
Appendix 2: Reflective Essay Writing Guidelines



The Writing Cure



These guidelines have been prepared to help you write your three essays for the EMBA Leadership Stream.

The purpose of leadership essays is to maximise your learning about you in your leadership role. Learning can come from universal principles (written in books, cases, or models). It can also come from your experiences. In the leadership stream we will emphasise the latter. The fundamental purpose of writing essays in the leadership stream is to leverage the potential for learning that comes from written reflection about your experiences. It is the process of writing these three essays that you can learn most about yourself as a leader.

The Leadership essays aim to develop your ability to know and understand what’s going on within and around you, the roles that you take up, your ability to deal with failure or perceived failure, your ability to build trusting and productive relationships and how it all impacts on your leadership effectiveness. Our goal is to help you know yourself better and be able to read situations and other people better. And ideally, understanding themes, triggers and patterns for your behavior, you have choices as you continue to grow as a leader and a person.

1. Choosing experiences to write about: Be Selective!

Before you begin writing each essay you need to select a situation or a relationship (Leadership
A) or a group or organisation (Leadership B) or life experiences (Leadership C) to write about. You can use professional experiences from work, experiences with your IMD program, or personal experiences (family, community).

Don’t agonize too much about selecting experiences to write about. You don’t need to choose complex, or dramatic, or impressive situations. You also don’t have to capture everything that happened. In truth, all situations are complex, and so you have to simplify, and leave things out. It might be easier to take a less complex example.

The situations that will yield most learning are those where you were aware of your emotional reactions or responses: confusion, irritation, anxiety, anger, frustration, boredom, excitement. Everyday life is full of potential for learning. We just tend not to see it that way.

For Leadership A and B, you are required to write about things that are happening to you at present. If you write about experiences which are in the past, you will most likely be reconstructing history and rewriting what actually happened.

For Leadership C, the experiences you select will have to be in the past. You have a lifetime of experiences to choose from, and so the challenge is selecting experiences that are meaningful.
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2. Keep a Journal to record your experiences while they happen

We strongly recommend you keep a journal starting at the beginning of the Leadership Stream, then from the moment you begin thinking about each essay. We suggest you write your journal in two columns. Column 1 is for an accurate description of what actually happened. Be as descriptive as possible. Column 2 becomes a record of your private thoughts, feelings and reactions at the time – usually things you don’t share.

A daily journal is essential as “primary data”. Your journal is being written for you, and not for other people to read. So, try not to filter your thoughts and feelings. Just record them, no matter how “crazy” they might seem.

The journal will help you considerably in writing the paper. The longer the delay between an experience and the journaling about the experience, the more distorted the journaling will be. Our memory is selective and begins to distort reality within 24 hours after an event. It is best to write about things that are happening recently. If you write historically, you are more likely to alter or reconstruct history.

3. Follow the Holy Trinity of Leadership Essay Writing:

Description -Exploration-Sensemaking

The three essential elements of a leadership essay are a description of events and behaviours, an exploration of what was happening (feelings, emotions, motivations) but which you weren’t mindful of at the time, and sensemaking, which means finding some plausible explanations for why things happened. If you learn to address these three things, you really enhance your learning and awareness.

Description

Once you have decided what to write about, you should describe what happened in sufficient detail. Be as clear and specific as you can in describing. For example, you should use specific group member names (not, “some of us…” or “someone in our group said…and then someone else got angry…”). Get specific. Who said what, when, and then what happened? You may feel uncomfortable doing this, but it is the key to in-depth learning and your coach can help you explore things more deeply.

Description should be free of judgment and not open to interpretation. Interpretation comes later. It’s as factual as possible – it’s as if everybody who was there would not argue with your description of what happened. (Of course, this is almost impossible, but it should be your aim).

