One with their clients. Level One can work for a consultant who understands the client’s problem and has the skills to fix it.
	“Level Two” – The client is no longer a “case” – someone the helper keeps at a professional distance. The helper instead treats the client as an important person, not a stranger. In return, the client feels comfortable and opens up to accepting help. In Level Two relationships, helpers periodically ask, “Is what we are doing really helping?”
	“Level Three” – As an advanced state of connection, Level Three encompasses “close friendships, love and intimacy.” Ethical concerns make Level Three inappropriate for consulting work since it can lead to “fraternization, nepotism” and other behaviors that are “corrupt” in a business environment. This is the stricture that proscribes intimate relationships between therapists and patients or between colleagues at work.

“The client asking you for help may…unwittingly ‘content seduce’ you into your official area of expertise, and thereby get you preoccupied with your own personal skills and agenda.”

At the time of initial contact, the helper and the client, who usually are strangers, operate at Level One. If the helper says the wrong things during this initial conversation, the relationship will remain stuck at this level. Saying the right words can be “immediately helpful” and can help the consultant develop a positive, productive Level Two relationship. Managers who set out to help their “bosses, subordinates and peers” should bridge the usual professional distance. They need to establish Level Two relationships with their colleagues and consultants.
Listening
Humble consultants must be avid listeners who exhibit two different kinds of empathy. In “Empathy One,” HC helpers listen carefully to learn about the client’s problem. In “Empathy Two,” they continue to listen intently, but now they move on to trying to discover what irritates the client about his or her problem. To illustrate, the client says, “I am concerned about the level of engagement of my employees. Could you help me build a culture of engagement?” In Empathy One, try to learn what the client means by “engagement” and “culture.” In Empathy Two, ask, “Why are you worried about this?”
“The Level Two relationship has to be built around the joint task that the helper and client are engaged in. It is bounded by the cultural rules [of] giving and receiving help.”

The HC helper isn’t aloof and doesn’t issue bloodless edicts about what the client should do. To achieve a Level Two relationship, the helper interacts with the client. Don’t go overboard; personalize your relationship with your client in degrees. If you get too personal too quickly, the client may take advantage of you. Avoid getting too chummy or informal with your client – for example, enjoying meals together – because you risk creating a sense of being on an “equal footing” that you may come to regret and that may make you less effective as a helper.
Helpful Dialogue
In HC, the helper and the client engage in a “dialogic joint exploration.” In this unfettered type of discussion, neither person knows exactly where things are heading or what adaptive moves may surface. This is an open, information-gathering conversation, not the conventional “goal-oriented competitive problem-solving discussion” that consultants and clients often fall into as a result of time pressure or limited conversational options.
“A Level Two task-oriented relationship becomes necessary in order to create enough trust that the real motives, issues and concerns of both helper and client surface.”

Humble consulting rests on “ten working propositions”:
	To truly assist the client, the helper must determine his or her specific problem.
	A frank and open dialogue with the client is the only way to secure this information.
	To engage in an exploratory, revealing dialogue, the helper must establish a Level Two relationship with the client that goes beyond the typical Level One relationship.
	Building a Level Two working relationship requires personalizing the relationship to some extent, but don’t go overboard.
	“Humble inquiry” makes this relationship special. It involves personal questions and expressing personal feelings and thoughts.
	During the initial contact, the helper explains the need to develop a personal relationship that reaches Level Two.
	The helper and client must participate in a joint dialogue.
	Determine whether the problem is a single problem or a set of overlapping problems that require more than one solution.
	The helper and the client must “jointly decide” on the actions needed to address the client’s problem or problems and should develop priorities.
	If the client’s problem is simple, the helper can adopt a traditional consultative posture. If the client’s problem is complex, the helper and the client should jointly plan the best adaptive moves. While the client and helper understand this alone may not solve the client’s problem, they know it may point to the best adaptive move to try next.

The Process
As a Level Two helper, don’t fall prey to “content seduction” – that is, contemplating how you’d act in the client’s shoes. You aren’t your clients. You don’t understand their business or corporate culture in the way that they do. Your role is to be a catalyst and to provide help and coaching – not to focus on your own abilities and priorities.
“Bosses and subordinates may have to find ways to personalize their relationships with one another to facilitate more trust and open communication.”

Don’t try to take over the client’s problem. Clients need to solve their own problems. This means the client – not you – has to handle “diagnostic work” and implement suggested solutions. An effective helper directly includes clients in determining what went awry and how to address it.
Collaboration
Work with clients to develop useful adaptive moves. Help them evaluate the possible consequences of those moves. Offer “process suggestions.” Clients seldom consider the ramifications of the changes they want to introduce and how they might affect their corporate culture. Clients know their goals, but they may not be sure how to achieve them or even how to start. Show them the best way to proceed. Help them find new ways to identify and fix problems.

About the Author
Social psychologist Edgar Henry Schein, PhD, is an organizational development expert. He formerly taught at the MIT Sloan School of Management. He also wrote Humble Inquiry.
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