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Consultants
as Shamans

wenty years ago, I began my

professional life as a social

anthropologist working with
shamans in Nepal. After several career
twists and turns, I am now a manage-
ment consultant and convinced that
my career has come full circle. As I
hone my consulting skills, I find that
Himalayan ritual healers were among
my best mentors. Shamans have much
to teach consultants about effective
problem-solving, client relations, and
process control.

A Primer on Shamans

Shamans exist in societies through-
out the world. Although their under-
lying belief systems and practices vary
extensively (the term shaman comes
to us from the Tungus, a group of
Siberian herders), they collectively
constitute a category of religious
specialists who cure illness and solve
problems through their supernatural
powers. They believe illness is caused
by personal and interpersonal, not just
mechanistic, forces. In Nepal, éven
apparent accidents are due to the in-
tervention of spirits, often sent by ill-
wishing neighbors and kinsmern. So
cures must opcrate at the spiritual
level, too. As an intermediary be-
tween the moral and spirit worlds, a
shaman’s power derives from both his
esoteric knowledge and his ability to
enter trance through possession by his
spirit familiars.! '

Shamans diagnose and solve an ar-
ray of problems: illness, personal ca-
lamity, social strife, even the finding
of lost objects. The process through
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Drawing o1 his experience
as a culturc! anthropologist
in Nepa:, and now a
managemer.: consultant, the
author finds shamans and
consultants have much in
common. Both recruit clients,
engage them in interactive
processes, and help solve
problems. Read on; see how
consultants can learn from
shamans to their great benefit.

which they work is similar to that of
consultants. Although the examples
here are drawn irom my own work
in Nepal, the overall process is uni-
versal.

First, shamans must be trained.
Some reported in vivid detail the first
time they were possessed by the spirit
that was to become their familiar and
guide. “Natural™ shamans, their skill
was imparted in an epiphanic flash.
Other shamans detailed their arduous
training as young men from patient
mentors. The height of shamanistic
education, however, reportedly came
from the bun jhankri (“forest shaman”),
a semi-wild creature whose students
reportedly had to endure years of
deprivation deep in a Himalayan cave
before going on to great wealth and
fame.

My inability to find any student of
the bun jhankri may be explained by
his rigorous selection criteria—or by

the fact that few of them survive their
training. The bun jhankri reputedly has
a wife who, if she catches any of her
husband’s students, eats them.
Shamans must recruit clients. In a
village, people will know all the sha-
mans, their speciaities and their capa-
bilities. But, like consultants, shamans
still need to convince potential clients
that they have something to offer.
Through netwo-king, reminders of
past successes, and other influence
techniques, shamans mustinform the
public that “I car help you.” One sha-
man [ knew was regularly possessed
at weddings and festivals by an array of
spirits, all of whom (literally) sang his
praises by recounsing his difficult cases.

Shamans must find ways
to make their powers visible
and obvious.

Since shamanistic power is derived
from unseen forges, people need to see
ademonstration 6f the shaman’s prow-
ess. Akin to the Zonsultant’s quest for

_“boardroom presence,” shamans must
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find ways to make their powers visi-
ble and obvious. To focus the awe of
their audience, they begin a treatment
with ritualistic —and often dramatic —
displays, often mvolvmg possession
by gods or spirits. One shamian be-
gan his sessions possessed by the tiger
god, resulting in a fearsome pawing
and roaring. His long- suffering ife
could be found most mornings pa-
tiently stringing together the Beacis he
had scattered the night before ina fe-
line frenzy.

