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1. Introduction 
 
The use of the Enneagram for personal and organizational development has increased during 
the last three decades in the Western world. In South Africa, the Enneagram has been used 
rather sporadically, especially in the last 10 years, by Coach training institutions, by 
organisational effectiveness facilitators in particular institutions and by personal and business 
coaches. However, outside of South Africa, in other countries in Africa, there has been very 
little work done using the Enneagram. 
 
The writer of this paper has used the Enneagram in the financial services industry in 9 Anglo-
fone countries outside South Africa between 2016 – 2019, in personal development, 
leadership development and team effectiveness programmes. These programmes have 
involved teaching the Enneagram to over 1900 participants. The programmes involved 
change management, moving from silo operations to integrated teams, performance 
coaching for Line Managers, as well as building leadership skills for senior and middle 
managers.  
 
As I engaged in the research about the impact of the Enneagram on the different programmes 
I facilitated for participants in Africa, I was hit by a recurring theme. Whether it was working 
with employees on dealing with change or how to communicate more effectively leaders, or 
on issues of trust, breaking down silos and working collaboratively to increase impact, one 
central golden thread became quite apparent. It was the relative ease in which participants 
(after working with the Enneagram) embraced the concept of collaboration, cooperation, and 
working together for with a common purpose, rather than in competition and working 
towards fostering one’s own agenda to the ultimate detriment of the team or group.  
 
I had a hunch – inherent in the DNA of the African personhood is the seed of collaboration 
and cooperation, very different from the individualistic concept of personhood that has been 
the dominant narrative from the West. And possibly here-in lies the opportunity to use the 
Enneagram more creatively and widely to address problems and crises that are plaguing 
Africa presently. I researched traditional African cultures and wanted to find out whether 
there was any truth to my hunch. It is this journey that is recorded in this paper. 
 
In my paper I will touch on my experience using the Enneagram in 9 countries outside of South 
Africa to address the issue of getting teams to work collaboratively rather than in silos. I will 
take you into the actual programme design and approach because I believe therein lies, to a 
great extent, the reasons for the impact of the programme. I will also share with you the 
results of a survey I conducted in which 260 participants from 9 countries responded. This 
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survey was done between 3 months to 3 years after the training was completed – so it should 
give us some good data to analyse. 
 
The second part of the paper will go into a brief exploration of traditional African culture, the 
concept of personhood and personality  in Africa, to tease out the link between my findings 
on the Enneagram in the work I have done with teams in Africa, and African culture.  
 
I will then, in the third part of my paper, go into my observations of the impact of the 
Enneagram on participants with a few vignettes from different countries to illustrate cultural 
nuances. 
 
The paper will then present the feedback from participants on the relevance of the 
Enneagram to their country cultures in Africa 
 
The paper will conclude with some ideas for future research and the possibilities of using the 
Enneagram more broadly in Africa. 
 

2. Context and Background 
 
The Enneagram first found me when I enrolled for my Professional Coaching Certificate (PCC) 
with the Centre for Coaching at UCT in 2012. Very skeptical at first at such personality 
assessments and the whole idea of boxing and typing, I was really amazed at the accuracy of 
the Integrative assessment as well as the painful truths I found in the reports. I have used the 
Enneagram for individual coachees, students, couples, small businesses, corporate teams and 
larger groups, for non-profit organisations and for religious groups.  
 
Since 2016, I have facilitated Team effectiveness sessions using the Enneagram in Mauritius, 
Ghana, Uganda, Kenya, Zambia, Tanzania, Seychelles, Mozambique, Swaziland and in South 
Africa. Over 1900 people have participated in either individual coaching sessions with me or 
in Enneagram workshops that I facilitated.  
 
My journey working with the Enneagram and teams started off accidentally. In 2015 I decided 
to leave my job as Director of Leadership, Learning and Talent for Barclays Africa, responsible 
for the 10 countries outside of SA. I had spent 4 years between 2011 – 2015 travelling to all 
10 countries and engaging with employees. In September 2015, I decided to leave my 
corporate job and start up my own organization – LEAP Leadership and Learning wanting to 
fulfil my dream of facilitating leadership development programmes, team effectiveness 
programmes and most importantly self-awareness and self-development programmes in 
Africa.  
 
In 2015, when I started my work as a consultant, I was asked by a senior manager in the credit 
unit of a bank for my views on how the bank could get technical credit skills training to its 
employees to stick. As I was involved in Corporate Learning, I knew for a long time that 
training hard technical skills on its own without the complementary soft skills was ineffective. 
I had run a successful learning pilot in the Retail division of Absa Bank and the post 
implementation evaluation pointed out the role of self-awareness and self-development  for 
any learning programme in a corporate. Socrates once said, “Let him that would move the 
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world first move himself.” And so I managed to convince the Senior Manager to combine the 
Credit Skills programme he wanted to roll out to employees with a self-awareness and self 
development programme.  I was busy using the Enneagram for individual coaching, and so 
suggested its use to base the soft-skills programme. The senior management team was 
skeptical and suggested we pilot the programme first. This was done in November 2016 with 
the Mauritian team of 16 participants. The feedback from the pilot was excellent with the 
Enneagram component of the programme receiving the higher accolades. I was then asked 
to roll the programme with the Enneagram to other countries starting with Ghana in Feb 
2017, and then the 8 other countries. In 4 of the countries (Kenya, Tanzania, Zambia and 
Botswana) we facilitated the programme for 3 other teams of Credit and Coverage personnel 
with demand for the programme increasing.  
 
