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The complex chains of knowledge recontextualisation that take place 
between the college-based and workplace elements are not always 
readily forged or recognised because learners often struggle to make 
the connections. This is because learners as much as mentors/lecturers 
are inclined to assume that learning is or should be immediate and, 
in the process, forget the temporal dimension of learning any ‘craft’ 
(Sennett 2008). It is only as learners accept that there is always a 
provisional dimension to learning any academic or professional practice 
that they develop the capability to meet the professional expectations 
of the company and sector and to move onto higher level studies with 
confidence and successful outcomes. 

The programme selection process plays a particularly significant part in 
supporting learner recontextualisation because it aims to identify able 
young people who have achieved through hard work and self-discipline 
without the advantages of highly resourced educational support. 
These learner characteristics, set alongside the ‘framing’ (Bernstein 
2000) of the different types of knowledge in the curriculum and the 
variety of pedagogic processes, create the personal and organisational 
conditions to facilitate learner recontextualisation. For example, learners 
overwhelmingly reported that they felt that they were valued by the college 
and the company and, as a consequence, respond positively to the high 
expectations that are placed upon them. 

This positive response is important, arguably critical to the success of 
the programme, given the amount of responsibility devolved to them for 
negotiating their way in and across the two settings. One notable outcome 
is that learners generally see themselves as the ‘carriers’ of knowledge in 
this programme because the workplace culture and task design support 
them to forge the connections between their college and company 
experiences. 

The link between curriculum, pedagogic, workplace and learner 
recontextualisation is underpinned by a strong college-company 
partnership based on a shared understanding of each parties’ cultural 
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traditions and commitments. In this exemplar, it is the ways in which these 
synergies are iteratively developed and brought into the curriculum that 
help the programme both to stretch participants academically and prepare 
them professionally.
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Recommendations

This exemplar illustrates chains of recontextualisation that move 
backwards and forwards between two contexts that share similar cultures 
and value systems. Both are influenced by a German cultural and 
training tradition itself recontextualised in a UK/London context. Both are 
oriented to trainee/students (in terms of interest and expectations), and 
both are smallish institutions capable of offering supportive environments 
for learning and working. Moreover, the company and the college are 
interested in each other and enjoy a close collegial relationship based 
on strong yet flexible alignment. Workplace supervisors and managers 
are expected to support the development needed for fast-tracking able 
students selected from schools in less privileged London boroughs: 
supervisors and managers take this seriously.

The success of this model is rooted in these features. Providers and 
employers seeking to replicate this model need to build from genuinely 
mutual interests and strong existing ties, found most often where there are 
historical and cultural connections, for example, between a company and 
its local college or particular communities or sectors.

It is important to:

•• identify partners  whose commitments to education, training and 
collaborative working are shared;

•• establish close working links that engage all levels of the 
organisation and have visible support at senior levels of both 
organisations.

Developing a customised national programme that will suit company 
needs requires:

•• a course team and advisory board balanced in industrial and 
educational experience, with an element of ‘participative memory’;

•• mechanisms for reciprocal and collegial decision-making about broad 
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matters of content;

•• discretion at course team level for pragmatic and responsive  
decision-making about programme details.

To support learners in moving between different forms of knowledge, it is 
important for the provider:

•• to link the traditional academic subjects and sector-specific 
legislation and procedures through a series of steps that proceed 
according to a clear programme logic;

•• to utilise the experience of cross-over ‘staff’  professionalized 
through similar pathways, able to help support students through 
their ‘participative memory’ and identification with the specifics of 
challenges faced.

This requires the course team:

•• to organise teaching and learning of procedural and sector-based 
knowledge in ways that build links between the foundational 
knowledge and the workplace knowledge embedded in company-
specific practices. 

•• to use different teaching methods for different forms of knowledge 
e.g. explicit teaching of the theory, laying out the propositions; case 
studies for procedural and sector-wide knowledge; researching 
examples close to local practice. 

•• to bring local work knowledge into the formal curriculum by re-
contextualising it into a framework defined by the programme logic.

•• to develop the assignment specifications in ways that progressively 
support the learners in moving between the forms of knowledge.

•• to provide learners with formative feedback; 

In the workplace, the provision of high quality learning experiences 
requires:



225

•• organisational arrangements that include visible senior support and 
practical coordination, both through designated personnel; 

•• a workplace curriculum that extends far beyond work experience and 
business-as-usual; 

•• explicit staff commitment to pedagogy,  knowledge exchanges;

•• planning of structured development opportunities assisted by easy 
access to company resources, contacts and contexts. 

