
The Oxford Muse

Conversations
An invitation to new ways of  improving 

professional, personal and intercultural relations



We design events,

according to each participant’s needs,

to improve professional, personal & intercultural

relationships between 

organisations, 

departments within an organisation, 

different specialities, 

institutions in the process of  merging 

and also 

with suppliers, 

clients & customers. 
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On becoming President Harry S Truman was asked whether he needed

any economists to help him. “Give me a one handed economist”, he

replied. “All economists I have met say, ‘On the one hand, on the other

hand’.”  The Oxford Muse, by contrast, uses new kinds of  conversations

to enable many hands and many voices to be stimulated by interacting

with people who have different ideas, to develop a clearer sense of  pur-

pose and of  priorities, and to collaborate more creatively, even when the

future seems more than usually unpredictable.



The Oxford Muse One-Day Conversations

The Art of  Conversation

We begin by illustrating different forms of  conversation and enabling you to discover how your choice

of  conversational styles has influenced you. We then introduce you to our Conyersation Menu, which has

been successfully used by many organisations (see attached evaluations). Over lunch,You experience how

a structured conversation can both create trust between you and your conversation partner, and at the

same time clarify your own thoughts.

You participate in a conversation about how misunderstandings arise, and compare your experience with

the results of  recent research on this subject of  misunderstanding. You discuss filmed examples of  people

starting conversations and presenting themselves. We then start you off  on creating your own self-portrait,

in the form of  a passport which you write yourself  and which enables you to say what you want the world

to know about you, so that your experience, attitudes and aspirations can be more accurately appreciated.

We watch and evaluate a series of  videos of  different people in conversation. We discuss the type of

knowledge they have used to achieve their goals. You are introduced to the process by which a specialist

can develop into a generalist, able to make decisions on a broader range of  evidence, and to understand

the thought processes of  different disciplines.  A survey by Fast Company Magazine has shown three

times more people believe that a generalist makes a more effective CEO than a specialist

We discuss the limitations of  existing methods of  collaboration. We review what it has been possible to

change and what has been much harder to change, bearing in mind that change does not always produce

the expected results. We re-evaluate the particular frustrations encountered by participants in their work

in the light of  what has been learned in the preceding sessions. We then design projects to confront de-

ficiencies you consider to be most relevant to yourselves.

The Prevention of  Misunderstanding

The Expansion of  Knowledge

Experiments in Confronting Obstacles

1.

2.

4.

3.

The day includes illustrative film excerpts, reports on 

recent research, and the beginnings of  a project for 

participants to develop. We do not work miracles and do not transform you overnight. We

emphasise the need to acquire appropriate knowledge and experience, and to access a network

of  people one does not normally have an opportunity to meet. That is why we offer the 

possibility for participants to apply to become Associates or Fellows of  the Oxford

Muse, so that they can return at agreed intervals – for example, every

few months - to pursue their exploration. 



Why conversation can now open more doors than ever before

Never have people talked so much. At work, more

people are involved in service jobs and in manage-

ment than ever before, and they spend most of

their time talking. Never before have organisations

felt such a need to know their staff  and customers

as individuals rather than as stereotypes, and to

converse with them rather than just give orders. At

the same time, in private life, the silences between

men and women, and between parents and chil-

dren have been replaced by a search for friendship

based on intimate conversation

But the advent of  the mobile phone has not auto-

matically been accompanied by greater skill in talk-

ing. Technology has focused on facilitating the

communication of  information, but by itself  it

cannot produce empathy or prevent misunder-

standing.      

In the past, rhetoric was part of  the school syllabus

for the ruling classes, teaching them how to use

words to achieve their goals and enhance their sta-

tus. Now much more is demanded of  talk, and it

is no longer enough to have a facility in argument

or presentation, or in flattery, humour, gossip,

small talk or saying what is expected of  you. Be-

yond that, and beyond communication, there is a

demand for a new kind of  conversation which im-

proves the quality of  relationships in more funda-

mental ways, opening up paths to more

life-enhancing forms of  work, more equal partner-

ships in family life, and trust between strangers

who never imagined that they had much in com-

mon. Conversation is assuming a crucial role in

both personal and professional life, and is becom-

ing a currency as important as money, which en-

riches both parties with what money cannot buy.

Already some corporations are having fewer meet-

ings – in which so much time is wasted – and mov-

ing towards becoming Conversation Companies. 

A survey of  MBA graduates has revealed that they “thought the ability to communicate ef-

fectively with another person was the single most useful skill in their career, but that only 6%

of  business schools were even moderately effective in teaching that skill.”



