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Arts-based corporate training excels in enabling clarity and boldness. Anthony Richards asks whether the arts sector
should be taking its own medicine.

Courageous conversations
h Anthony Richards
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Smith. The results of the tests show that

your daughter has a fairly unusual type of
leukaemia..” | was told this 12 times in one
corporate training day last summer, by doctors
learning the power and importance of delivering a
difficult message in a kind and caring way.

A recent issue of ArtsProfessional (AP164)
described some good corporate training models,
but it didn't cover using live performance in
training - and it’s a massive industry. I'm a 44 year-
old theatre director and actor, sometimes working
asarole-play actor and trainer, encouraging people
to practise telling the truth as they see it. |work
through an agency for a medical school and the
Fire Service, and in direct relationships for
management consultants who specialise in
leadership development for clients such as
Deutsche Bank and Reuters. The work ranges from
practising one-to-one conversations and
developing communication skills, to being part of
Forum Theatre presentations, teasing out complex
issues and finding ways forward

Big companies believe so much in this work
that they are asking for a more complex model to
be devised - an event to help leaders of multi-
national teams effectively communicate and coach
across continents, time zones and using many
communication technologies - and they want it to
be delivered through participative performance,
They understand that people learn best by entering
aplay world, the liminal space, a metaphorical
world - a place where experiential learning and
development can really take place.

Ies | ‘m afraid that | have some bad news, Mr

Being courageous

Afew years ago, | worked with a head of section
from the Department of Transport. Our objective
was to rehearse the conversation he knew he
needed to have and was avoiding. Through safely
facilitated practice and peer coaching, he would
develop skills and confidence to do it for real. He
needed me to be Alastair Darling, his new political
master, and | adopted some of the attitudes and
characteristics that he described. He practised and
learned and gained confidence in challenging
upwards. The concept of the ‘courageous
conversation'is central to much of this work.

A courageous conversation is one that
addresses a central issue and can lever change in
that situation. Courageous conversations are
unpredictable. People may take the hump and
leave. Conversely, they may learn and respect you.
An Arts Council England (ACE) officer once asked
me why | was spending time talking about another
regional company 'd identified as a competitor.
Now that was a useful thing to say, and | remain
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grateful. There is a great power in honest
conversations, and we need them in the
arts, particularly after ACE's fumbling
communications over its system upgrades

However, a courageous conversation
demands a personal commitment. A
leader seeking to evoke change through a
robust and honest conversation has to
own their comments personally.
Commitment to change is seldom gained
by invoking the concept of the institution,
whether it's an arts council or anarts
organisation - it's people that lead and
drive change, by their words and by their
personal actions.

As artists we employ subtext and hidden
agendas to cause drama and intrigue. Yet in
rehearsals, we know it works best when we calmly
share and seek to agree the agendas of the
character in their moments of high emotion. As a
theatre-making team we have to demand honesty
from each other. If an actor is not being authentic |
have to say “It's not working, | don't believe you”,
one way or another.

Clarity from funders?

My experience of robust and clear discussions with
ACE officers has not been good. A few years ago an
officer told me, “I'm just an arts bureaucrat. It's you
artists that have the power to do things.” Soon
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afterwards my company was told that it was going
to be made into a Regularly Funded Organisation
(RFO). I asked the piper what sort of new and
additional tunes they expected us to play for the
extramoney, and | got no answer - no guidance. |
guessed it was to be left to our creative ingenuity.

We did a year-and-a-half of RFO work, and
began substantial organisational change. Then
questions about the quality of our work were
raised casually and generally by our officer ina
couple of meetings. | wanted to know what was
meant and | pushed for clarity. It took numerous
cancellations and over six months before a meeting
could be convened between four people to discuss
what was meant by “issues of quality” The meeting
that then took place was polite but ineffective.
Soon after it was demonstrated that the arts
bureaucrat was in fact a leader with substantial
powers. Their boss wrote to say that we were to
undergo disinvestment, as we had not developed
in the way that had been hoped for. Damn, missed
that subtext]

How many and how often were courageous

conversations had between ACE and organisations
recently cut, or threatened? | wonder if things were
ever said, boldly and in good time? These are the
moments of growth, of development and of
opportunity to change. It's about giving respect to
people, and it's an aspect of equality. If you tell it
how itis for you, you share your agenda and are an
active partner. Surely there’s going to be a better
chance of a successful partnership then, or of
clarity if not.

Self-evaluation and peer review
McMaster says that quality is the new watchword
Many applaud, including me, but how do we have
real discussions about the subject? Self-evaluation
has an important place, but | foresee those with
time and skill to do it creating wonderful
documents, making the links to the agendas of our
times, and keeping colour printers in business.
Organisations with regular resources then have the
advantage.

| believe there's a role for expert evaluation.
Candidates need selecting and managing, but they
are animportant element of a qualitative review
system. ACE can gain credibility by engaging the
considerations of arts workers, who must own up
to their decisions. | look forward to a time when
peer review can be well-resourced by ACE, and
commentators are involved in well-managed
debate. Surely it’s just about having an adult
conversation, with a shared objective of
maximising quality? What role could arts councils
play in that? Where is the potential for a
courageous conversation, and who is responsible
for setting the tone? If Cordelia had not told her
Dad how it was for her, then King Lear would never
have undergone the journey of personal change to
radically re-evaluate his life and position. She was
courageous in her actions. And the doctors telling
Mr Smith about his daughter need courage too. »
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