
Reflect to

ELAINE PATTERSON

The Dance of Reflection for  
Creative Leadership, Professional 
Practice and Supervision

Create!



Reflect to Create!  |  iii  

At the still point of the turning world.

Neither flesh nor fleshless;

Neither from nor towards;

At the still point, there the dance is,

But neither arrest nor movement.

And do not call it fixity, 

Where past and future are gathered.

Neither movement from nor towards,

Neither ascent nor decline.

Except for the point, the still point,

There would be no dance, and there is only the dance.

T.S. Eliot from ‘The Four Quartets’
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Life is a dancer and you are the dance.

Eckhart Tolle

In Honour of my Mother:
Pearl Patterson 
22nd January 1929 to 6th December 2011.

Dedicated to: 
People who work with people everywhere who give of themselves to make the world a 
better place.

My Heartfelt Thanks to: 
Edna Murdoch who has taken me to the heart of supervision, Karyn Prentice who has 
shown me how to bring my work alive, and everyone who I have ever worked with or 
spoken to whose gems of inspiration and wisdom are reflected in your own ways in my 
writing.

My Love to: 
My sister Laura who always supports me, my husband Steve who always encourages me, 
and my daughter Naomi who always inspires me. They have walked with me word by 
word.
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Sometimes
Sometimes

if you move carefully
through the forest,

breathing 
like the ones 

in the old stories,

who could cross 
a shimmering bed of leaves 

without a sound,

you come 
to a place

whose only task

is to trouble you 
with tiny 

but frightening requests,

conceived out of nowhere
but in this place

beginning to lead everywhere.

Requests to stop what 
you are doing right now,

and

to stop what you
are becoming

while you do it,

questions 
that can make

or unmake a life,

questions 
that have patiently 

waited for you,

questions 
that have no right 

to go away.

David Whyte1
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I am delighted to write a foreword for this book. I have known Elaine Patterson for many years; 
she makes a significant contribution to the CSA Diploma in Supervision and to the discourse on 
new forms of leadership and professional practice. To say she is passionate about adding to this 
discourse is an understatement. Her thinking arises from sound business experience, Masters level 
research and from years of professional supervision with leaders, coaches and supervisors in 
many parts of the world.

We have become used to rather urgent descriptions of 21st-century leadership challenges – 
evidenced by the volume of concern and advice about how to operate wisely in a ‘global, virtual 
and diverse’ world. There are many responses to these challenges and the growth of professional 
supervision (reflective practice) for leaders and coaches is one of them. So this book is a timely 
and practical resource for anyone who wants to raise their game and respond more skilfully to the 
complexities of the workplace.

A quick look at Amazon tells us that ‘reflection’ is frequently mentioned in contemporary business 
and leadership literature: there are many titles that are reflections on something. However, in this 
book we are invited into reflection and into an anatomy of reflection itself – reflection as a ‘natural 
gateway to learning’. Reading through the chapters of this book, I found myself wondering how 
many of us actually know how to reflect, or respect the potency of reflective processes. As I read, 
I was constantly thinking, ‘But, of course!’ and wondering why I had not already seen what is 
revealed in these pages. But then, that’s partly why we read books – to increase understanding, to 
be guided by someone whose research has unearthed something useful.

One of the great pleasures of reading this book is the sense it gives you that the author has 
become so immersed in her subject that she really can bring something new to the current 
business and leadership conversation – a way to name and highlight the rewards of intelligent 
reflection. It has been a joy to follow Elaine’s explorations and be rewarded with many original 
insights on reflection as well as a host of exercises for those who will take up the challenge of 
becoming a skilled reflector. 

Reflect to Create! subtly and powerfully works on the reader; we are drawn deeply into reflection 
even as we read about the reflective process. Reading this text, therefore, is to participate in 
what is being created before our very eyes and to be affected by it – that is to say, we naturally 
begin to reflect on reflection. And we are drawn into this process by the ever-deepening insights 
of this radical work: radical, because this is not a ‘how-to’ book, though there are many original 
exercises to experiment with. Rather, it is more a ‘become-it-from-the–roots-up’ sort of book. That’s 
part of the gift of Reflect to Create! – Elaine knows that only becoming it will do. And she echoes 
many contemporary thinkers when she says, ‘more of the same is no longer enough’.