Who Would Benefit from Participating?

Benefits for Managers and Organisations wishing to:-

improve and enrich personal relations 

introduce project based workgroups

eradicate silo working and associated mentalities

undertake restructuring, mergers and acquisitions without

cultural disruption

improve relations with customers and suppliers 

improve productivity and collaboration in multidisciplinary teams

encourage and develop trust and intercultural understanding

enhance motivation and worker satisfaction

stimulate interest in and acceptance of  innovation and corporate

cultures

diminish prejudices about specialist departments or teams

widen their knowledge of  recent research in evolving disciplines 

acquaint themselves with new trends in the thinking of  world and

business leaders

Benefits for Individuals wanting:-

a greater sense of  being appreciated, recognised and under-

stood

an improved ability to relate to, and work creatively with, oth-

ers who have a different specialisation, experience or opinion,

by developing sensitivity to a greater variety of  stimuli

friendlier relationships between the sexes, and more imagina-

tive awareness of  the diversity of  human potential 

greater understanding within families of  the aspirations of

each member, and more respect across generations

collaboration between different cultures or civilisations,

through the discovery of  what they have in common and what

they can do together

a broader general culture, with greater ability to inspire and

win trust from others



3. Integrating personal and professional life
The conversations point to ways by which private life can contribute to enhancing the rewards of  work,

instead of  being in competition with it. They give couples and families maps for endless explorations, so

that they never again say they have nothing to say to one another.

4. New sources of  encouragement
Going beyond introspection and the “personal development” of  talents already within the individual, we

encourage broadening these talents through interaction with others, and the cultivation of  new sensitivities

and curiosities.

2. Expanding knowledge 

Unlike training in communication skills, which teaches techniques without improving the content of  what

is said, we explore the substance  - the ideas, research, discoveries and thinking processes – out of  which

memorable and influential conversation is made. Our aim is not to make participants fast talkers, but to

expand the range of  knowledge and past experience on which they base their judgements and their vision

of  the future. 

1. Imaginative Thinking

We explore how people can go one stage further beyond acquiring information, specialisation and com-

petence, and discover new avenues for their thinking through conversations with both innovating and

traditionalist people in many branches of  human activity.

We offer new experiences in the art of  conversation to stimulate:- 

“Conversation doesn’t just shuffle the cards, it creates new cards”



How Theodore Zeldin, President of  the Oxford Muse,  

came to design this programme 

Theodore Zeldin began his career as a historian at

Oxford, where he conducted research on how the

lessons of  past experience can be applied to con-

temporary problems, and how the inability to find

meaning in today’s world can be alleviated by a new

perspective on the evolution of  emotions in differ-

ent civilisations. His books, which have been trans-

lated into 24 languages, include A History of

French Passions, Happiness, An Intimate History

of  Humanity, and Conversation (based on lectures

given on BBC Radio 4). He then turned his atten-

tion to the Future of  Work, leading a project fi-

nanced by the European Commission. In 2001, the

Oxford Muse Foundation was set up to carry for-

ward this research into the improvement of  profes-

sional, personal and intercultural relations.

He is an Emeritus Fellow and former Dean of  St

Antony’s College Oxford (which he helped to de-

velop as the university’s postgraduate centre for In-

ternational Studies), an Honorary Professor at HEC

Paris Business School, an Associate Fellow of  the

Oxford Said Business School and of  Templeton

College, Oxford, a Trustee of  refugee and medical

charities, a former member of  the BBC Brains

Trust and of  the Management Committee of  the

Society of  Authors. He is a member of  the Euro-

pean Academy, and a Fellow of  the British Acad-

emy and the Royal Society of  Literature. He has

been a Visiting Professor at Harvard and the Uni-

versity of  Southern California and a Fellow of  the

World Economic Forum. He is a frequent broad-

caster and public speaker and has been invited to

address and advise top decision-makers in finance,

law, medicine, IT, consulting, transport, petroleum,

cosmetics, fashion, retailing, manufacturing, design,

arts, insurance, media, advertising, accounting,

human resources, social security, entertainment,

children’s welfare, homelessness, local authorities,

government, and international organisations.  In

France, he has been president of  the Nord-Pas-de-

Calais Planning Commission, adviser to the French

Millennium Commission, presenter of  the Prime

Minister's web site, .and adviser to the President of

the Republic as a member of  his Commission on

Economic Growth. He is a Commander of  the

Order of  the British Empire, and. a Commander of

the Order of  Arts and Letters in France. This pro-

gramme is thr result of  his experience and experi-

ments in business schools in Oxford and Paris 

Press comments on Theodore Zeldin 

One of  the forty world figures whose ideas are likely to have a lasting relevance to the new millennium.  Independent
on Sunday; One of  Britain’s finest intellects. Management Today; An international thought leader. Fast
Company USA; A guide to modern living. Daily Mail; A glimmer of  light in a dark, dark world. Daily Ex-
press; Brilliantly illuminating…deeply humane and sensitively concerned with finding the answers to the knots in which