The main outcome of the programme was to get the teams of Credit and Coverage personnel 
to work together collaboratively, rather than in silos as they were then doing, which was quite 
detrimental to customer service and  which finally negatively impacted the revenue and 
profits generated by the bank. Initial post-programme evaluations indicated that teams were 
indeed working more collaboratively than before and that this was having the desired positive 
impact. As we rolled the programme through the next 3 years, we tweaked the design such 
that the momentum created in the workshops would be carried through and sustained when 
delegates returned to their business as usual jobs.  
 
My initial objective was to present this programme as an example of how the Enneagram is 
such a powerful tool to get participants to embrace collaboration and cooperation. However, 
while preparing this paper, a question was continually surfacing: Why was collaboration 
between two traditionally opposing teams so easily achieved through a 5 day programme? In 
the past I have facilitated workshops for corporate teams on the need to move away from 
silo operations to collaborative working, and despite the powerful content and very engaging 
workshops, I could not get collaboration to stick post the workshop programme. The unique 
differentiator here was the inclusion and use of the Enneagram. But that still left questions in 
my head. I had run a programme for an Israeli-based distribution company – for its senior 
managers, many of whom were quite outspoken and vocal Israelis – using the Enneagram, 
but while it enthused the managers for a short time, it really wasn’t carried through as a new 
way of work. However, the feedback we were getting from our clients In Africa was very 
different. It then struck me – there must then be a link between the Enneagram and the 
culture of the participants attending the programmes.  
 
Hence that became the focus of my research.  An early disclaimer though: 
 

• I am not an expert on African culture. Nor am I an expert on personality and 
personhood. I studied early African history when I did History Honours many years 
ago, and I have always been interested in African traditional culture from across Africa. 
I am also not an expert on the Enneagram.  

• The area of personality and personhood in Africa and its relationship to existing 
Western personality programmes  is still quite young and my contribution is but a 
superficial look based on my limited experience over the last 3 years in a limited no of 
clients. 
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• My hope is that this paper will interest and excite other African Enneagram 
practitioners and researchers to get their feet wet in the river of African personhood! 

 
 
 

3. The Credit Bootcamp 
 
Given my experience heading Learning and Development in corporates in Africa, my initial 
response to the request for a Credit Skills Bootcamp from a client was to undertake a mini-
Performance Analysis. I did this with a sample group of employees and managers from the 
Credit and Coverage teams in Mauritius, and it was immediately apparent that the root cause 
of sub-optimal performance in this organization was the silo operations that the teams were 
engaged in, as distinct credit and coverage teams. This impacted not only their performance 
in delivering on their performance objectives, but also the experience of their clients. 
 
The Credit Skills Bootcamp was run over 5 days, and the content included the technical 
financial and credit skills that was traditionally taught in such courses, as well as the “soft” HR 
skills, with each part getting equal airtime every day. The programme starts off with 
understanding self – the personality, behaviours at the different levels of integration of the 
different types on the Enneagram, strengths, weaknesses and blind spots of each type. The 
participants then go through communication styles, conflict handling, having difficult 
conversations and negotiation skills on successive days of the workshop. Participants are also 
taken through their stress maps indicating their levels of stress in different aspects of their 
lives viz. physical, environmental, inter-personal, vocational and psychological. The pen-
ultimate part of the programme takes participants through the lines of development, 
integration and disintegration, and concludes with each participant completing a Personal 
Development Plan. Participants facing serious challenges were offered individual coaching 
sessions. At the end of the programme, each participant was given an individual report which 
highlighted the main strengths and development areas) based on their Enneagram reports 
and their engagements and interactions with the facilitators and colleagues over the course 
of the bootcamp. 
 
I was keen to look at the impact of the Enneagram in sustaining the collaborative working of 
participants post the programme. Questionnaires were sent to 960 participants and we had 
264 (25.6%) respondents. Two clients were included in the survey viz. 
 

(a) Bank A – research conducted in 10 countries (Credit and Coverage Teams, Branch 
Managers and Line Managers) 

(b) Bank B – research conducted in one country (150 participants from 5 units) 
 
 
Participants were asked about rating the usefulness of the Enneagram in understanding their 
strengths, weaknesses, blind spots, their communication styles and stress levels. The 
following chart is a summary of their responses. It is evident from the responses that the 
Enneagram has had much impact on helping participants understand themselves better, as 
well as understand their colleagues and significant others in their lives.  
 



