
Kevin Flinn 2025

Kevin Flinn 2025

4. Rob’s vignette - the Chichester practice-based MBA: emphasising relational learning 

An overview

Several years ago, I designed an MBA programme to run as part of the UK Government’s apprenticeship scheme for senior leaders. As of 2025 it is now on its eighth cohort and has a loyal following with several local employers. The aim was to bring relational critical thinking alive in a programme of practice-based learning.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Traeger, J., & Warwick, R., 2020. Pamphlet: Artful Ways ... Practice Based Learning in 
Organisational Change - An Incitement to Humanity.] 


In looking at other MBAs on the market I was concerned that many did not treat leadership and management as a practice that people do as part of their day to day lives. For example, there would be discreet subjects like HR, finance, strategy and the like. As a manager I knew that they did not sit in isolation, instead leadership/management was a holistic practice that included intellect, emotion, artistry, communication and so on in the practical real world of unfolding and unpredictable events. I became sceptical of the ‘case study’ that put students on the touchline of experience that encouraged them to think ‘why on earth would anyone …’, a privileged position that was divorced from their reality. I was also concerned by the focus of treating leadership and management as an academic subject, as opposed to a practice. For example, whilst I enjoy reading critical management studies papers, with their sharp critical theory and post-modern analysis, I do wonder how these insights help. 
In building a masters programme up from scratch I had the opportunity to weave relational critical thinking into the entire fabric. I must admit, I did not call it ‘relational critical thinking,’ or the methods ‘practice-based learning’ at the time. The words and practice followed in working with students, colleagues and particularly James Traeger on various organisation development programmes, research and books. I therefore do not take credit, but this is an explanation of my practice. 

Putting experience at the heart of learning	

I was keen that the forefront of their learning was the practical world of their work. Not only was this important when it came to their assignments, but also the conversations when they were together. 

By focusing on their day to day work we were addressing something that was largely absent from case studies and a more academic exploration of organisational life: the emotive and practical exploration and exercise of power. I mean this in the subtle and routine ways that power is manifest in ways that is hardly noticed forming the routine patterns of how people relate to each other.  

By people sharing their experience they could practically see how the world of work differed from one organisation or department to another. In this way they could have a sharper view of their own world through that of others. 
These factors give learners the opportunity to make choices about how they intervene in the system of human relations that they are woven into, and alive to impact that they have. 

Explaining the idea on day one

On day one of the programme, I sketch two lines on a white board: one straight, and one squiggly.  And my explanation goes something like this:

Straight lines, those plans and strategies that project into the future, are really important. They enable us to bring to bear our logical deductive reasoning of our meticulous analysis. We can make the case with passion, vision and emotion. If they are done well, they create commitment, resource and excitement. 

Plans and straight lines are really important, but they are only partially the story. On this programme we are really interested in the twists and turns of what really happens when you are working with people. The Greeks called this – phronesis[endnoteRef:2] or practical wisdom. This is knowledge that is highly contextualised and comes down to the question ‘how does anything get done around here?’ And where you end up may not be where you hoped to be, in fact that is almost certain.  [2:  Shotter, J., & Tsoukas, H., 2014. Performing phronesis: On the way to engaged judgment.
Management. Learning. https://doi.org/10.1177/1350507614541196] 


The learning on the programme is a careful exploration of both the straight lines of hope and expectation and the twists and turns of what happens on the ground. Each twist offers learning that needs to be taken seriously so as to develop one’s expertise and confidence.

It is an oversimplification, but it captures the essence of what we are going to pay attention to on the programme. There is a further back story that comes out as we work together as the programme unfolds. The straight line has an implicit hope for certainty and clarity and a playing down of the variables. The twists and turns attend to the uncertainties and ambiguities of organisational life, the limits of knowledge and how we work through this with those we work with. Both are important together at the same time, but the dominant management discourse favours the straight line, certainty, and dislikes uncertainty.

In summary, the straight line is about epistemic, context free knowledge where the emphasis and rhetoric is on certainty. The wavy line is about uncertainty and the practical knowledge of getting things done in the messiness of organisational life. 

Working at master’s level in a relational way

The artist Cornelia Parker took a load of brass musical instruments and drove over them with a road roller to make this sculpture called ‘Doubtful Sound’. As she explains, her work is about imagination, collaboration and seeing the world differently[endnoteRef:3] and I see this artwork as a helpful metaphor to start the conversation of working at masters level in this paradigm.  [3:  Artist Cornelia Parker Questions the Rules That Govern Us | Brilliant Ideas Ep. 2 - YouTube. (n.d.).
Retrieved November 2, 2023, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGtS2oX-Rao. Ask the Artist
Questions for Cornelia Parker | Tate - YouTube. (n.d.). Retrieved November 2, 2023, from
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I3yeKlUmsBs] 


The requirement of working at master’s level 7 is the same as the ability to demonstrate analytical, critical and evaluate thinking, but we pay attention to a broader range of knowing. I stress that working at masters standard is what we do as part of our relational practice, it does not just come alive in the artefact that we create and submit for the degree. This means that we have to be more imaginative as to how we capture and share the moments of relational mastery. In short, mastery is about the messy process of what we do with others as well as the neat formal assignments that participants work on by themselves. 

