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Connect 
BY DAVID CREELMAN 

There are various ways of thinking about management. In the Netherlands and Japan, two different groups 
have converged on an uncommon view. They both seek to make companies strong by building connections 
in the middle of the organization. The Dutch thinkers are Mireille Jansma and Jurgen Egges who derive their 
thinking from the discipline of knowledge management. In Japan, Nao Shigemitsu comes at it from a 
background in organization theory. Neither embraces the traditional approach of thinking that 
management is about directing and controlling machine-like organizations to execute clearly defined plans. 

Jansma and Egges work for the ING Bank Academy in exciting Amsterdam. Their goal is to bring adaptability 
and intelligence to the organization. The problem, as they see it, is that the playing fields of business are in 
an unstable and unpredictable state. Companies are pressed to notice emerging changes, let alone act on 
them. Worse, when you do want to act it is difficult to know what the outcome of any intervention will be. 
In a simple, well-known situation you can set clear goals and 
figure out a path to get there. But if you are in a complex or 
unknown situation that can be a foolhardy strategy. Instead of 
pretending that you can plan, direct and control, you should aim 
for agility and the ability to find emergent solutions. How do you 
do that? You challenge individuals in their thinking and you 
connect, connect, connect. 

Meanwhile, in Tokyo’s vibrant Shibuya district, Shigemitsu is 
working with J-Feel, a cutting edge management consultancy. 
When J-Feel looks at big organizations in Japan they see 
structures that are inadequate for freeing the potential within. 
Top down control doesn't work because the top are too far 
removed from the front line. Shigemitsu embraces Henry 
Mintzberg’s theory of “middle-out”, where middle managers 
play the central role in detecting emergent issues and making 
change happen. He aims to help organizations be smarter and 
do the right things quicker. How do you do that? You challenge 
individuals in their thinking and you connect, connect, connect. 

The tool 
The power tool that both ING and J-Feel rely on is the semi-
structured small group conversation. There are different models 
for setting up this kind of conversation. ING uses Knowledge Cafes based on David Gurteen's work; both 
ING and J-Feel use Henry Mintzberg’s CoachingOurselves approach—and there are other related small 
group processes that have similar power. A generic term for these approaches is reflective learning; 
“reflective” because instead of trying to pour knowledge into a manager, you allow knowledge to emerge 

 
Jurgen Egges (left) and  
Mireille Jansma (right) 



 

 

by providing a space (“Ba” to the Japanese) to reflect on the situation and on yourself. Reflective learning 
meetings challenge managers' thinking while building interpersonal connections rich in trust.  

Managers, of course, meet all the time so it's important to be clear about what is different about these 
reflective learning meetings. Perhaps most important is that they don't have a fixed set of learning 
outcomes; they don't insist on creating an agreed plan of action; they are not aimed at fixing a problem. In 
reflective learning the intent is to gain insights into yourself, the organization, the world, and your fellow 
managers. Jansma and Egges say “If you predefine the outcome you are looking for, you miss 80% of what 
is worthwhile.”  

These meetings are a strategy for continually making sense of a complex and unstable world. While this 
sense-making is going on we are simultaneously building connections across the organization. We are 
weaving a web.  

The value of connections 
We can envisage the web of connections that exist in most organizations as a sparse network defined by 
lines of authority and business processes. This sparse web serves the machine-like functions of the 
organization. But this simple machine is not particularly robust, is not especially adaptable, and has limited 
intelligence. What Shigemitsu, Jansma and Egges are doing is weaving a much more densely connected 
structure as I've attempted to illustrate in the figure below. 

Figure 1: Building connections between middle managers  

 
 

What do those connections mean? They are not lines of authority or even lines showing which people 
interact in the day-to-day work of the business. They are lines showing people who know each other, 
understand each other’s abilities, understand their situation, and are willing, perhaps even eager, to help 
one another. The organization imagined at the right of the diagram is more robust, more adaptable, and 
more intelligent than the one on the left. 

Jansma and Egges suggest the diagram should also contain links running outwards connecting the 
organization to the outside world. To build on the structural metaphor we might think of these external 
links as guy wires anchoring the firm to the outside, or conduits piping knowledge inward. Whatever your 
preferred metaphor, encouraging these outward connections is part and parcel of Jansma and Egges work.  



 

 

Jansma and Egges point out that you can increase the learning of individuals without increasing the learning 
of the organization. In looking at this web of connections one can't help but think about the neurons in a 
brain—and it is not such a bad analogy to think of connecting the middle as a way of enhancing the 
organization’s ability to learn. Shigemitsu has a related and equally powerful insight that no matter how 
excellent one middle manager may be, it is impossible to make changes alone by himself or herself. The 
reflective learning discussion helps create a shared understanding of what needs to be done and brings into 
existence the “power of majority” (a term Shigemitsu uses) to actually create change. 