This can be facilitated further by:

•• developing a form of ‘gradual release’ in which development 
opportunities are structured in such a way that learners encounter 
increasing unpredictability and demands concerning e.g. time to 
complete tasks, as the workplace programme progresses; 

•• encouraging a spirit of inquiry – ‘the practice of asking’ in which 
learners are encouraged to take knowledge ‘over the boundary’ both 
ways;

•• making increased use methods such as journals, debriefing sessions 
with peers supervisors industry expert, knowledge exchanges that 
connect their workplace learning with disciplinary-based and sectoral 
procedural knowledge.

Thinking through the chains of recontextualisation by tracking particular 
and specific journeys of knowledge backwards and forwards across the 
company-college can be helpful in pinpointing how learners can be better 
supported to make connections – see guidance notes.

Finally, it is essential to recognise that the success of these approaches 
is only partly based on these conditions being met. It is also based 
on the nature of the cohort, purposely selected, in pursuit of widening 
participation policies, as representatives of a diverse and talented 
group. The fostering of learners’ identities of themselves as capable and 
enterprising people stems not only from the curriculum and pedagogy but 
also from their personal characteristics, their prior experiences and their 
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intentions in applying for and following the programme.

At the strategic level, the programme offers a very powerful way to 
advance talent and diversity, providing college and company partners can 
achieve the challenging conditions for its success. At the operational level, 
it presupposes that:

•• the company has equitable, transparent and robust selection 
procedures

•• the college and company actively cohere their pedagogic 
approaches to facilitate the chain of recontextualisation
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Endnotes
iChambers in Germany, particularly German-Foreign Chambers, have 
extremely high status. 

iiIt was referred to as ‘pushing against an open door’.

iiiThis quote is from the college director. ECBM does not preclude working 
with UK companies but it does look for a level of commitment and a strong 
chance of sustainability i.e. for ‘companies who always train, irrespective 
of any government money they might get – according to their own agenda, 
not the government’s agenda’ (director, ECBM).  

ivSee the college website for details of the full curriculum: 
www.eurocollege.org.uk

vhttp://www.thebrokerage.org.uk

viThe official entry requirements for an HND are very open e.g. one pass 
at A-level in a relevant subject or an Access course or work experience 
or a BTEC National, Advanced GNVQ or AVCE in Business or a related 
subject. This is therefore a very high-level application of the programme.

viiThe first cohort started the honours degree in autumn 2003.

viiiThe career profile of an investment banker was described as consisting 
of meteoric rises with careers often over by the age of 35 and ‘moving 
down’ periods when individuals can no longer handle the intensity of 
the job combined with the upward pressure from the new generation. 
Obviously, not all investment bankers are ‘stars’ – a Commerzbank 
director referred to ‘core functionaries’ who have longer careers.

ixPersonal communication with Ian Fleming, the HE Manager at Edexcel 
(23-01-08). The college enjoys close working relationships with key 
Edexcel personnel.
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xH1 and H2 reflect different levels of cognitive skill. At H1 the emphasis is 
on ‘the application of knowledge, skills and understanding’; at H2 it is on 
‘application and evaluation of contrasting ideas, principles, theories and 
practices’ (Edexcel 2004, 39).







Executive Summary

This exemplar describes and analyses a pilot programme within the Ministry 
of Defence (MOD) to develop strategic leadership capability and capacity 
amongst long-serving and highly specialised staff. The MOD is undergoing 
considerable organisational and financial change. The specific focus of the 
exemplar is the work of International Training Service Ltd (ITS) – one of 
three organisations commissioned to partner with the Ministry of Defence at 
the pilot stage – to foster change in the organisational culture and practices 
in the Defence Equipment and Support section.

The exemplar focuses on ITS’s work to develop strategic thinking and 
leadership skills amongst a mature, graduate-level (or above) cohort who 
brought substantial amounts of prior knowledge and experience into the 
programme. It describes the process whereby a consulting company 
recontextualises ideas and practices from management and organisational 
theory to develop skills by making links between different forms of knowledge 
and experience. The programme offers a good insight into how to put 
knowledge to work when there is no formal assessment and no academic 
progression requirements to fulfil.

International Training Service Ltd with DG Helicopters, Defence 
Equipment and Support, Ministry of Defence

Leadership Development

A pilot programme within the Ministry of Defence to develop strategic 
leadership capability amongst highly specialised staff.
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Exemplar overview

Within the Ministry of Defence (MOD)i, the aim of Defence Equipment and 
Support (DE&S) is: ‘To equip and support our armed forces for operations 
now and in the future’ii. To this end, DE&S procures equipment and 
services ranging from ships, aircraft, vehicles and weapons, to electronic 
systems and information systems. It was officially formed on 1st April 2007 
from the merger of the Defence Procurement Agency (DPA), the Defence 
Logistics Organisation (DLO) and the Defence Communications Services 
Agency (DCSA). 

