
I
CAME too late to this business.
The old timers I meet sometimes
hark back to the days of the long
lunch – often helped by martinis

before the starter course. And don’t
even start me on the depth of some
expense accounts of yore. I’ll just
have the plastic triangle pack sand-
wich at my desk, thanks. 

Actually it’s not so bad. As a
believer in the benefits of lunching –
an effective yet enjoyable way of
networking – I’ve enjoyed my fair
share.

Like my friend, who when launch-
ing her business always held
meetings in the lounge of an upmar-
ket hotel. She didn’t see the point of
inviting people to her postage
stamp-sized ‘office’, when plush
surroundings could be leased for the
price of a couple of cups of coffee.

So lunch: it’s pleasant, it can be
impressive. But despite the fact fine
dining is more relaxed than ever,
there are still pitfalls to avoid.

The maitre d’ doesn’t have a pol-
icy of eavesdropping, but…“if it
goes wrong, we notice”, says Robert
Macdonald, general manager of
Glasgow’s much-lauded Glasgow
restaurant, Etain. He invited me to
lunch in its sleek, yet soothing, envi-
rons to share his years of experience
working in top UK restaurants.

It’s lunch, not rocket science.
These days the business lunch is all
about urbane moderation. Don’t
drink too much, don’t talk about
politics or religion. If you extend the
invitation, you pay. If you’re the
host, set the tone on the sometimes
iffy question of whether or not to
have alcohol – offer wine but
explain if you aren’t partaking. If
you are given the choice, don’t order

the most expensive bottle or the
whole lobster (too messy anyhow).

If there’s something you don’t
know or understand about the
menu, or the wine list, or what that
fork is used for – ask. There’s a lot
less cutlery these days and, anyway,
the more formal the restaurant, the
more they will work to make people
feel comfortable.

If something goes wrong, don’t
be rude to restaurant staff in
front of guests. Instead, a
quiet word will have the
problem sorted quickly,
without embarassment and
you’ll look in charge
rather than like a
charging bull. Plus,
you’ll be assured
your soup is free of
the waiter’s spit –
although that is
more common sense
rather than advice
from Macdonald,
who I’m sure would-
n’t stand for that sort
of thing.

It used to be that the
maitre d’ could spot the
holders of a ‘Centurion’
– Amex’s exclusive no-
limit black card. But now
the one in trainers could
be a hedge fund manager
and the one in the jacket
and tie looking for a job
in the kitchen.

The good news is even
plebs can lunch in high
places, as often it is
priced more affordably
than dinner.

It’s not just lunch, it’s
democratic. ●Ph
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Thinking out of 
the box
Apparently it is all Aristotle’s fault. We are
constrained by his rigid “box thinking”. 
You are either in the box or not, there is no
half-way house, or room for uncertainty or
fuzziness.

According to the great lateral thinker,
Edward de Bono, such an approach may be
logical and practical but it is inadequate and
dangerous in the present age. 

“Our traditional thinking methods have not
changed for centuries,” he says. “While these
methods were powerful in dealing with a
relatively stable world (where ideas and
concepts tended to live longer than people),
they are no longer adequate to deal with the
rapidly changing world of today where new
concepts and ideas are urgently needed.”

We are, says de Bono, obsessed with
problem solving, whereas we should be
looking for what can be done better, searching
not for what is wrong but what can be got
right, building creatively on others’ innovation
and not trying to knock it down.

Right or wrong, de Bono challenges us to
think differently. If we wish to find innovative
solutions that will address the really difficult
local, national and global issues, we need to
test our assumptions, expand our repertoires
and, like some of the best musicians,
improvise. We may need to take a risk…
or several.

We can start by acknowledging our own
ignorance and not pretend that we have all the
answers. As Einstein said: “Do not worry about
your difficulties with mathematics. I can
assure you mine are still greater.”

We need to accept that it’s not all about
knowledge. Imagination is critical. But our
education system may work against us.

“It is a miracle that curiosity survives formal
education,” thought Einstein. For him “the
important thing is not to stop questioning”. 

To transcend our culture of right/wrong or
win/lose, perhaps we too need to keep asking
questions and use the inspiration of de Bono
and Einstein to build a truly collaborative
approach in business, politics and the
professions.

Our flagship mediation training course: March 26-29 2007
– contact lisa.garrow@core-solutions.com
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