Special elements of connecting conversations 
Shigemitsu says that to have effective reflective learning meetings people must confide in each other. 
Confide is a powerful word and one we don't often meet in the management literature. Hang on to that 
word for a second and you'll visualize how ambitious what Shigemitsu, Jansma and Egges are aiming for is. 
It's not an easy “Let's all learn about something in a group” or “Let’s share some information together.”  

To build really effective connections Shigemitsu says “The first step is to disclose yourself. Typically you do 
not simply stand for a point of view, but you also reveal the reasons behind it, furthermore the background 
of how you came to the conclusion and the context including your personal history. To do so, it is necessary 
to go ahead and inquire of yourself, seeking more deeply into yourself and answer to yourself what makes 
your belief right.” 

I apologize if I’ve made this sound daunting. People don’t jump into the 
first meeting laying all their cards on the table. But after several 
meetings trust grows to the point where people become comfortable 
giving their real thinking and the real, but rarely spoken of, dynamics 
behind what is going on. Managers become clearer on why they think 
what they think, and more open to making things better rather than 
resting in the world of complaint. 

Shigemitsu recommends starting with an act of writing, since that is 
proactive whereas listening to a lecture makes you passive. The second 
step is to speak and the reaction of the others provides a kind of 
mirror. The third step in the process is to listen. Here Shigemitsu 
advises that listeners should just “take it as it is” without criticizing. 
More unusual, he advises to avoid questions that search for a 
background reason such as “Why did it originally happen?” since that 
can turn it into a problem solving meeting. He advices to aim 
exclusively at three questions: “What did you feel then?”, “What did 
you intend to do?”, and “What did you do?” Shigemitsu says “You 
should focus on the person when you have a dialogue, not on a thing.” 

Building the right connections 
The idea of building connections across the organization as illustrated in my earlier diagram is appealing, 
but you can't connect everyone to everyone. How can you decide which connections to build?  

You don't need to. 
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Jansma and Egges release the power tool to the organization. People can set up their own Knowledge Cafes 
or Coaching Ourselves sessions; anyone can come to their three-day Challenging Minds program. People 
weave their own webs. And there is simply no need to over-engineer this; any reasonably dense web will 
create the conditions needed to manage from the middle-out. Jansma says “You don’t control, you open. 
And then you get better results than you could ever plan for.” Similarly, the Japanese managers Shigemitsu 
works with have actively, and on their own, set up meetings to broaden connections. One of the most 
striking results from Shigemitsu's work is that once Japanese managers have experience with reflective 
learning they can quickly adopt that open and trusting style even with people they don't know well. The 
“alumni” of the reflective learning program are a powerful force for the ongoing weaving of connections in 
a company.  

However, there is one type of connection that you do need to work on. Jansma and Egges say that it is 
much harder to build connections between the vertical slabs of the organization than it is to build them 
across the silos. Shigemitsu cautions that if the middle is forming a consensus on the issues and solutions, 
but the top is disconnected, then you merely concocted a recipe for disaster. HR needs to actively engineer 
vertical ties so that up and down communications is robust. There are many opportunities to do this. 
Japanese leaders reach out to the CoachingOurselves groups so that the vertical connections can be made. 
The Japanese middle managers reach downwards by facilitating reflective learning groups of front-line 
managers. The specific technique of creating connections up and down the hierarchy matters less than that 
those connections are made. 

Challenging Minds 
I have emphasized the value of connections on their own, but it's useful to recall that a major theme for 
Jansma and Egges is “challenging minds” and it should be equally clear from the details of Shigemitsu's 
technique that it's not just about building relationships, it's also about challenging your thinking. The agility 
promised by a middle-out approach will only be valuable if the managers are keenly tuned into where the 
world is going and the internal conditions that allow or prevent the organization from responding.  

I need to end with a caution. If you set up this process of building connections and challenging minds it is 
only a matter of time before a leader comes along and points out that this doesn't really help plan, direct 
and control the organization. They will ask you to redefine your sessions to have specific learning outcomes 
and focus more tightly on solving known problems to achieve existing goals. They'll blow it up.  

It's essential that leadership understand the underlying ideas of how organizations need to handle 
complexity and the value of a middle-out approach in creating conditions that will allow them to be 
effective as leaders. It is, at heart, a radically different philosophy of management and one that is at times 
directly opposed to the familiar, obvious and often beloved command and control model. While you may 
be able to start something like this by stealth, you'll need to educate leaders in the deep thinking from 
people like Henry Mintzberg, Ed Schein, Dave Snowden, David Gurteen and Nancy Dixon that are the basis 
for this approach. 
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