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This short book is packed with insights and challenges for the experienced consultant, and the contrasting of the consulting process with the text of King Lear is not only unique, but also surprisingly helpful. Although it is as famous as Macbeth and Hamlet, King Lear is not one of Shakespeare’s most familiar tragedies, but it has had a stage revival in recent years with several noteworthy productions which have made the story more well known. However, you do not need to be a Shakespearean scholar or even know the story in order to follow the metaphor, as De Haan skilfully intertwines the story with the consideration of the consulting process.

De Haan first highlights the similarity between the five phases of a consulting process: Contacting and contracting, Diagnosis, Implementation, Consolidation and Evaluation, with the five phases of a classical tragedy: Exposition, Development, Crisis and peripeteia, Denouement, and Catastrophe and exodus.  The book then follows this structure with a chapter devoted to each of the five stages where the key issues in the art of consulting are expounded; the relevant part of Lear is introduced as a case study; a discussion takes place on the theme of responsibility between Lear and his advisers or ‘consultants’ (the Fool, Edgar and Kent); and finally there is a summary of the dramatic perspective on consulting that arises from the discussion.  As each chapter is composed the same way, each stands on its own as an independent essay, so the book can be read conventionally or as separate essays to shed light, for instance, on a particular stage of a consulting intervention.  

It is in this ability to follow any reading sequence that reflects the true nature of a consulting relationship which is unlike a play. A play follows a fixed sequence with a start, middle and end. Consulting is rarely that simple, despite most texts (including this one) approaching the subject in a step-by-step transition.

The key to the link between King Lear and the consultant is one of responsibility. In consulting, the objective, as De Haan points out in his Prologue, is to “achieve a delicate balance of shared authority”. Too much responsibility taken by the consultant will mean a loss of responsibility on the side of the client. The tragic consequences of the abdication of responsibilities are clearly described in Lear’s fall from King to nothing. The situations and circumstances that test the consultant - client relationship around the division of responsibilities is  a key element in the dialogue in each chapter.

This is a book which imparts wisdom rather than knowledge about consulting, and it is a measure of the importance of the book that several names from the Hall of Fame of consulting – Roger Harrison, Bill Critchley, Peter Hawkins, David Armstrong and Lawrence J Gould – have all contributed forewords. Nico Swaan and Corry Donner have done a great job in translating from Dutch with a richness of language – I understand from Nico that he is currently working on a translation of Erik De Haan’s latest book on coaching; I can’t wait.
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