Exploration

[image: ]You should follow your description of events with an exploration of your thoughts and feelings about the events you have described, and any emotional reactions to what happened. Exploring means exploring your emotions, your feelings and your thoughts, and how these in turn impact your behaviour, which in turn impacts others’ behaviours to create a dynamic.
Thus, the exploration section will probably use words such as “I thought”, “I felt”, “I imagined”, “I wondered”… and so on.

Exploration can be difficult. Emotions and thoughts are harder to see, because we filter them from our conscious mind. We all have built in mechanisms that prevent us from feeling unpleasant feelings or being aware of all the thoughts that really do pass through our mind. Yet if you have kept a journal, you should be able to recall the feelings you had at particular moments when you read through descriptions. Sometimes you can become aware of your true feelings when you have a bit of distance. This is what mindfulness is all about, being more aware and noticing what’s happening.


We also have a tendency to identify and express socially desirable feelings. Society and groups place a lot of expectations on us to express certain feelings in certain situations. But these are not the only feelings we feel. Feelings can often be complex and contradictory. Sometimes we say we feel something, and in fact we feel something else. We may or may not be aware of this self- deception. When we say we feel something, we may be trying to convince ourselves that this is how we feel, but in fact, we feel something quite different.

Sometimes we can feel sadness and relief at the same time. Sometimes it’s just sadness. Try to explore beyond thoughts and feelings that are expected or socially desirable.

For example, imagine you are attending your best friend’s wedding. It will probably feel normal to express happiness for them, because we probably do feel a lot of happiness for them. But if we are not in a relationship, or in an unhappy relationship, we may also have other feelings as well…a bit of jealousy or envy at the same time (when am I going to get married? Did I marry the right person? Was my wedding as special as this?) It is very normal to feel different and conflicting emotions at the same time.

Sensemaking

Sensemaking is taking your exploration and searching for alternative explanations. As you get more and more experience in managing and leading people, (as well as experience with life itself), you get better and better at making plausible explanations. There are 3 elements to effective sensemaking

1. Concepts help you make sense. The concepts presented in class and in the readings provide the basis for sensemaking. You should apply some of them to your analysis of your leadership and your analysis of what went on in your groups. Concepts help you distinguish between phenomena and can lead you to more awareness.

2. Insight is an essential part of sensemaking. Insight is where you search to find some of the less obvious explanations for why things happen. Learning to develop insights about other people’s behaviour, why we do what we do, is critical. There is no formula for this. It just comes from reflecting and digesting over time. It also comes from talking with colleagues and exposing yourself to different perspectives. If you remain curious, fresh insights come into your mind. If you become judgmental, your insights will be restricted by your own defenses and scripts.

3. Multi-causality: you should constantly remind yourself that human behaviour is multi- causal. There is never a single reason for the way we behave. We always do things for multiple reasons. Therefore, you should use alternative hypotheses (alternative explanations) to explore a situation or behaviour.

4. Plausibility: Learning about leadership involves plausibility rather than accuracy. We need to be hypothetical, speculative, and curious to explore and explain why things happen the way they do.

4. Writing conclusions: it’s all about you

In your conclusion, you should develop some insights about your leadership. A useful conclusion is not just a summary but can often provide a new integrated insight into your group, yourself.

A conclusion might typically focus on:

· What is unique about me in my role in each situation?

· How do situations impact me and how I show up?

· What can I say about my impact on others and situations?

· What are the ‘red threads’ that I can see run through these situations and my learnings
from them?

5. Putting structure on the story

Your essays should be more like a narrative (story) rather than logical set of arguments or deductions. You should structure your essays using paragraphs, (not bullet points). You should try to use headings and subheadings which help capture the idea of each paragraph. Your leadership essay is not a business report for your boss with rational arguments and recommendations. It is more of a narrative, which means it is a place where you make sense of things as you write. For many of you, you will not know what you are going to write until you start to write. So, my advice is just start writing. In general, we find that over-engineered and rational structuring (using headings such as “Section 1.4.2.7a”) are NOT particularly helpful because they take away the ambiguous nature of human behaviour.

