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REVIEWS

The Awareness Paradigm: A Story of Leadership Success by Nancy 
Hardaway. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Merrimack Media, 2013.

Nancy Hardaway has succeeded in translating decades of leadership and 
consulting experience into an engaging book that veers off the path followed 
by others who have written about similar topics. The topics are leadership in 
general, and team leadership and development in particular.

Having taught countless courses over the past twenty years that cover 
these areas, I am familiar with the formula and format of “typical” leadership 
and team development books. They are heavy on theory and practical 
advice and sometimes use vignettes from real or imagined organizations to 
illuminate how the principles apply to a variety of situations. Examples of 
typical team development books are Kouzes and Posner’s (2010) The Truth 
about Leadership: The No-Fads, Heart-of-the-Matter Facts you Need to Know 
(2010); and Frontiera and Leidl’s (2012) Team Turnarounds: A Playbook for 
Transforming Underperforming Teams.

In the preface, Hardaway comments that a traditional how-to-book of 
theory and lessons “wasn’t coming alive” (p. xiii). Instead, she writes about 
leadership and team performance success by crafting a story about five main 
characters that embark on a 48-chapter “adventure” in search of a multimillion-
dollar grant that will be used to revitalize a small town. This is, of course, a 
work of fiction, but the characters come to life and are well developed by the 
author. There is even an “evil blogger” who turns up mid-book to thwart the 
efforts of the Blue Ribbon Committee! Every chapter has a “lesson” or “main 
idea,” which the reader can either try to extract from the dialogue between 
characters, or find summarized in an appendix at the end of the book. The 
lessons are all founded in Gestalt organizational development theory, which 
is also referenced in an appendix.

As I write this book review, I have vivid memories of my years of training 
circa 1976-1982 at the Gestalt Institute of Cleveland. I was excited about the 
application of Gestalt therapy theory to conceptualizing and intervening with 
“systems” beyond the individual therapy situation. I remember Isadore From’s 
yearly visits to Cleveland, and how he lectured the faculty that the “purity” 
of Gestalt would be diluted by excursions away from our main “customers.” I 
was confused then because it seemed to me that Gestalt theory was a natural 
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fit with couples, families, groups, and organizations. I was fortunate to have 
Gestalt organizational development types like John Carter and Carolyn 
Lukensmeyer as two of my primary trainers. Their interest was in applying the 
theory of Gestalt therapy to small groups and organizations. Today, some 35 
years later, Gestalt therapy is well known and respected as an orientation that 
can be transposed to the organizational context. The Gestalt International 
Study Center (GISC) in Massachusetts is a major player in those efforts. Most 
of the main ideas promoted in The Awareness Paradigm are derived from the 
Cape Cod Model© developed and refined at GISC.

To give voice to these principals and concepts, Hardaway introduces the 
reader to a Blue Ribbon Committee that has been formed by the mayor of a 
small town. Serving on the committee with the mayor are a physician, a banker, 
and a small business owner. The author states that leadership happens through 
people, and the readers need to see the story of real leaders interacting over 
time. The story begins with the committee in complete disarray, or to use the 
language of group development theory, in a “storming” phase. The mayor 
is threatening to disband the committee and choose “three other leaders, 
real leaders” (p. xviii, emphasis in original). Soon thereafter, the fifth main 
character enters the picture. Her name is Julia and, like the author, she is a 
consultant skilled in the areas of process consultation, team development, 
and coaching.

Predictably, the committee’s initial reaction to Julia is one of skepticism. 
Like most workplace teams and groups, the members are lost and unaware 
of the basics of their communication processes. They assume that Julia will 
assert herself as an expert on the content of their work and are ready to 
disregard her advise and assistance. In her first meeting with the Blue Ribbon 
Committee, she clarifies that her role will be to help them pay closer attention 
to how they work together. Some of the main ideas featured in the book 
are: how to work with differences, focus on what is working well, stay open 
to resistance, be intentional about your presence, lean in and ask questions, 
build support, share personal history and vulnerability, scan for process and 
content, ask don’t tell, assume people are doing their best, go slow to go fast, 
and look from the other point of view. The author, through her alter ego 
Julia, weaves these lessons and others seamlessly into the account of a small 
group of individuals who eventually become a high functioning team. To the 
experienced consultant or leader who is knowledgeable and skilled in the 
“ways of group process,” many of the lessons in The Awareness Paradigm will 
seem quite basic and obvious. In my own consulting practice, however, I am 
frequently reminded that what is basic and obvious to me is often complex 
and invisible to the leaders and group members who have hired me to assist 
them.
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Process consultation is a bit like magic. The skilled consultant pulls “rabbits 
out of the hats” of clients they never knew were there. Fletcher, the banker, 
was the most skeptical member of the committee when Julia was hired. In 
Chapter 26, he says, “I owe you an apology, Julia. I’m always very skeptical 
of consultants. You’re the first one that. . . [has] made a difference on this 
team. I’m still not quite sure how, but I can see it” (p. 119). This comparison, 
however, only captures the early phases of a consultant’s work. Julia strives to 
support the committee in completing “natural cycles of work” (the lesson of 
Chapter 34) without relying only on her interventions. She wants the team to 
learn how the “tricks” are done so that can carry on without her. In the final 
chapter of the book, one committee members says, “I guess that’s what Julia 
would say, right?” (p. 232).

One concern I have is the lack of clear boundaries in Julia’s work with the 
committee. The question of “Who is the client?” is as pertinent to consulting 
as it is in clinical work, although in organizational consulting the answer 
to that question is always more complex, and there can be more than one 
client. How the boundaries between individuals and groups will be managed 
is typically clarified in the contracting phase of consulting. Julia worked 
across boundaries throughout the story of the Blue Ribbon Committee. The 
committee was her primary client, but she also provided advice and service 
to each of the four members individually either formally or informally. In 
a “real-life” consulting situation, Julia’s individual coaching could create 
negative feelings (jealousy, resentment, distrust) that would impact her role 
as consultant to the committee. My guess, however, is that Hardaway in her 
own work is mindful of these potential complications and does clarify how 
she will shift between individual and group level work when she does her 
initial contracting. I also recognize that it would have been extremely difficult 
for her to pack all the lessons contained in the book into situations when only 
the whole team was present with Julia.

This book was written for managers, team and group leaders, coaches, 
and organizational consultants. I would add students of organizational 
behavior and consulting to that list. The author’s promise was, “In an easy 
and entertaining read, you’ll learn simple but powerful ways of increasing 
your own success, immediately applicable to leadership at any level and any 
type of organization” (p. xv). I believe Nancy Hardaway was very successful in 
fulfilling that promise. 
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