With headquarters in Bristol, the DE&S consists of a number of clusters of 
which DG Helicopters is one (alongside DG Combat Air and DG General 
Submarines, for exampleiii). Each cluster has a Director General and 
a number of Integrated Project Team Leaders (ITPLs) which together 
comprise the cluster Board. DG Helicopter ITPLs are a mix of military 
and civilian personnel: in the case of the former, (group) captains, 
commodores, commanders and brigadiers. The cluster is physically 
located in various sites across the West Country including the large 
multi-role air station – RNAS Yeovilton. A staff complement of 400-500 
employees is sub-divided into Integrated Project Teams (IPTs) concerned 
with particular types of helicopter, Lynx, Sea King etc., or with particular 
business functions, such as the Helicopter Strategy Team. 

The MOD was, however, facing a number of challenges. Pressure on the 
defence budget meant that:

•• mergers were on the cards between specialist sections that had 
historically been kept separate from one another;

•• partnerships were being brokered with industry to either jointly 
deliver services or even to outsource delivery;

•• the labour market was changing and new appointments were 
beginning to be made on an ‘open commercial’ basis to secure ‘best 
value’, rather than on the basis of ‘next in line’.



233

Consequently, senior figures at the MOD were keen to institute culture 
change within the MOD itself as much as within functional sections such 
as DE&S to position the entire department to operate more effectively 
within this new operating context.

Following a training needs analysis with 200 middle managers (B and 
C level), which had been undertaken approximately a year before the 
merger between DPO and DLO, it had become apparent that a significant 
skills gap existed in terms of collective leadership capacity at this 
level. The training needs analysis had identified five specific areas for 
development to facilitate upgrading to strategic leadership level:

•• Vision setting in a strategic context;

•• Empowering teams to deliver change;

•• Self-knowledge and ways of assessing personal impact;

•• Developing a ‘coaching style’ of leadership based on ‘growing 
solutions’ within teams (as part of a formal shift away from a 
‘command and control’ culture)iv;

•• Building sustainable relationships with industry as part of the 
Defence Industrial Strategy (DIS - a recent government initiative for 
the MOD)v.

The skills gap existed because traditionally managers in DE&S were 
people who had reached the ‘top of the functional ladder’ (i.e. ‘operational 
people’ with military rather than career civil servant backgrounds). 
The wider culture change that was being inaugurated within the MOD, 
however, required more people able to adopt a ‘strategic, transformational 
style of leadership’ rather than a ‘transactional day-to-day approach’, 
and they had not previously received support in this regard. Moreover, 
given increased competition, and the difficulties some incumbents were 
experiencing when they participated in internal assessment centre 
exercises, it became clear that a leadership capability building process 
was required to effect individual and organisational change.
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Historically, training in leadership and management had taken place at the 
Defence Leadership and Management Centre (DLMC), which is part of 
the Defence College of Management and Technology, the largest of three 
main colleges at the Defence Academy of the UK, now partnered with 
Cranfield University (the MOD’s academic partner).

The MOD chose to source fresh approaches to strategic leadership 
for the new ‘transformational’ context, rather than turn to the DLMC. 
Tenders were invited from Approved Training Organisations (ATOs) for 
an experimental leadership development pilot (referred to as ‘Leading 
Transitions Programme’) based on the five areas for development outlined 
above. The intention was to identify leadership development strategies 
and practices that worked well in order to inform a wider leadership 
programme to be rolled out across the whole of the DE&S to include up to 
1000 recipients. 

International Training Service Ltd was one of the three providers 
contracted from six applicants. It is an independent, employee-owned 
business established in 1959 as the training and consultancy arm of what 
was then the Industrial Training Council: a body set up to help to raise the 
standard of training in UK industryvi. A team of approximately 25 full-time 
consultants operate out of offices in Birmingham, Leeds, London, Belfast 
and Edinburgh. The organisation has worked in 54 countries during its 40 
year life span; in areas such as organisational development, managing 
change, leadership development, management development, team 

An initiative to address a skills gap in an internal labour market at the 
interface of management and leadership in a changing organisational 
context.

MOD personnel have a historical association with the University of 
Cranfield. Decision to address the identified skills gap via a series of 
experimental pilots prior to the establishment of a wider leadership 
programme.
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development, partnership development, women’s development, coaching-
mentoring and evaluation; and with clients as varied as government 
departments and agencies, large and small private sector companies, 
international development agencies, local authorities and voluntary 
organisations e.g. British Petroleum, the Department for Work and 
Pensions, the Olympic Delivery Authority, QinetiQvii, Defence Estates, the 
Department for Children, School and Families as well as with individual 
universities. 