FOREWORD

FOREWORD FOREWORD
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The marriage of research into reflection with an imaginative use of the dance metaphor, is a 
wonderful invention. The introduction of dance moves to explain the key elements of reflective 
process is both surprising and purposeful. We can all relate to ‘retreat, reflect and return’ – hints 
of the Gay Gordons dance on the page! This is a brilliant way to invite the reader into reflection 
and to take seriously the idea that these processes are ‘our natural gateways into learning, 
innovation and creativity’. This is reflection laid bare. The use of dance moves helps the reader 
to embed key moments in the rhythm of reflecting. This begins with ‘stop’, where stopping is 
understood to be strategic withdrawal at moments of enquiry, difficulty or complexity. In our busy 
21st-century lives, as we hurtle from one complexity to another, we need sufficient awareness to 
be able to ‘stop’ at regular intervals: stop and reflect.

There’s plenty here for those who want the hard facts and figures, and the book teems with 
practical exercises. Those who learn through more holistic presentation are superbly guided by a 
lively text well supported by illustrations that powerfully enhance meaning. In addition, Elaine has 
mapped her thinking onto the well-established Theory U presence model, which was developed 
by Otto Sharmer and Peter Senge. Many readers will be familiar with this model and as it is used 
here, it gives resonance to the reflective processes that are uncovered in these chapters. It quickly 
becomes obvious how deep reflection ensures that we create a new thought, idea or solution. At 
this level, reflection is an intentional practice and Elaine shows clearly how transformative it is to 
work consciously with the reflective process so that WHO and HOW we are, in work and life, is 
continually developed. Many contemporary commentators are encouraging leaders to find ways 
to become their best selves – to achieve the ‘post-conventional consciousness’ that enables us to 
bring our best to the table. Reflect to Create! is a powerful contribution to this discourse.

In this generous and delightful book, Elaine shows how to become a natural reflector and amply 
illustrates the pressing need for leaders, coaches and people professionals to ‘pause, retreat, 
reflect and return’. This is a book I will keep on my desk and I encourage the reader to do the 
same. There is so much to explore here and I welcome this superb contribution to the literature on 
leadership, professional practice and supervision.

Edna Murdoch  
CEO Coaching Supervision Academy Ltd. 

FOREWORDFOREWORD
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PREFACE
Turning and turning in the widening gyre 

The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 

The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity.

‘The Second Coming’ William Butler Yeats2

Why Now? 
This book is dedicated to leaders and people professionals everywhere who are looking for new 
and different ways to live and work. Never before have we as individuals, families, organizations 
and societies faced so many changes from so many sides. Technological, psychological, 
ecological, economic, societal and political weather fronts pound the shores of our very being 
and blur the horizons we seek. And leaders, people professionals and development practitioners 
are responsible for helping others to live with such uncertainty, whilst also learning to live the 
questions themselves with generosity, courage, compassion and wisdom. As Rainer Maria Rilke 
wrote: 

Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you because you would not be able to live them. 
And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps you win then gradually, without 
noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.3

Why Me?
My love of reflection was forged by the dinnertime conversations we used to have when I was 
growing up. School was always hard. I had spent my preschool years in Holland where we learnt 
through play. When we returned to the UK, I found myself constantly trailing behind, always playing 
catch-up. This was compounded by my dyslexia which did not get diagnosed until my fifties.

I did enough to be able to read History at Bristol University and went on to be accepted onto the 
prestigious NHS National Management Training Scheme for high flyers. But what I very quickly 
discovered was that although theory, textbooks and technical skills or competence might be 

PREFACE PREFACE



xiv  |  Reflect to Create!

helpful, they were not enough to lead wisely, with courage and compassion.

This was not taught at any of the business schools I went on to attend. Instead I began to 
appreciate that I needed to understand the central relationship between WHO I was in the 
moment by moment because this shaped HOW I worked and the impact I made. I came to 
realize that reflection – and reflective learning – enabled me to work on this central dynamic.  
As David Whyte wrote:4 

We shape our self 
to fit this world and by the world are shaped again.

Twenty years on in 2003, I left my Board post to go on adoption leave and subsequently to train 
as an executive coach and thinking partner, and then as a supervisor. 

In 2007, at an Association of Coaching book launch, I was lucky enough to meet Edna Murdoch, 
co-founder of the Coaching Supervision Academy. I felt an instant connection and asked Edna 
if she would become my Coaching Supervisor. This was the start of a wonderfully rich creative 
working partnership which has fueled and inspired my practice ever since. I also want to thank 
Karyn Prentice as we joyfully partner together as PattersonPrenticeDesigns to bring the work we 
love to do to the world.

