ready founded Dialogue in the
Dark. The then-traveling exhibi-
tion aimed to increase public
awareness of otherness. It took
sighted visitors through various
settings in absolute darkness, with
the help of blind guides and walk-
ing sticks. They would cross a
busy city street, walk over a wob-
bly bridge, buy fresh produce at a
market, pay with change at a
café—all without seeing a thing.

That evening in Giitersloh, the
55-year-old started to think about
tailoring that same experience to
businesses’ needs. After all, “hier-
archy disappears in the dark,
among all types of people,” he
says. “And that’s really good for
personal and professional develop-
ment.”

Today, seminars in the dark,
usually held at Dialogue in the

they may never have recognized.
It can be the simplest of things:
perhaps they’ve been ignoring
subtle tones of frustration in em-
ployees in their haste to complete
a meeting. Or they have uncon-
sciously micromanaged. The idea
is to turn these newly discovered
deficits into assets for better lead-
ership.

Top managers like taking to the
dark to steer and motivate them-
selves and their employees. Early
this year, Michael Kaschke, newly
appointed CEO at optics manufac-
turer Carl Zeiss AG, wanted his
management team to strategize
for the coming years. After consid-
ering many alternatives, he chose
to do so at least partially in the
dark.

“I thought it would be an en-
lightening approach, especially for

together a wooden rainbow puzzle
of various shapes and sizes and
got it almost right. They made
their way through the exhibition,
picked out fruits and vegetables at
the market, and sat down together
for a drink, all in utter darkness.

It was enlightening. “I hadn’t
imagined such a fast change of
mind-set would be possible,” says
Mr. Kaschke. “Within a matter of
moments after entering the dark,
we all relied on each other, easily
and effectively.”

Perhaps due to the intensity of
“working” in the dark, partici-
pants agree that the lessons-
learned have stuck with them long
afterward—for better or worse.

“Weeks later, the day is still
very present in my mind,” says
Thorsten Ruck, a regional head of
corporate banking at German sav-

it,” he recalls. “And this was some-
one who manages billions of dol-
lars in risk capital in California.
The experience gives leadership a
whole new meaning.” -

Mr. Heinecke later persuaded
the fund manager to try again. It’s
not always so easy to turn a bad
experience around. Dialogue in the
Dark recently had “a very difficult
workshop” in Dublin with staff of
a major technology company: “Ex-
tremely chaotic, noisy, lack of con-
centration: We couldn’t capture
their attention.” A similar situa-
tion a while ago occurred with an-
other company in Singapore, he
adds. “There was a lot of team,
but no work.”

On the flip side, some compa-
nies are developing their own pro-
grams with Dialogue in the Dark’s
help. A Northern European soft-

“If you want to keep the best
talent, it’s very good to invest in
their development and create an
environment built on trust,” says
Angelika Antz-Hieber, head of Alli-
anz’s Dialogue Training Center.
“Our CEO and COO were convinced
that such a training center, in-
house, was a great way to do so.”

Since opening the center two
years ago, Allianz has trained
more than 1,300 employees and
clients; 70% are top executives. It
pays a franchising fee to Dialogue
in the Dark for the arrangement.

Dialogue in the Dark will
launch an exhibition in New York’s
financial district this summer and
intends to introduce its business
offerings there as well. “We’ve had
a boom in the seminar business,
especially since the global finan-

. cial erisis hit,” says Mr. Heinecke.