ITS has a strong mission and value system that:

•• focuses on business performance and business outcomes first 
and foremost: as the managing director put it, ‘we intervene in an 
organisation’s development processes’.

•• tackles organisational and individual effectiveness in order to achieve 
business outcomes: ‘our focus is on implementation not individuals 
although to get organisational shift you have to work with individuals’ 
(managing director/consultant).

•• seeks to embed the learning that led to improved organisational 
and individual effectiveness into the culture of the organisation: 
‘because that way the returns on the investment are more likely to 
continue even if key people leave the company’ (managing director/ 
consultant).

Since 1984, ITS has been registered with the ISO 9001 Quality 
Management System for consultancy services. In addition, the 
organisation has the following registrations and accreditations:

•• Member of the British Quality Foundation and Licensed Training 
Organisation for EFQM;

•• BQF Registered Quality Consultancy and Training Organisation;

•• Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development Approved 
Development and Assessment Centre;

•• Approved Centre (3 Awarding Bodies) for Management and Learning 
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Vocational Qualifications to Level 5. 

Principal consultants typically have 10-30 years experience at a high level 
in development and consultancy of which 5-20 years are with ITS. Most 
will have a masters degree in a relevant discipline. Senior consultants 
typically have a masters degree in a relevant discipline and 8-15 years 
experience in development and consultancy. In addition, most ITS 
consultants are either members or fellows of professional institutes or 
societies including the Institute of Management, the Chartered Institute 
of Personnel and Development, the Institute of Quality Assurance and 
the HR Society. Almost all ITS consultants are licensed practitioners for 
the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) and some are qualified to use a 
range of other psychometrics e.g. 16PF and Team Management Systems. 
Previous ITS employees usually retain a connection with the organisation 
as associates: there are 10 associates at the moment. 

According to the Development Team Leader (DTL), HR Services, MOD 
the ITS bid was successful because:

•• it was ‘comprehensive’ (i.e. interfaced developmental strategies with 
business processes);

•• it contained a ‘spread of delivery methods’. This was seen as 
particularly important for a pilot as it gave the MOD more methods to 
see in action and evaluate in terms of their fitness for the purpose in 
hand;

•• the consultants articulated their ideas well at the formal presentations 
which formed part of the selection process.

The DE&S pilot ran from October 2006 to March 2007. At the time of 
tendering, potential providers did not know which cluster they would be 

ITS is an established organisation committed to enabling change: in people 
and performance, in teams, workplaces and organisations, within and 
across contexts and cultures.
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working with, were they to be successful. These were selected later. 
Several reasons were advanced as to why DG Helicopters was selected: 
the status of the cluster was rising because helicopters (rather than fixed-
wing aircraft) are needed in the current operational areas of Iraq and 
Afghanistan; and, the cluster had become isolated – geographically and 
professionally. 

The target group consisted of thirty five participants, aged 30-50, who 
were a mix of career civil servants and military people with different 
backgrounds - Engineering, Science, Administrationviii. The Armed 
Forces are renowned for their serious engagement with workforce-career 
development. Participants reported how their jobs changed every two 
years: ‘you get lots of variety in the MOD – you get the chance to do lots 
of different things at different stages of your career’. Moreover, there are 
opportunities to gain a range of academic qualifications. Some of the 
participants had been in receipt of management training as part of their 
continuing professional development. The participants that engaged with 
this programme were described as ‘highly qualified people’ (managing 
director/consultant).

A learning organisational culture that suggests well-developed learner 
identities and professional conduct that is already infused with theoretical 
perspectives and most probably characterised by high levels of tacit 
knowledge.
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Putting knowledge to work in the design environment 
(content recontextualisation)

From the outset, ITS understood that the pilot programme needed to link 
with some ongoing existing requirements, namely, the use of the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) and 360 degree feedback.

In keeping with its values, ITS ‘made sense of the client’s requirement’ 
(director/consultant) by diagnostically embedding its project team in the 
culture of the organisation so as to ensure the appropriateness of their 
intervention. This is because, as one of the consultants pointed out, there 
is often an ‘expectation gap’ as far as commissioning organisations are 
concerned: ‘when we approach an organisation, they are already at a 
distance from us in terms of what they expect by way of learning design 
and learning process.’ In the diagnostic phase, the consultants were keen 
to understand:

•• The organisational context – strategy, culture, critical success 
factors, structure - including key players and stakeholders, key 
external drivers, real issues and ‘hot spots’, current metrics for 
impact evaluation.