we tie ourselves. The Independent; Brilliant, original, entertaining and inexhaustible. His exploration is magnifi-

cent. A master is among us. The Times.



What people have said about the Muse

Menu of  Conversation

“Rewarding, stimulating and demanding.” Director,

PriceWaterhouseCoopers

“This is a useful tool for fostering conversation between

strangers. It provides a structure for exchange between

the two people involved that allows them to be reason-

ably open and trusting of  each other. Without the menu

it is very unlikely that either party would have been con-

fident enough to raise most of  the issues that ended up

being discussed. It could be used to build relations be-

tween team members by building trust and understand-

ing.” General Manager, Ministry of  Justice, New

Zealand

“I enjoyed very much this opportunity to open up my

thoughts about several tender issues. I learned a lot. I

feel very positive about what I transmitted and I think it

will have a positive result on my personality and career

development. I would use it to get to know my key em-

ployees a bit more.”  Vice-President Agrisal Group,

El Salvador

“Very learnful … I’m thinking of  introducing the menu

widely into the top management of  my firm.” Vice

Chairman EB/COO, ENECO Energie, Nether-

lands

“A unique “Menu”, delicious and scrumptious. You are

right. Conversation will be the glue that will bring the

people across the globe closer together.” Managing Di-

rector, Sales and Trading, Citygroup, South Africa

“Very impressive. One possibility would be to use the

“dinner idea” with internal departments.” 

Deputy CEO, Chief  Financial Officer, RWE En-

ergy AG Germany

“Very good prompt…has the potential to get people un-

derstanding each other and working together more co-

operatively.” Director, Corporate and Civic Services,

Waitakere City Council, NZ

“Very interesting process. Thoroughly enjoyable way to

promote conversation and discussion. I was surprised at

how successful this was and how it leads onto other

areas of  discussion. Could be useful in hierarchical or-

ganisations for breaking down barriers and understand-

ing others’ motivation.” Consultant in

Pharmaceutical Public Health, National Health

Service, Lothian, Scotland

“This was a very stimulating exercise. I will test some of

this with my colleagues.” Executive Director for the

European Commission at the EBRD, Brussels

“The questions are quite thought provoking! Some of

them were ones I have answered for the first time. Very

good. I would like to use this format to let people get to

know each other better. This would be of  immense

help.” Managing Director, ERM India

A wonderful opportunity to bring out inner feelings and

let people open up and share. I would wish to get my

staff  to experience this; it would improve the team. Prin-

cipal, Makerere University Business School,

Uganda

“The questions are both provocative and evocative, and

relentless. They do not allow you to escape with super-

ficialities. They truly facilitate a meaningful exchange.

Thank you!” Deputy Secretary, Policy, Ministry of

Maori Development, New Zealand

“I feel restored somehow, as well as excited. It is a bit

like stroking my dog Basil and flying at the same time.

