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Management* and Poetry

* Note before I start: I’m fed up with the ongoing spurious distinctions made between “management” and “leadership”, between “managers” and “leaders”. I know it started with a real point that needed making, but let’s assume that good management is the same thing as good leadership and vice versa.

One of Edward de Bono’s suggested techniques for developing creativity is to look for connections between things which seem at first to have nothing to do with each other. Sometimes the stuff you think of is just silly (but fun!). Sometimes you get a genuine insight.

A while ago, I tried to come up with an area of human endeavour that was as different from “management” as I could find. Poetry seemed like a good candidate, but it didn’t take long for connections to develop….

What does a poet do? Expresses thoughts and feelings using language, within the rules of what’s called “metre” (the rhythm thing that distinguishes poetry from prose). This is a very dull and technical answer – similar to looking at the corresponding job description to answer the question “what does a manager do?” Let’s have another go, then…. A poet seeks to make the reader or listener feel something – often something akin to the feelings that inspired the poet to write the piece in the first place. It’s about preserving, then reactivating emotions over time and space. 

This is more interesting. There is a long term element involved – it’s not just “for the moment”. Also, there is something to do with predictability. The poet is seeking a predictable, consistent emotional response. Not that everybody will be moved in exactly the same way, or even at all, but broadly speaking a good poem “works” for most people in a way that they can share.

Now we’re close to a connection. Managers are also seeking to produce predictable, consistent emotional responses in other people. They are seeking commitment, enthusiasm, loyalty. Not just for the moment, either. Like the poet, it helps if the manager first feels these things personally. 

I don’t believe it’s any coincidence that most of the really good managers I’ve known have been able to use their emotional side as much as their “rational” side in dealing with people and issues. Decision-making is, after all, essentially an emotional process. We like to think it’s conscious and rational, based on a balanced analysis of all the facts and data, but in reality, we do what we want to do and rationalise it afterwards. 

One of the elements I like to include in workshops for developing managers is Poetry Reading. Participants often have a strongly negative reaction to the idea that they’ll be “performing” a reading. We’re conditioned at school to dread our turn in the ritual humiliation that English teachers so seem to delight in. As adults, most of us have exercised our power to choose not to ever read a poem again – especially out loud! This is a shame, because the experience is actually quite uplifting.

I provide a selection of poetry collections (nothing too outlandish – the BBC “Nation’s Favourite 100” series are suitable). I give people time to peruse the books until they find a poem which moves them in some way. They may be amused, or feel sad, inspired, touched – it doesn’t matter, as long as the poem has “worked” for them. I then invite them to read their selected poem to the rest of the group, and they are surprised to discover that they can convey the emotional content very effectively  – even though they may feel uncomfortable, shy and nervous. It doesn’t seem to matter if they get some of the words wrong – all human beings can produce powerful emotional responses in others simply by using language. 

This, of course, has everything to do with management skills. Managers are often uncertain, afraid even. Often the logical reasons for doing something are unclear, yet the thing has to be done. Just having the confidence to bring feelings, emotions, intuition, and imagination into the words we use can make all the difference. Confidence only comes from practice, and most managers don’t get much chance to practice their poetry.
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