•• The management and leadership requirements – performance, 
competences and behaviours required - data gathered here can be 
used as a baseline for evaluation as well as to inform design.

•• How the proposed development process is envisaged – the 
development culture, blockages to achievement, how this initiative 
will fit with other initiatives, commitment from senior leaders.

This process of working with the MOD facilitated was a meeting of minds 
as regards the best way to proceed.

This type of cooperation and resource sharing is a useful strategy if values 
and understandings are compatible and synergistic. 
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ITS consultants’ diagnostic investigations were conducted via a series of 
steps. First, initial meetings were held with the Development Team Leader 
(DTL). These were followed by site visits to the cluster and one-to-one 
interviews with the main stakeholders i.e. the Director General and the 
ITPLs. The participants selected for the pilot were consulted via focus 
groups: ‘to find out about their understanding of the organisation and 
where it’s going and the challenges that poses for them as individuals 
and in terms of their work – it’s necessary to talk to the managed as well 
as the managers - people say different things to outside consultants’ 
(director/ consultant). Consultants also gathered documentary data such 
as business plans, mission and value statements and so forth in order to 
form a clear view about organisational culture:

•• It is essentially a hierarchical culture (‘you can’t pretend it’s not a 
military context’). Hierarchies remain important, even though there 
are changes from a ‘command and control’ to a ‘coaching’ culture.

•• It is an increasingly ‘open’ culture. One of the consultants argued that 
‘agreeing to be involved in the Putting Knowledge to Work project is 
indicative of cultural change’ in this regard.

•• It is a ‘pragmatic, realism culture’ in which ‘people won’t respond 
to an academic approach - any theory they are using has to be 
embedded in real business examples so that our Engineering culture 
can work with real issues’. 

The backgrounds, circumstances and requirements of the selected 
participants were confirmed and fine-tuned. Consultants were advised 
that even though not all the target group had been beneficiaries of prior 
management training, the ‘pitch’ of the pilot should remain at the strategic 
level. 

Shared (provider and client) commitment that the intervention be closely 
aligned to the organisational culture.

Diagnostic activities within the organisation helped to ensure the closest 
possible fit between the intervention and lived realities/business needs.
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This diagnostic process is illuminative of the ITS approach to putting 
knowledge to work in a number of senses. First, diagnosis is paramount, 
and consultants have developed high levels of expertise in the area. Their 
key principle is that unless the design is right, the intervention will fail: 
‘if an intervention is not designed properly – however good everything 
else is – it’s not going to work’ (managing director/consultant). In this 
way, they see design as an investment rather than a cost, something that 
a commissioning organisation cannot afford not to do. ‘Proper’ design 
requires partnership with the client: ‘we design with the client and with the 
people we’re working with’ (managing director/ consultant). This means 
that the content of each programme is customised and context-specific: ‘I 
focus on working with them to get a learning design that will work for them 
– I co-craft or co-create with an organisation an effective learning process 
in the light of their current and emerging development requirements’ 
(director/consultant). 

Secondly, the design of the Leading Transitions Programme was 
predicated on ITSs’ longstanding belief based on accumulated experience 
that intervention design is an iterative and ongoing process with the 
commissioning organisation: ‘they came up with an overall design – came 
in to discuss – came back with more detail – we worked together’. 

Thirdly, ITS is a research-informed consultancy. Consultants already 
had considerable knowledge about, and experience of, facilitating 
development, defining it as being about making wise judgements, 
handling ambiguous situations and managing political risk: ‘it is about 
developing wisdom, intuition, mindsets and applying all of this in order to 
lead people well’ (Bid and PQQ Materials 2007-08). They did, however, 
recognise the need to research the issue of ‘strategic thinking’. As one 
of them put it: ‘we’re always telling people to be strategic but actually 

Working together on design is part of developing a learning process that is 
customised to specific business issues and requirements – this is seen as 
having maximum likelihood of success.
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helping them to do things strategically is hard’. They found the work of 
Jerry Rhodes (in Garratt 2003) particularly relevant. It offered a cyclical 
notion of the phases of strategic thinking by highlighting that there are 
several significant moments in a manager’s lifecycle: the first is when one 
becomes a manager; the next is when one ‘moves into a strategic role’ 
where ‘it doesn’t matter how hard you work, it doesn’t make a difference 
until you get the thinking bit right’. Rhodes outlines seven strategic 
‘thinking intentions’ (see Figure 1) – ‘he tries to work out what’s going on 
in your head when you’re being strategic’ (managing director/consultant). 
These were used as a resource by the consultants to help them to design 
both programme content and process/pitch.