I will outline six examples of relational mastery practice that distinguishes it from more traditional approaches:

· Creating ripples. Participants are encouraged to consider the impact of what they do and the ripples that they create. This takes careful attention as insights are often fleeting, for example a nod or a glance between in choosing to present ideas in a new way. There is then the follow up to see where the ripples have reached and why. It is the curiosity to ask the questions: why do some interventions have an impact and others less so? 
· Risk and negotiation. In choosing to create ripples there can be risk, not all change or challenge is welcome. The sensing and noticing of risk and its real-time negotiation is vital for participants understand and have agency over those deeply held assumptions one has and how they differ or align with the members of the organisation or system.[endnoteRef:4] [4:  Warwick, R., & Board, D., 2013. The Social Development of Leadership and Knowledge: A Reflexive
Inquiry Into Research and Practice. Palgrave Macmillan.] 

· Power structures. Linked to risk and ripples is an understanding of power as a ubiquitous feature of how people relate to each other, in this way not one is powerless but some have more power than others, often in very different ways, often expressed in subtle gestures, for example a sideways glance. The question is how do we understand power as part of our everyday working life, this might include: what agency do we have and why, what power do others have and why; where are the voices of those that should be heard; and what are the ethics of agency?
· Distractions and absence. A strange one, but what are we not being told, what are we not listening to. How do the power structures work in favouring the voices or some people and not others? This question is about explicating bias and the agency to make other choices, not the fallacy that we can eliminate bias.
· Social learning. Drawing on the inspiration of Paulo Freire,[endnoteRef:5] learning is a social process that we do together in the service of a joint endeavour. Here attention is placed on the finer detail, including striking moments[endnoteRef:6] of how people work together, learn and take action.  [5:  Freire, P., 1996. Pedagogy of the oppressed (New revision). Penguin.]  [6:  Corlett, S., 2012. Participant learning in and through research as reflexive dialogue: Being “struck”
and the effects of recall. Management Learning, 44(5), 453–469.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350507612453429.
Shotter, J., 2005. Goethe and the Refiguring of Intellectual Inquiry: From ‘Aboutness’ -Thinking to
‘Withness’ -Thinking in Everyday Life. Janus Head, 8(1), 132–158.] 

· The use of theory. And in considering the above participants are encouraged to explore the limitations of theory they read and how it affects their practice and the way they see the world. In this way theory is not an abstract set of ideas but is brought close everyday practice. Participants are then encouraged to consider how they would explain their experience theory and practice, namely how one shines a light on the other. 

What is taken seriously in the system(s)

In reading ethnography, the deep study of people and culture, theses from successful PhD students you can often detect two processes at play. The first is the story of how the PhD student got accepted and trusted in the system of relationships and place in order to find things out. The second story was being accepted and trusted into the equally baffling world of academic norms and practices, including what counts as knowledge and working with a supervisor; a different system of relationships and place. Goffman and Venkatesh[endnoteRef:7] offer two very good examples in studying poverty and gangland culture in the United States. [7:  Goffman, A., 2014. On the Run - Fugitive Life in an American City. Chicago University,
Venkatesh, S., 2008. Gang Leaders for a Day: A Rouge Sociologist Crosses the Line. Allen Lane.

] 


There is a similar task on this programme: students are explicitly required to address the two interconnected questions of:

· What is it to be taken seriously in the system of relationships and place in my organisational practice?
· What is it to be considered seriously in the academic world to be awarded an MBA?

The two questions can be complementary but can rub up against each other. To give an example, in many organisations getting commitment is about: understanding the various stakeholders and their needs, lobbying and having conversations with key people, a short PowerPoint presentation of three or four slides focused and compelling way, the ‘performance’ of the meeting when you are 90% sure that the work you have done will get you the green light to go ahead. Compare this with the academic process. Often assignments are submitted with student anonymity to ensure there is no bias in the marking. There is a clear wordcount with penalty if you go over. Marks are given for citing sources and references properly. There is a focus on objective argument rather than how people work together. 

Here we stress the importance of both processes being played out at the same time and that credibility in both is needed. We discuss this and what it means at a practical level at work and academically. I could go on to include:

· The relationship between the participant, employer and the university in practice-based learning.
· The experience of working with participants to develop relational critical thinking during our time together at the university in the taught sessions and action learning so that the participants learn from each other as well as faculty.
· The practicalities of knowing beyond what is classically recognised in business schools, such as being artful in the widest sense, how subjective experience affects us and the ‘knack’ of getting things done.
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