A prerequisite for healmg is fact-
finding and information-gathering.
Cures begin when the shamain, pos-
sessed by his spirit familiar, inter-
rogates the patient after causing him
to be possessed by the offending spirit.
A discussion then follows between
the two spirits: The possesse;d ‘sha-
man” asks the possessed “patient”
what kind of spinit it is and why it has
caused the iliness. The illness«causing
spirit often refuses to disclose jts iden-
tity, so a shaman’s skill depends largely
on his ability to ask questiongand es-
tablish facts. Several points may pos-
sess a shaman during an evening, each
pressing the offending spirit.to con-
fess and each taking a differerit line of
questioning. By having the‘interro-
gation take place between spmts in-

dividuals in a small commuaity’ are

personally absolved from discussing
embarrassing situations. ;
People will often have a g°00d idea
what causes an illness: A woman’s in-
ability to lactate, for example, was

easily linked by everyone to her bad .

relationship with her mother-in-law,
alocal witch. Despite some surprises,
the shaman is usually careful to en-
sure that the diagnosis makes sense to
the client. To a great extent, the in-
terrogation removes doubts about the
identity of the offending spirit. Be-
cause the patient and kinsmen are

responsible participants in the cure, .

it’s critical that everyone concerned
“buy in” to the diagnosis.

In contrast to our own military
mctaphor of mcd:cmc— ‘attacking”
vxruscs “invasive” procedures and

“magic bullets“ —Nepalis hold to a
more culinary example Illness hap-
pens when spirits “eat” away at the
body, cures involve providing the
spirit with an alternative food, usually
achicken. The shaman may also pre-
scribe a range of other activities, some
individual, some communal, some rit-
ualistic, some herbal, and some (from
our point of view) medically sound.

At a superficial level, therefore,
shamans behave like consultants: They
receive training, recruit clients, en-
gage their clients in an interactive
process, and solve problems. They
help others understand and resolve
dysfunctional situations.

Shamanistic Competencies

But the parallels between the profes—. |

sions are more exact. [n examining the
competencies of superior shamans,
we can learn much about what it takes
to be a successful consultant.

Shamans Know That Their
Effectiveness Depends on the
Faith of Their Clients

Shamanism may seem superstitious to
our western minds, but it's an ex-
tremely effective form of interven-
tion.2 A shaman’s success comes from
factors such as motivation, trust, and
faith that must operate in any healing
relationship. He is effective not be-
cause he marshals scientific truth, but
because people believe he'll be effec-
tive. By believing, they establish the
essential precondition for success.

Like the ritual actions of shamans,
there is nothing intrinsically scientific
or inevitably correct about the recom-
mendations ¢f consultants. What we
prescribe is basec on our experience,
judgment, and pre dJsposmons Scien-
tific managemens, managing by ob-
Jectives, “managii:g up,” participative
management, emoowerment, diver-
sity, quality: All of our concepts and
“truths” are in fact belief systems. Like
shamans, we're most effective when
we gainand leverage the faith and trust
of our clients —when we get them to
adopt our view of how the world
works and how it could be improved.

Most oj our success stems
Sfrom our command of process,
relations: .ips, influence, and

other “soft” skills.

Thus, most of our success stems
from our command of process, rela-
tionships, irntluence, and other “soft”
skills. Unless clients have faith in our
efficacy, and we have established the
conditions for their faith, no solution
will be effective. Many consultants
fail because they Jdon’t take the effort
required to duila personal relations
with key inf-uencers, frame outcomes
to fit their clents’ interests, and gener-
ate confider:ce in what they propose.

Excellent Sl:amaus are Careful
to Gain Stakeholder Buy-In

People see illness as arising from the
social nexus, so Nepalese shamans
carefully involve whole families, even
communities, in the healing. There are
no private examination rooms. Diag-
nosis and treatment occur in densely
packed, smoky rooms, with kinsmen
and neighbors voicing their opinions.
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Anyone can question the offending
spirit. Between trance episodes, every-
one will discuss the evidence and sug-
gest questions. When the diagnosis
has been made everybody eats the
ritual chicken offering. Shamans well
know that failure to satisfy the pri-
mary stakeholders means continuing
problems and further treatment—
possibly by a rival shaman.