Set 
level

Setting the level of thought is important in determining 
the boundaries and scope of the strategic issue…avoids 
muddled thinking particularly in teams. Being able to move 
up and down the levels appropriately and ‘in synch’ aids 
strategic thinking.

Pretend
Thinking strategically requires us to think beyond what 
we know or hold dear. Pretend is a low risk rehearsal for 
action…

Look in/
out

Strategy requires us to look in and out… We need to 
understand the ‘outside’ through our understanding of the 
‘internal’ and vice versa.

Distin-
guish

What is special, what differentiates our organisation/team 
from others? Distinguish requires the rigorous scrutiny of 
strategy and is used to assess the extent to which ideas 
match or fit with strengths and values. It ensures that un-
realistic strategies are rejected and gaps between current 
reality and proposed strategy are identified and bridged. It 
can be destructive if used inappropriately or too early.
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Symb-
olise

Sometimes seen as a flash of inspiration, seeing 
connections between very different things. We need 
new ideas whether about the future or what is already 
known. Thinking symbolically instead of literally opens up 
the chance of seeing new ways forward and increasing 
creativity.

Value

Identifying what is important to those forming strategy, how 
they align with the organisation and what will influence 
what actually gets done. Value informs strategic choices. 
Good strategies require people who are involved and care 
about the outcome – hearts and minds.

Code

To code the message can be as important as the message 
itself. Code is vital when it comes to getting strategy 
understood and accepted…This is the communication 
elements – the art of transmitting the message to 
everyone…

Therefore, the judicious selection of concepts (or sets of concepts, as 
above) from management and organisational theory is a hallmark of 
ITSs’ approach.  Such concepts are used to either help participants in 
training programmes to elucidate problematic issues or to identify ways 
of addressing those issues. Over time, the organisation has accumulated 
a resource bank of theories and concepts – a mix of ‘classics’ and ‘new 
thinking’: ‘we don’t jettison something because it’s not faddy or up to date’. 
Consultants stay in touch with theoretical developments in their field via 
conferences and journals. New ideas are road-tested within ITS first: ‘We 
discuss and debate new approaches quite toughly within ITS – Does it 
fit? Does it add anything? What do we think about it? Is it helpful to us? 

Figure 1: Source - ITS Materials (adapted from Rhodes in Garratt, 2003)
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Once an idea passes these tests, ITS include it amongst their repertoire of 
strategies and tactics that can be used to address clients’ needs. 

In addition, the consultants are encouraged to develop their own ideas 
into resources – the ‘ITS 
cultural wheel’ and the ‘ITS 
knowledge management 
pyramids’

Values 
Commitment

(Care why)

Wisdom
(Know-why)

Tacit Knowledge 
(Know-how)

Explicit Knowledge 
(Know-what)

Information

 
This is about real 
insight into concepts
and when to use 
them. Individuals 
may develop it 
through experience,
reflection and  
reading. It is best 
shared through  
working and debating 
together.

 
This is more complex. It 
includes shared knowledge 
about how to use the ex-
plicit knowledge, and  
usually requires people  
talking to each other.

 
 

This is about belief in the value 
	 of developing and sharing  
	 knowledge, and the motivation  
	 to do so

Databases and libraries store 
this knowledge in accessible 
form. It is standardised and 
readily available

This is the basic 
information of the 
business and can 
be listed on the 
computer or on 
paper

ITS Knowledge Mgt Pyramids

Figure 2: Knowledge Management Pyramid, reproduced with permission 
of International Training Service Ltd
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This approach means that ITS consultants always have a range of 
resources that they can draw on to support organisations such as DG 
Helicopters that are characterised by a ‘pragmatic, realism culture’ as 
well as organisations that prefer a more explicitly theoretical approach. 
Moreover, because of the pilot nature of the programme, ITS was able to 
assist the DTL to see a range of approaches in action and to contribute 
to the final selection of theoretical concepts for the wider leadership 
programme as resources for development and change.

The Leading Transitions Programme had two key elements: a Business 
Leadership Challenge (BLC) and a Personal Leadership Challenge (PLC). 
Twin challenges are often used as a strategy in ITS programmes. Both 
challenges are underpinned by the view that there can be no ‘taught 
solutions to the leadership challenge’ (or no case studies for that matter). 
The BLCs are based on ‘live’ issues elicited from stakeholders and 
participants - ‘we use real issues as a vehicle for development’ – so as 
to deliver a ‘tangible return on investment for the organisation’ (director/
consultant).

ITS is a knowledge-producing organisation. The ITS knowledge bank 
represents their particular selections of theory. It is constantly evolving, 
informed by current research in the field and by road-testing them with 
clients. See Guidance Note: Working with theory.