I am very clear that my journey from novice to master coach with a flourishing practice was only 
made possible by the supervision I received and the reflective practices I developed. These were 
made all the more necessary as we negotiated the joys, trials and tribulations of parenting a child 
with very complex special needs.

In my practice I also noticed that many leaders and people professionals were really struggling 
to thrive in and navigate our new VUCA world as more and more complaints about professional 
practice seemed to be lodged, and as more and more corporate scandals seemed to hit the news 
headlines.

The phrase VUCA was beautifully coined by Bob Johansen5 to describe the volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity and ambiguity of our new post-industrial post-conventional world. My own experiences 
as a wife, mother, sister, aunt, practitioner, leader and citizen made living these challenges both 
personal and universal. My MA research was inspired by the fact that, in the existing literature, 
I could not find an answer to the question, ‘Can reflection and reflective practice help leaders to 
lead?’ The stage was set for my research and this book. 

My Research Findings 
The answer to that question was yes.6 

I discovered that reflection is innate and very natural to us. I discovered that reflection’s deep 
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dive processes of retreat, reflect and return are our natural gateways to learning, innovation and 
creativity. I discovered that reflection has the power to put us in touch with the wisdom of our own 
humanity and the humanity of others, which can free us to create and transform ourselves and the 
world around us. Excitingly, I discovered that reflection is an act of creation – to bring something 
new into a world where more of the same is no longer enough. From this I coined the phrase 
Reflect to Create!’. 

The Reflect to Create Dance Map
I started to see Reflect to Create!’ as a holistic philosophy, with practices which are expressed as 
a dance with a Prelude and three core dance sequences. These are:

The Opening: Retreat’s Rest and Release

The Flow: Reflection’s Fertile Void 

and

The Denouement: Return’s Harvest and Action

I then started to define three dance steps for each move and to bring these alive with a variety 
of practices for practitioners to flow in and out of depending on where they were and what they 
needed. 

I want to create a movement to change hearts and minds about what is needed and what can 
help in today’s world. I want to help bring reflection out of dusty classrooms or stale accreditation 
frameworks and to make it essential, fun and mainstream for people who work with people. I 
want to us to rally to Václav Havel’s impassioned address as president of the Czech Republic to 
the Joint Session of the US Congress in March 1990:7

The salvation of this human world lies nowhere else than in the human heart, in the human power to 
reflect, in human meekness and in human responsibility. Without a global revolution in the sphere of 
human consciousness, nothing will change for the better in the sphere of our being humans, and the 
catastrophe toward which the world is headed – be it ecological, social, demographic or a general 
breakdown in civilization – will be unavoidable.

Your Invitation
This book invites you to dance through the mysterious and potentially liberating rollercoaster 
world of Reflect to Create!’

These pages will show you how the processes of retreat, reflect and return – the slowing down, 
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the tuning in and sense making – allow us to let go of our assumptions and access our own 
humanity and wisdom in service of our clients, teams, organizations or communities. 

You will emerge with a clearer understanding of how you can develop your own creative and 
reflective practices. You will find the ways and means for yourself to embrace the complexities, 
vulnerabilities and opportunities inherent in the 21st century. 

The book blends the latest thinking and research from disciplines including relational dynamics, 
mindfulness, adult learning theory, appreciative inquiry, systemic thinking, Eastern philosophy, the 
arts and the natural world.

It has been designed to enable you to dip in and out as you require, and is divided into three 
parts: 

Part 1  The Philosophy: setting the stage, outling the ‘Bigger Picture’, the imperative for 
Reflect to Create!’ and the choreography of Reflect to Create!’.

Part 2  The Practice: choreographing the Reflect to Create!’ dance, introducing the Prelude 
and the three subsequent core dance sequences – The Opening, The Flow and The 
Denouement (with their nine dance steps and associated practices) – to unlock your 
natural powers for reflective learning and creativity.

Part 3  The Resources: signposting you to additional reading, references and resources.

Each chapter is brought alive with stories, insights, quotes, and poems. 

Each chapter will end with some reflective questions for you, to bring your reading back to you, 
your life and your work.

*****

Reflective Questions 
1. What attracted you to this book and why?

2. What do you hope to discover which might support and resource you and your work?

PREFACEPREFACE