Consultants, ton, work hard to en-
sure smooth acceptance of their rec-
ommendations. Much of that effort
is motivated by - sincere desire to
learn people’s concerns and to incor-
porate them into cur analyses. But pi-
lot workshops, draft reports, informal
briefings, and “off~line” conversations
serve another purpose, too. Like the
serving of shamauic chicken, they're
a way to co-opt cur audience. By in-
gesting our ideas, stakeholders make
them their own.

Good Shamans Know that
Most Problems Ave Systemic
and Social, Not Technical

Underlying the cosmology of Nepa-
lese shamanism 1s a belief that ill-
nesses —and curcs —are embedded in
a network of social relationships.
Although Hinds:ism recognizes the
existence of thousands of deities,
Nepalese village s acknowledge 108
gods, 108 godciesses, and 108 evil
spirits. Theoretically; any of these can
cause illness. Yet only four are regu-
larly identified by shamans as causes.
These four all are (or were) living be-
ings with roots in the community: bai
(dead relatives for whom no proper
funerary rites were performed), pichash
(people whose corpses were touched
by an animal), boksi (living witches,
usually old widows), and dankini (the
spirit of a dead boksi). Relationships
are at the root of social and personal
ills, so shamans know their work en-

tails realigning the spiritual and so-
cial order. For that reason, shamans
rarely operate outside of a limited
geographic area. A woman shaman
whose fame drew patients from all
over the district maintained an elab-
orate network of informants. They
spent their days at teashops listening
to the comments and complaints of
waiting supplicants.

The most effective shamans

I observed were those who
controlled the tempo and tone of
the proceedings through careful
choreography and manipulation.

A consultant’s work, too, should
be primarily systemic and holistic.
Quality, technology transfer, change
management, systems integration—
all of the “technical” projects we work
on succeed only when the social ma-
trix is addressed and managed. Like
shamans, we are most effective when
we’re aware of past conflicts and al-
liances, hidden agendas, motivations,
and expectations of the principal ac-
tors. As David F. Noble (1984) dem-
onstrated in his history of industrial
automation, not even something as
“technical” as computerized numeri-
cal control (CNC) as value-free. Post-
World War II concerns about social
control topped the agendas of both
the Air Force and CNC’s industrial
developers, a fact that still influences
the evolution of automation.

Shamans Are Most Effective

When They Control Processes

in a Sensitive Way

The only thing more formidable to a
shaman than a world full of spirits is

a room full of kinsmen with a per-
sonal stake in the outcome. The most
effective shamans I observed were
those who controlled the tempo and
tone of the proceedings through care-
ful choreography and manipulation.
Ereaks from trancing that allowed for
group discussions, postponements to
other times, the use of humor —sha-
mans had an array of techniques to in-
fiuence the pace and direction of the
intervention. Shamans told me that
failure to maintain control could re-
sult in spiritual danger. But my own
sense was that the more immediate
casualty was likely to be the shaman’s
r~putation.

A shaman’s sensitivity in control-
ling processes and proceedings is
critical to success. Shamanism is a
couble-edged sword. Although rec-
ognized as important contributors to
community well-being, shamans are
rionetheless treated with wary re-
spect. His ability to control spirits is
:zsually beneficial, but it can be used
v0 do l¥arm. The two-sidedness of the
chaman’s role inevitably leads to am-
bivalence and ambiguity among cli-
ents about the relationship.

Consultants, too, often assume the
role of participant-facilitator. This
position, while critical in providing
the “outside perspective,” can invite
wariness in clients. Where our inter-
vention brings change, we must ad-
dress resulting insecurities and
questions. Even when people recog-
nize objectively that change is neces-
sary, the process must be managed |
with sensitivity. Failure can make us
the target for people’s fears and anxi-
eties. All of us have had to counter
suspicions or accusations that we are
interested only in selling the next en~
gagement, that we don’t have to live
with our recommendations, or that
we are using our experience with the

o
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client to help other companies (usu-
ally competitors). “Managing the
client relatinnship” is a skill that all
consultants must master —and usually
do after several well-deserved hits.

