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'Special Offers' and the Management of Change

Every Tom, Dick and Harry is at it, of course; so it no longer came as a surprise to receive a 'special offer', 'priority' booking option for a three day training event on Leadership and the Management of Change. This one, I was informed, was a real bargain, only £450; a special knock-down rate for public sector and voluntary organisations, given that "a three day Tom Peters Group seminar usually costs around £2,500 per delegate." And no doubt it does. Similarly breathless pricing can be seen in all manner of hi-gloss training events. 

Maybe Tom Peters and his cohorts are offering 'a quality product'. I don't know. For sure, though, it will be well packaged, with all the 'success-dynamism, go-go, care-share, win-win, rah-rah, quality-empowerment, leading edge' paraphernalia of our times. 

Every serious scribbler in the training and education market now needs designer-laser quality on three colour ink, with 'bullet ridden' chunks of prose in three sizes of type-face using 100 grammes per square metre paper. Our word processing packages must sing a song of flexible formatting of margins, bold, italic, fonts, alignments, indentations, page orientation, multiple column, tables, boxes, 3 D bar and pie graphs, frame insertion and text flow. Our macros and style sheets will customise our house style. Our 'tool bar' will hammer out our story. 

What you won't find in your chosen 'empowerment', 'total-quality', or 'management of change' training programme are any vestiges of those old English virtues, that used to lie at the heart of the liberal tradition in education - modesty, understatement, diffidence, humility, and an unpolished but sincere questioning, or querying, or sceptical uncertainty. Indeed, you won't find anything that isn't highly polished, (and how much will you find that is sincere?) 

A previous generation talked of the futility of a spit-and-polish life as a National Service conscript, and explained that the spit and polish took over when the system lost sight of, or had no connection to, any more serious role. But then they could escape to a more ordinary and humane, far from perfect, civilian world of civil values, civic pride, civil indiscipline and humanity. 

Now, though, we have another kind of spit and polish towards which the entire education service is being pushed in what amounts to a new kind of national service. It is the 'spit' of fashionable cliché and designer sloganeering, coupled with the 'polish' of language processed into packages as a substitute for genuine and questioning thought.

What can we learn from delegates willing to pay up to £1,000 a day to find out how to empower and manage change? Surely the fact that this is happening is more informative than the happening itself? It tells us that the sale of snake oil has become ever more professionalised; but, more ominously, it reveals the extent to which the customers of such exotic events have lost contact with, and faith in, themselves. 

A culture that undergoes dislocation is characterised by born-again cults with messianic leaders offering salvation. The business and education communities now, similarly, search for such therapeutic intervention to rejuvenate their own managements, missions, appraisal programmes, outcome monitoring and all the rest. Whereas it used to be the young who took, or dreamed of, the magic bus to the Himalayas, it is now the leading edge establishment that seeks the 'quality experience' that will allow them to 'implement the strategy' in their own work and to claim that 'I thought the course was wonderful and it has changed my life'.

In a 'Looking-Glass' world, our endless talk of empowerment characterises a galloping sense of powerlessness. The demand for so many 'management of change' seminars, identifies widespread doubts about the manageability of change. Talk of efficiency reveals fear of being ineffectual. And the current blather about 'total quality', indicates that plausibility rules OK.. Mere 'quality', in the debased currency of contemporary language, doesn't make a strong enough statement. Never mind the quality; experience and enjoy the 'total quality'; feel the impact of the presentation.

In an ever more manic, insane, hopeless and dishonest environment, the fool and the jester become the most important and serious source of honest comment and observation. Thus, for example, I am sure that Laurie Taylor's column within the Times Higher Education Supplement is far and away the most read, the most enjoyed, the most valued, and the most informed section of that paper. It tells the truth in honest language, while much else on other pages has been given over to the empty jargon and power-driven style of business-speak; or to the obfuscation and posturing of academic-speak at its most opaque and irrelevant. Via Taylor, historians will best learn about what was really going on in education in the Eighties and Nineties, and what people really felt about it; far more so than in any White Paper, research report or management of change presentation. 

Our fin de siècle weariness and uncertainty require honest examination, using language that is human, accessible and tentative. It is not going to get any such treatment, either from insecure academic specialists, busily trying to meet this year's target of publications in referred journals, or from glitz (yet equally insecure) operators in the corporate training sector, stretching a minimum of real content into a maximum of presentation and pricing strategy. 

In addition to honest discussion, a degree of honest leadership will be in order too. No doubt such leadership exists; but the current climate of exaggeration, high profile declamation, and on-going language annihilation, tends to drive it underground. If you are to get on in management; you've got to go on the courses, speak the jargon, and huff, puff, preen and posture with the best of them. And thus the climate of the time breeds a cohort of leadership that itself becomes part of the problem rather than the solution.

I, too, would like a better way of dealing with the management of change. But there are no special offers worthy of attention. I shall keep the cash and carry on with Laurie Taylor, who provides much better value.

