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Competencies for OMD Consultants
by Bob Larcher

T

he has been much written with regards to the different hats (or helmets – canoe,
climbing, caving,….) needed to be an effective outdoor instructor, here the
emphasis is on the different hats needed to be worn in order to be an effective
outdoor consultant.
The object of this article is to outline what I consider to be the key consultant skills or
competencies required to effectively carry out each stage of the experiential learning
cycle and hence enable participants to gain the maximum in terms of personal learning.
In order for participants to take the maximum benefit from an experiential approach
(based on the learning cycle shown below), the consultant(s) will need to adopt a
number of roles and use a variety of different competencies.

The experiential learning cycle(1)
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In stage 1 participants “do”, or
“experience,” something together,
this could be an exercise, a
project, an activity, a meeting,
etc. The consultant’s primary
role here is to observe the group
(and the individuals) in action.
Observing means both listening
and watching and noting exactly
what is happening without being
judgemental, something that is easy
to say but difficult to do. Observing
means being present to what
happens and what is said without
adding personal interpretations;
the fact that someone is standing
apart from the group and looking at
the trees doesn’t necessarily mean
that he or she is not involved in the
activity.
A secondary role is to clearly
explain or brief the activity; “noninterpretable” instructions do not
exist but the explanation should be
sufficiently clear so as to leave no
reasonable doubts.

Publishing
(Sharing reactions
and observations)

A third role, which in reality is a
precursor of the previous two, is the
ability to create or design (maybe
also identify) learning opportunities.

3

In stage 2, participants share their
perceptions, reactions, feelings
and observations about what they
as individuals experienced during
stage 1. The consultant’s role here
is to catalyse the exchange by
posing questions based on his/her
observations during stage 1, it’s
not about simply posing a list of
pre-established questions that you

Processing
(Discussing
patterns and
dynamics)
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“thought” would be useful. One of the joys of experiential
learning is that a lot of the learning is unpredictable, even an
exercise that you have been running for years can generate
unexpected learning – in fact all the best exercises create
unexpected learning.
Questions can be posed verbally or through a variety of
“reviewing techniques” but preferably “on the spot” and
not an hour later in a comfortable review room with the
emotional content left at the exercise site.
In stage 3 the consultant takes more of a facilitator role,
to enable the group, and individuals, to come to some
conclusions about the interactions that took place during
stage 1. Here the required skills are the “classic” facilitator
skills such as reformulating, questioning, summarising,
bringing in (involving the more timid) and shutting out
(closing down the more vociferous). An important role here is
to explore and dig deeper to ensure that any hidden agendas
come out of hiding.
In stage 4 the consultant adopts more of a trainer role,
with a short theoretical input or model, adapted to the
issues discussed in the previous stages and designed to help
the participants “frame” what they have experienced in
terms of their working environment. Again, it is not simply
about presenting the model that you had prepared for the
exercise, it’s about presenting what you feel will really help
the participants to gain insights into what they experienced.
We need to have a head full of frameworks and models but
we don’t necessarily need to download them all onto our
participants.
Stage 5 involves the participants identifying key behavioural
learning points to continue practising during the remainder
of the seminar. The consultant’s role here is more of a coach,
helping each individual to focus on their development areas
and to embed new learning. The consultant needs to help
individuals take on board any feedback they received and help
them identify what they need to reinforce or do differently.
Stage 6 consists of action planning; identifying how to
transfer learning from the seminar back into the workplace
and the bridging techniques to help that transfer. This stage
is about going from “here & now” learning to “there & then”
application – how can I apply what I have learned here “on
a raft in the middle of a lake” when I am back in the office in
the middle of a difficult meeting. n

Stage
1. Experiencing

Role

Competencies

Observer

- Creating learning
situations
- Briefing
- Listening
- Staying focussed
- Remaining nonjudgemental
- Identifying issues

2. Publishing

Catalyst

- Posing issue
based questions

3. Processing

Facilitator

- Reformulating
- Summarising
- Bringing in
- Shutting out

4. Generalising

Trainer

- Modelling
- Presenting

5. Applying

Coach (learning
environment)

- Identifying
barriers to
progress
- Encouraging
- Embedding
learning

6. Transferring

Coach (work
environment)

- Action planning
- Supporting
- Bridging

Reference
(OMD - Outdoor Management Development)
The learning cycle I use is adapted from J. William Pfeiffer & John
E. Jones and was originally published in 1975 in A Handbook of
Structured Experiences for Human Relations Training.
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