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This was a tough book to review. I
really didn’t like it, because I hate be-

ing forced into someone else’s norma-
tive model. Nonetheless, the book has
much to recommend it. I’ve tried to
highlight its strengths here because I
believe it should be read for the gems it
contains.

As consultants, we belong to a pro-
fession that continually challenges us to
grow. No matter what our technical dis-
cipline, at core to the art of consulting 
is the conscious use of ourselves. Mas-
tering our craft demands heightened
awareness of all aspects of our selves,
and intentionally bringing our disparate
parts to bear as we serve our clients.
That yields self-awareness and ever-
increasing consciousness, and usually
more effectiveness in our work.

Quade and Brown have given us a
gift in the form of a practical guidebook
for practicing personal change, for
growing in awareness, skill, and effec-

tiveness in working with clients. As
they describe their goal, “The conscious
consultant is a developed person, aware
of her or his own timing, current state,
and knowledge, and having a similar
awareness of the client. [a person who]
makes conscious choices. . . .”

Brown’s practice focuses on indi-
vidual coaching, team building, and
large-group interventions. Much of
Quade’s work is facilitating team and
large, systemic, organization change.
They not only illustrate the book with
examples from their combined 40-plus
years of experience, but they also have
included stories contributed by 19
gifted organization development con-
sultants.

The book is structured around a six-
step active (as opposed to reactive)
change model for increasing conscious-
ness and accelerating personal de-
velopment: Perceive, Describe, Accept,
Question, Act, Change. At first glance,
parts of this model seem strange. Where
is the desired state after we have per-
ceived, described, and accepted the
present state? Why the emphasis on
acceptance? Act toward what goal?

As I worked through several of the
exercises interspersed throughout 
the text, the wisdom of their model
became apparent. It finesses the resis-
tance each of us sets up in ourselves

when we push ourselves to change.
Focusing on the change goal (such as
losing weight) is far less effective than
becoming conscious of the impulse to
repeat old patterns (such as eating a
dish of late-night ice cream), asking
myself good questions (such as, What
in my life feels empty?), accepting the
answers nonjudgmentally, and acting to
break the pattern.

Change in our habitual patterns of
consulting and relating to others—con-
sciousness—takes place in the present
moment, not in a desired future. As
they discuss the art of timing in asking
questions, Quade and Brown say:

At the heart of timing is a focus on
what is happening here and now.
This begins with an attunement to
our own inner situation in present
time. We might ask ourselves the
following questions:

• What is happening with me right
now?

• What is my frame of mind right
now?

• How grounded am I right now?

• How distracted am I right now?

• What “head talk” is taking place
in me right now?

To consult consciously (free of bi-
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ases, cultural blind spots, preconceived
ideas, and knee-jerk responses) is to
stay intensely focused on what is hap-
pening in the moment as we interact
with clients. For most of us, this is very
hard to do. Our anxieties and desires
for our clients and ourselves get in the
way. As the authors recommend:

To stay present in the here and now
requires a great deal of concentra-
tion and applied awareness. A sim-
ple question loop can be used to
keep our attention focused on the
present, so that we can train our-
selves to be observant while devel-
oping conscious questions:

• What is happening now?

• What just happened?

• What is happening now?

• What is happening next?

• What is happening now?

Perhaps these two quotations from
just one page in the book seem exces-
sive. But if I were writing a book about
conscious consulting, I’d expand that
page to a whole chapter.

Quade and Brown ask wonderful
questions. The section on the “Ques-
tion” step of their change model is
excellent, and most chapters have
dozens of thought-provoking, chal-
lenging, often uncomfortable questions.
For example, in the chapter on the
“Act” step of the model (about setting
up conscious agreements with ourselves
and our clients), they ask:

1. What do you want to experience
as a result of your work with
clients?

2. What do you actually experience?
3. What are the strengths that you

bring to your work?
4. What is the gap between what

you hope to get and what you
really get with the work you do?

5. What are your formerly uncon-
scious and now conscious agree-
ments with yourself?

6. What are the new agreements
you are making with yourself?

They illustrate their book with ex-
cellent stories that model this observant,
accepting, questioning, agreement-
setting, approach to change. A good
example is a fictionalized case about a
consultant who wonders why he works
with so much anxiety and why he isn’t
called back into the system after one or
two projects. As he reflects on the six
questions above, he becomes aware that
one of his former agreements with him-
self is “I cannot be authentic with my
clients because it is risky.” He redid this
agreement with himself, changing it to
“I will state what I am feeling when I
am feeling it . . .”—an example of active
change.

The first three steps of their model—
perceive, describe, and accept—are de-
scribed in two chapters, both of which
are structured around ten personal
foundations: Identity, Acceptance,
Agreements, Integrity, Authenticity,
Courage, Timing, Knowledge, Com-
munication, and Wisdom.

These are ten core aspects of our-
selves that are particularly applicable to
consulting. Chapter 2 explores these
foundational qualities from the stand-
point of applying the first three steps of
the active change model to our own
processes of personal change, and ends
with a Foundation Development Plan
outline for evaluating and improving
effectiveness in each area. The next
chapter applies each of the foundations
to our experiences with clients and con-
tains exercises in which readers can per-
ceive, describe, and accept the current
state of their personal foundations as
they relate to clients.

If this sounds complicated, it is.
These two chapters contain excellent
stories about personal learning and
client successes and failures, by both
the authors and the contributing OD
consultants. The section on the “foun-
dation” of acceptance as it relates to

clients is delicious! Here’s a taste:

When any of us fails to be accept-
ing, our own personal agenda be-
comes more important than the
needs of our clients. At best, we
flounder; at worst, we engage in a
power struggle. When we accept our
clients, we still have goals for the
outcome of our work with them, but
these goals can be firmly grounded
in the real needs of the clients. . . .
We keep our own emotional re-
actions to the side and out of our
clients’ way.

Quade and Brown’s discussions of
acceptance are at the very heart of their
book. There is so much wisdom in their
assertion that judging our clients and
ourselves drastically limits our effec-
tiveness! However, the structure of
organizing the first three steps of their
change model around these ten foun-
dations seems to make it hard for them
to develop and fully mine this and other
themes, and the second repetition of all
ten becomes increasingly tedious. I
wanted to learn more about how they
see acceptance as key to heading off
client resistance or how remaining in
the here-and-now can help us with our
tendencies to see things in right/wrong,
should/ought categories.

I especially wanted them to talk
about what we as consultants are un-
conscious of as we relate to clients.
They have a great list of things that can
go wrong in interventions—people fail
to act at crucial points, someone or
everyone resists change, interactions get
messy, and so forth. And they talk about
roadblocks to consciousness in their
chapter, “Professional Work as an
Opportunity for Personal Growth.”
What’s missing is any discussion of how
the often-chaotic feelings that get
stirred up in us in the messiness of the
moment may mirror our clients’ un-
expressed feelings. Oddly, there’s little
mention in the book of fear and anxi-
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ety, either clients’ or consultants’. Yet it
is in the awareness of our own anxiety
and vulnerability that we become con-
scious of and sensitive to the fears our
clients experience (and usually can’t
talk about) as we help them practice
active change.

The Conscious Consultant is worth
owning for the tough questions it asks
and the help it gives in asking our
clients those questions. It challenges us
to think deeply about our practice. We
can grow and become more competent
as a result.
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