If you come from a more scientific/engineering background, you might find it helpful to structure in the following way

· Introduction
· Situation 1 Description
· Situation 1 Exploration
· Situation 1 Sensemaking

· Situation 2 Description
· Situation 2 Exploration
· Situation 2 Sensemaking

· Conclusions

As you write more essays, my hope is that you will become more fluid and perhaps rely less and less on such a structure. It is possible for example, to weave description exploration and analysis together. But if you are struggling to see the difference between these three, you are better off sticking to the structure as described above, at least for your first essay, and maybe your second.
6. THREE Critical Learning Factors Avoid lengthy descriptions
Exploration and sensemaking are where most learning occurs, so if you write a lot of description, you may not learn as much as you could. Having too much description is the most frequent cause of being invited to rewrite an essay.

My recommendation for all 3 essays is the following
· Description no more than 30%
· Exploration and sensemaking 60%
· Conclusion 10%

I give you this structure as guideline, but it is important that you fully understand the difference between description and exploration and sensemaking. If your exploration is just a continuation of your description, then your essay will be out of balance. Labelling sections will not optimise your learning.
Lean in, and write about your emotions

Writing about feelings and emotions can be a strange experience. As senior executives, you may have learnt to hide or disguise or supress emotions, and with good reason. It is not always helpful for your leadership to express your emotions, or random thoughts that enter your mind. However, many years of experience in leadership development has demonstrated to me that exploring and understanding your emotions or thoughts – things you would normally keep private - is essential for learning about your leadership.
When writing about emotions, you may wish to justify why you felt angry or frustrated. However, the origins of emotions that you feel are complex. Instead, try to accept that emotions are a normal part of human functioning. We all get frightened, scared, confused and anxious. Just accept that its normal and explore what triggers these feelings for you, and what you do with those feelings.

Don’t judge behaviour. Just explore it and explain it.

I have occasionally received leadership essays where I felt the writer is not able to explore his/her own emotions or irrational or dysfunctional behaviours. For example, occasionally I have received essay where the writer has tried to

· present themselves as a great leader or prove that they are very competent

· convince the reader about the irrational or illogical or even mischievous behaviour of other people
When you write a leadership essay, I recommend you think about writing it with the purpose of understanding and clarifying why things happen rather than judging whether they are examples of good or bad leadership. Your role as a writer is not to make pronouncements about what you have learnt, but rather use the writing process to be curious, to ask yourself questions, and to generate hypotheses. In other words, explore why you did what you did, and why others did what they did. Your sensemaking sections might raise more questions than provide you with answers.

In particular, check your tendency to be judgmental of peers and colleagues. This is difficult. Your first draft might be an attempt to download frustrations that you have not been able to share or discuss with anyone. We are here to try to explore and explain human behaviour, not to judge it. Try to remember that we are all human, we all have weaknesses and strengths, and sometimes the weaknesses you see in others will tell you more about yourself than the other person. It can be helpful to ask a friend or partner to read your essays before you submit. If you do, just ask them to say whether there are any “good guys” or “bad guys” in your paper. If there are, you have probably been judgmental, and you may want to rework it.

Human beings are generally sensible and logical most of the time, but our behaviour can seem irrational and dysfunctional at times. Interestingly, we all tend to see irrational and dysfunctional behaviour in others, and not so much in ourselves. So, things are not always what they seem, yet we act on what we perceive is reality. It is 100% normal to react to dysfunctional or irrational behaviours from time to time, but what might be more helpful is to own these dysfunctional and irrational tendencies in ourselves. You will learn most if you use the writing process to explore these aspects of our behaviour.

And finally, please keep in mind that the behaviours that you write about, including the behaviours of others, will not be 'judged’ by your coach. Your coach will be helping you to make further sense of your experiences, with curiosity, with plausible hypotheses, and occasionally, with some provocations that will make you reflect further.
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