Perhaps even if  you had a dictator down at the table he

would have had to see the human beings in front of

him.” Managing Editor, Centre for Global Gover-

nance London School of  Economics

“Very different. Very enjoyable. Not as intimidating as

it would seem, although you have to throw yourself  into

it to get the most value.” Executive, KPMG

“I think it's a fantastic forum for getting strangers to talk

to each other and would like to see it extended into many

different scenarios and settings, with the most heteroge-

nous populations.” Director, Hayward Gallery, South

Bank, London

“I'm amazed at the frankness with which people were

saying things to each other within minutes.”Chief  Ex-

ecutive, Business in the Community UK



“Absolutely wonderful!. I do not remember when was

the last time I had this kind of  conversation with any-

one.” Manager, Asian Cultural Centre, Oxford City

Council

“Everybody really enjoyed it, the feedback from the at-

tendees was fantastic.” Assistant Manager, Novotel

Hotel, West London

“I really enjoyed the experience.. The Menu is a fantastic

idea. I enjoyed meeting, talking to, and listening to my 

conversational partner and she has restored my faith in

younger people and the tolerance of  different people in

the world.” Regional Deputy Secretary, Communi-

cation Workers Union

“Thought-provoking and inspiring. I sat next to a col-

league. I’ve known him for twenty years on and off  but

I found out more tonight from speaking to him than I

did in 20 years of  working near to him and passing him

by.” Chief  Superintendent, West Yorkshire Police

“I have tagged these [Muse questions] on at the end of

the formal interview when people are most relaxed, feel

that the interview is drawing to a close, and have devel-

oped some kind of  relationship with the interviewer. I

try to use them to see how they see other people, how

they see different situations - this helps me determine

whether I think they will be a good team player, be flex-

ible, be innovative etc.” Business Planning Manager,

multinational computer firm, Munich, Germany

“While I learned much about my colleague, I learned

even more about myself. She helped me reveal more

about myself  that can prove helpful for me.” CEO,

GSM Association, UK

What people have said about 

Muse Portraits

“I am really glad I wrote it because not only will it teach

other people things about me but it taught me, or at least

made me remember, some important things too.”

Lawyer (trainee)

“I think that people responded very positively to my por-

trait and were very touched by it.  I got an email from a

colleague that I used to work with and she was really

touched by it and said that she hadn't realised how much

we had in common and was really keen for us to meet

up and have a chat!  It gave people a real insight to who

I am and I had such warmth in reaction to my por-

trait.”Overseas Development Worker, Kenya

“The best thing that “A” said to me about his portrait

was that it expressed things his thoughts on paper, which

he has never been able to do before because of  his

dyslexia. I also find it easier to express myself  in writing

than I do in conversation, so it's a great way to commu-

nicate with people about who you are. Putting things in

writing requires more thought than the usual sort of  self-

conscious introspection. It is more useful in a way be-

cause one has to rationalize and order one's emotions.

I'm looking forward to going home for Christmas be-

cause my father wants to take me out for a meal - just

the two of  us - to talk about some things in my portrait.

I would like all my family to write one and to share it

with the rest of  us. It would stimulate the sort of  con-

versations that don't usually happen unless something

has gone badly wrong.” Literary Critic

“The questions were incredible. They made me really ex-

amine who I am. They made me think about my family

in a whole new light, and maybe the benefits to that are

not immediately apparent. But it helps you understand

who you are and why you act in certain ways, what your

priorities are, why you might not be happy in your cur-

rent position in the world and what you potentially could

do to change that. It’s really made me think about my

job, and what I’ve done by coming over here and how I

treat my friends, how I look at myself, what will make

me ultimately happy in the end.” Editor, Oxford Uni-

versity Press



How to Participate

In-House Events 
We are happy to deliver our conversation day at your company premises or a venue of  your choice. Key

requirements are the provision of  a comfortable private room, lunch and equipment for projecting

films from a DVD and laptop. 

Oxford-Based Events - The Old Library, Oxford 
We are also happy to organise your event as a conversation “away day”. This could be held, for example,

at the beautiful Old Library, constructed in 1320,  in the heart of  Oxford, the original building where the

university started.  The meal will be prepared by the celebrated chef  Will Pouget of  The Vaults and Gar-

dens, who specialises in local, seasonal, organic and Fair Trade produce. 

How to Book

The Oxford Muse is a registered charity. We do not charge fees for our work, but invite you to make a

donation to meet our costs and to enable us to fund events for disadvantaged people. As each conversation

day is tailored to participants’ needs we suggest that in the first instance you contact us to discuss your

requirements and a donation appropriate to your organisation’s means. 

The Oxford Muse

School Buildings

Ferry Hinksey Road

Oxford

OX2 OBY

info@oxfordmuse.com

01865 791421

You may also request Theodore Zeldin to speak at your event



The Oxford Muse Foundation
Some examples of  our activities

Portraits of  the Homeless, in collaboration with Business in the Community

Conversations with and video portraits of  teenagers in underperforming schools

providing students with structured opportunities for voluntary work with the     under-

privileged or  disabled, in collaboration with the Higher Education Funding Council for

England and the University of  Oxford 

Conversations between communities and places where neighbours seldom talk to one

another, with sponsorship from local sources and BMW

Conversation Dinners between Chinese and British people in Beijing, sponsored by the

Royal College of  Art 

Conversation lunches between older and younger people, collaborating with Age Con-

cern

And we are negotiating a project to embark on conversations with the unemployed in

the suburbs of  Paris, with a view to assisting them in finding work, with sponsorship

from McDonald’s.

with thanks to Bi Scott for permission to use her photograhs