Theoretical concepts from management theory and organisational theory 
are recontextualised into the programme by the consultants as  
resources for organisational and individual development and change. 

Business Leadership Challenges can be seen as work ‘artefacts’ (i.e. they 
derive from work) and are a central design strategy. They are a generic 
methodology which can be customised to ‘live’ issues (consultants’ 
methodology; client’s content). It is important to ensure that the challenges 
are indeed ‘live’ and authentic so that they really can be appreciated 
as investments. See Guidance Note: Setting up business leadership 
challenges.
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Each person selects a Personal Leadership Challenge: ‘something in their 
current role which they want to crack and which would be a big shift in 
their bit of the business’ (managing director/consultant). This was the part 
of the programme where the internal DE&S HR team became involved via 
the MBTI and 360 degree feedback. 

The former is a personality inventory that assumes that variations in 
behaviour are due to basic differences in the ways individuals (prefer 
to) use their perception and judgment. MBTI instrument supports the 
identification and description of individual’s ‘preferences’ and, in the 
process, throws light onto ‘where people are coming from’ and how 
relational accommodations can be made. 

The latter offers multiple perspectives on knowledge, skills and behaviours 
based on a combination of self-evaluation in relation to a set of criteria, 
and line, peer and subordinate feedback. Each candidate receives 
a confidential analysis of the gaps between self-perception and the 
perceptions of others and subsequent coaching in terms of minimising 
the gap. The DTL feels these tools complement one another because 
they offer a unified perspective on behaviour and personality and enable 
people to ‘get messages about their blind spots’.

Shared values between the two organisations meant that the DTL was 
very open-minded about the structuring of the intervention although the 
number of days was non-negotiable: ‘they had four days of delivery – it 
was up to them how they used it’. 

ITS designed ‘an interesting and unconventional way of stretching the four 
days over the six-month period to make the most of the time’. They started 
with a Launch and Briefing, followed by a two-day session (called The 
Strategic Leader) plus two one-day sessions (The Strategic Partner and a 
Review), each session having an organisational and individual focus. ITS 
have found that this structuring strategy works well because in between 
the sessions, the participants work on their business challenges and per-
sonal challenges supported by relatively unstructured clinics (with regard 
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to the BLCs) and coaching (for the PLCs).  

The espoused programme is clearly geared to the specific needs, objec-
tives and business challenges facing DG Helicopters and its personnel. 
Indeed, the design process began with organisational requirements. ITS 
translated (or recontextualised) DE&S objectives into a learning pro-
gramme taking account of internal requirements for MBTI and 360 degree 
feedback. In so doing, the consultants also recontextualised elements of 
their own value system, approach and experience into the programme.

The espoused programme is a mix of structured sessions, independent 
work-oriented activities (work-based learning), and more unstructured open 
spaces for issues and needs that arise during the programme: as the DTL 
put it, ‘it was flexible programming – not a sheep dip’. 

Baseline 
Evaluation

MBTI 
360o Profiles

October 2006 March 2007

Review 
Evaluation

Launch 
& Briefing

Action  
on RW  

Priorities

Action 
on 

Individual 
Projects

The 
Strategic 
Leader

The 
Strategic 
Partner

LT2 
Review

Personal 
Challenge

Personal 
Challenge

Clinic Clinic

Business 
Challenge

Business 
Challenge

Support to 
Rotary Wing

Cluster/IPT Action

Individual Action

Coaching Coaching
Support to 
Individual 
Leaders

Figure 3: The Overall Programme
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Putting knowledge to work in the teaching and facilitating 
environment (pedagogic recontextualisation)

To ensure continuity between design and facilitation processes, ITS 
involved the same consultants not least because many facilitative 
strategies were conceptualised during the design process. The 
programme began with a three-hour Launch and Briefing session. This 
was followed by the two-day session referred to above (The Strategic 
Leader). An in-depth analysis of selected activities within this session 
allows us to see the approaches ITS use to assist participants to put 
different types of knowledge to work (see Figure 4 in page 234).

The first main activity on day one - ‘Leadership realities – a true story’ – 
started with an IPTL from DG Helicopters presenting a case study of a 
specific strategic leadership challenge he had faced (in connection with 
a parliamentary committee). This was followed by a short question-and-
answer session for clarification purposes. The whole group was then 
divided into smaller groups of about four people. Groups were asked to 
consider how they would have approached the same challenge, using 
headings and a structure provided by ITS (the IPTL withdrew at this 
point). Possible solutions/ strategies were then fed back to the IPTL for his 
reactions - the consultants facilitated this part. The activity ended with a 
whole-group round-up of the issues raised and some individual and small 
group reflection.