Shamans Span Boundaries,
and Thus Ciffer Clients an
Alternative View of Reality

Shamans de what other mortals can-
not: They trunscend the boundary be-
tween the material and the spirit
worlds. Altzred states of conscious-
ness are an effective way to tap into
an alternative reality. When conven-
tional persgectives on illness and heal-
ing fail, shzmans can get their clients
“out of the box” and into a world of
spiritual power and (literally) extraor-
dinary knowledge. Transcending the
limits of e -eryday experience—and
allowing chers to benefit from that
ability —is a critical feature of sha-
manism.

Consultants will have to
play therapeutic helping roles
even ir the process of being
experts and doctors.

To alarce extent, the value added by

a consultant also comes from an abil-
_ity to cross boundaries — by contribut-
ing knowledge and expertise from
other dis:iplines and industries, by
forging links across internal organi-
zations and functions, by sharing ex-
periences and best practices from other
clients. Brainstorming and retreats
are our version of trance. They pro-
vide an arena to help clients suspend
judgment, move beyond everyday
thoughts, and gain an enhanced un-
derstanding of their world. Like sha-
mans, we succeed best when we can

transport our clients to new levels of
thought and action. For some clients,
after zil, creative and divergent think-
ing is an altered state of consciousness.

Conciusion

In an sssay on consulting in the 1990s,
Edgar Schein (1990, p. 274) suggestex
that the decade’s more complex prob~
lems and greater insecurities will
change the relationships between
consuitants and clients.

My sense is that all consultants will
have to become more able to de:l
with process issues and to play
therapeutic helping roles even in
the process of being experts and
doctors. Only through such shared
diagnostic work will they be able
to identify what kind of expert ad-
vice or solutions will really be
needed and what kinds of anxieti=s
wiil be able to be dealt with.

This new mandate calls fora grear=r

_ convergence between consulting and

shamanism along at least two dime:-
sions. First, successful consultar:ts
will find themselves adoping a mcre
holistic approach to their craft. Sha-~
mans routinely address their clients’
spiritual, social, and physiologizal
needs. Increasingly, consultants, too,
will 1ieed to pay more attention to the
alignment of their clients’ strategic,
organizational, and individual struc-
tures and processes. The effectiveness
of consulting “cures” will thus depend
on the consultant’s ability to integrate
diagnoses and solutions at multiple
levels.

Second, this approach will render
strictly technical solutions a neces-
sary, but not sufficient, element of
effectiveness. As psychology plays a

bigger part in consulting interven-
tions, success will depend not only on
consultants’ “expert knowledgs" but
also on their encouraging of such
nonspecific factors as faith and velief.

In our post-industrial society, con-
sultants are coming to realize they
share with shamans a professioial in-
terest in healing and realignment.
Ironically, perhaps, we are red:scov-
ering and reaffirming the wisdom of
a “primitive” expertise. m

Footnotes

1. The use of the masculine pronou:i is in-
tentional. Most Nepalese shamans are, in
fact, male. A spirit familiar is a spirit with
whom the shaman has develuped a
strong, trusting relationship —the sha-
manistic equivalent of “internal advocate”

2. This isn’t the place to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of shamanistic medicine. In de-
fense of the practice, I say only that its
apparent efficacy stems from the fact that
most illnesses are either self-limiting, psy-
chosomatic, or feigned as a means of rais-
ing sensitive personal and socialissues in
a culturally approprate way. My own
evidence (Blustain, 1976) indicaies that
Nepalese shamans have an admirable
record of achievement for a range of ill-
nesses. Atany rate, a consultant asked to
prove his or her effectiveness would be
unlikely to offer evidence any less anec-
dotal or qualitative than would a shaman.
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