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The director of Ashridge’s Centre for Coaching, Erik de Haan, is a prolific and thought provoking writer. This is his fourth major contribution to the profession in three years, following on from The Consulting Process as Drama, Learning with Colleagues and Coaching with Colleagues. In terms of style, this book has more in common with The Consulting Process as Drama in taking inspiration from a diverse range of sources from philosophy to psychoanalysis, from Greek history to Zen Buddhism to explore some of the dilemmas and responsibilities of the consultant.

The ‘fearless’ in the title does not imply we should immediately take up extreme sports to prove our credentials, instead it refers to a central theme of ‘fearless speech’ – being open and honest, without fear of the consequences. Applying this principle to the situations we face, it is easy to see where we can stray into flattery in order to please a client, hold back in front of a powerful client, or advocate a specific pet approach (particularly as an internal consultant). Moving away from fearless speech is understandable, but arguably it distances us from a true consulting relationship with our client. 

De Haan poses these paradoxes and dilemmas throughout the book. He follows the convention of many other books on the subject, using the phases of a consulting process, but this is just the written structure. As he points out in his prologue, consulting is more of ‘state of mind in the present than a process in time’. The issues raised are evident throughout the relationship, which we know not to be linear in practice. 

This book certainly made me reflect and think. In that it raises more questions than answers, and reflects on actual practice issues from his own experience, it is a refreshing read, full of fearless speech. It goes deeper into the personal issues of the consultant that are only touched on in other books on the subject, and is therefore an essential read for anyone who takes the role seriously. We make a choice to be a consultant, the challenge from de Haan is to choose to address the risks and temptations, find our own approach and be authentic.
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