As well as introducing useful content, this activity fulfilled methodological 
functions. It: 

•• provided baseline information for the whole programme: using 
Rhodes’s ‘thinking intentions’ as a process tool, the consultants used 
the exercise to ‘set the level’ - ‘this is the level we want to run the 
whole programme at – it’s not about detailed operational stuff’;

•• sent a strong message to participants that the programme was 
going to give them experiential practice in thinking strategically: ‘It 
was about forcing them to think through what was quite a difficult 
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Activity  
number Time Title

1 09.30 – 09.40 Welcome and Introduction

2 09.40 – 11.00 Leadership realities – a true story

3 11.00 – 11.25 Making the programme fly

4 11.25 – 13.00 Transformational Leadership

5 14.00 – 16.45 Organisational Analysis and 
Culture

6 16.45 – 18.00
Strategic Thinking: The practice 
field – honing the tools of strategic 
thinking

7 Dinner 

8 08.45 – 9.00 Key learning messages

9 09.00 – 10.00 Setting up the challenge teams

10 10.00 - 12.30 Getting change to happen

11 13.30 – 15.00
Presentation of the challenge 
and early thinking to programme 
colleagues

12 15.00 – 16.00 PLCs: Clinics and coaching

13 16.00 – 16.30 Review and close.

Figure 4: The Strategic Leader two-day session



249

leadership challenge – and a real-life one – but in a safe way’; 

•• introduced several methods that would become the norm during 
the programme. First, the use of small groups and teams as a 
means of sharing ideas and knowledge and building/extending 
networks; secondly, the idea of active learning and thirdly, the 
careful structuring of pedagogic activities so that the participants felt 
supported by the consultants and by each other. 

The next activity - ‘Making the programme fly’ - was shorter and also set 
out some process-oriented ground rules for the intervention as a whole. 
Information sheets on topics such as ‘appreciative enquiry’ and ‘feedback 
conversations’ were used: these emphasised the need for learning and 
(organisational) change to be built on constructive and sensitive feedback 
within the group/community. Participants were given opportunities to 
offer constructive feedback to other people by using the ‘Johari Window’ 
conceptual resource. 

This is a cognitive psychological tool that is designed to help people to 
better understand their interpersonal communication and relationships. 
It directs reflective attention to individual values, beliefs and behaviours 
in terms of whether they are ‘private’ (i.e. known to self and not others), 
‘blind’ (i.e. known to others but not to self), ‘open’ (i.e. known to self and 
others) or ‘unknown’ to both self and others. In this activity the resource 
acted as a schema from which to adduce the ‘ideal window’ for both 
strategic leaders and ‘learners’– with maximised openness, appropriate 
private spaces, working towards greater awareness and minimisation of 
blind and/or unknown areas. 

Many activities are facilitated in such a way as to have dual (or multiple) 
functions or dimensions – in this case to model learning processes in the 
programme and in the exercise of strategic leadership in the workplace. 
ITS is concerned with establishing an environment of trust and valuing in 
the group as a basis for development and change. 
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The ‘Transformational Leadership’ activity started with the  
consultants offering a ‘quick introduction’ (a 15 minute ‘lecturette’), 
drawing participants’ attention to some basic definitions of leading 
and leadership. The aim was to identify some patterns emerging from 
leadership thinkers/writers/models. One of the key concepts introduced 
was ‘T-shaped management’ which draws attention to: ‘a new kind of 
executive, one who breaks out of the traditional corporate hierarchy to 
share knowledge freely across the organisation (the horizontal part of 
the “T”) while remaining fiercely committed to individual business unit 
performance (the vertical part)’.  The vertical part of the T refers to ‘how  
to do things’; the cross of the T refers to making connections. 

This activity also illustrates the ITS approach to working with theory:  
‘we are short and sharp with theory – short, sharp hits from us – we’re not 
up front for very long - we don’t hang around with the concepts - the idea 
of hanging around upfront talking conceptually for long periods of time is 
anathema’ (director/ consultant).  

The general principle is that, as soon as possible, the participants ‘go 
away and do something with the theory – we get people doing things 
with the ideas in terms of their own practice’. In this activity, participants 
(in small groups) were tasked to use the theory to illuminate, evaluate, 
theorise and/or frame their own leadership style and suggest ways in 
which it could be shaped, changed or improved. This activity was followed 
by ‘sharing and summary’.

What we see here is consultants ‘presenting’ ideas that have a theoretical 
root so that participants can get a working sense of the principles and 
generalisations contained within it and the ways in which theories and 
concepts allow people to see relationships between things. In this way they 
are offering knowledge that is unlikely to have been available in the work 
context itself. 