 5 

 
 
 
 
 
I was also keen in understanding the impact of the Enneagram in the continued collaboration 
of the teams within these organisations, and checked for a comparison before and after the 
Enneagram training. The following chart reflects the responses of the respondents. It showed 
a 37% increase for the level of collaboration before and after the Enneagram training. When 
one considers that in a number of these countries these evaluations were done  2-3 years 
after the facilitation of the bootcamp programme.  
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As I indicated in my introduction, the client that contracted me wanted to build some soft 
skills element into their traditional technical credit training. I convinced them to start with 
getting participants to understand self first, then others, then to follow on with how we 
communicate with one another effectively to make an impact on our customers. They agreed 
and I introduced the Enneagram as a tool to unlock self-awareness and then build in the other 
aspects on communication and relationships as we progressed.  
 
It was on the first day of the workshop in Ghana (February 2017),  after we had completed 
the pilot in Mauritius, that we realized that the elephant in the room was the un-healthy 
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competition between the credit team and the coverage team (relationship managers), the 
lack of trust between the two teams, the breakdown of communication, and ultimately the 
impact on the customer who experienced much frustration, and consequently would take 
their business elsewhere. It was very evident that the competition and fight was inside the 
organization, and the lack of collaboration between the teams was proving counter-
productive.  
 
After the 5 day programme, which culminated in  presentations by mixed groups, we realized 
that something was happening. The evaluation feedback we received spoke overwhelmingly 
of the usefulness and power of the Enneagram in getting participants to understand 
themselves and others, and to ease into collaborating rather than competing with each other. 
As we took the programme to other countries in Africa – Mozambique, Tanzania, Zambia, 
Uganda, Kenya, Seychelles – we realized more and more that the Enneagram as a catalyst in 
understanding self and others was the key to greater collaboration, and that spoke to 
something in the African culture that we were tapping into. Was there a possibility that we 
could take this simple success that was working in a  small corner of a corporate to a bigger 
society, and use the power of the Enneagram to address other parts of corporates and 
organisations, other bigger ills in African society across the continent? By the time we had run 
the programme with about 25 groups in 8 countries between 2016-2019, we realized the 
consistent theme that was emerging. The Enneagram spoke to the essential fabric of 
traditional African culture and this is what I would like to go into.  
 
Let me first start with the concept of personality and personhood in African traditional culture 
 
 

4. Personality and Personhood in African Traditional Culture 
 
 
Researchers in African culture, African philosophy and psychology, and indeed African 
personhood and personality, have questioned whether there is something called the “African 
personality”.  Africa has been subjected to invasions from Western imperialist and colonial 
powers over the centuries, and began permeating the fabric of African society  - its education 
and legal system. The rapid spread of Islam and Christianity further impacted on African 
cultural systems and African life. The rapid phenomenal rise of the charismatic and 
Pentecostal churches in Africa has been the subject of much research recently.  
 
It is because of the influence of these two cultures that the question about the validity or 
viability of the concept of "African Personality" has arisen, with some people claiming that as 
Africa becomes more and more industrialized, it will also become Westernized, that is, 
deculturalized to an  extent that to speak of an African personality will be "romantic 
nonsense" at worst and misleading at best.  

In considering politics and the history of Africa and its peoples, writers ask us to remember 
something very basic: Africa was not a blank canvas when the early imperialist arrived on the 
continent. Rather, Africans had well-established political systems, traditions, worldviews, 
philosophies, and cultures. Many African societies were structured, stable, and provided 
services to their constituents. Thus, there was a long history of political, social, cultural, and 
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economic development that pre-dated European contact. Even before Africa’s contact with 
the West, cultures evolved and changed due to internal and external stimuli. Thus, it is 
important to note the issues of continuity and change in the African cultures and politics 
inside and outside the continent. Perhaps it is best stated by Toyin Falola in The Power of 
African Cultures (2014),  “culture evolves, adapting itself to new circumstances and 
environments. New ideas come from the outside, to replace older ideas or to be blended with 
existing ones. Culture and society can be fluid, reflecting an ongoing adaptation.”  

An early discussion on the relationship between human nature, culture and personality was 
provided to us by Hofstede (1994). 

 

Hofstede points out that culture is learned, not inherited, and that  it comes  from one’s social 
environment, not from one’s genes. Culture, he maintains,  should be distinguished from 
human nature on one side, and from an individual’s personality on the other, although exactly 
where the borders lie between human nature and culture, and between culture and 
personality, is a matter of discussion among social scientists.  

Human nature, according to Hofstede,  is what all human beings, from the Russian professor 
to the Australian aborigine, have in common: it represents the universal level in one’s mental 
software. It is inherited with one’s genes; within the computer analogy it is the ‘operating 
system’ which determines one’s physical and basic psychological functioning. The human 
ability to feel fear, anger, love, joy, sadness, the need to associate with others, to play and 

Human Nature, Culture and Personality

27
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exercise oneself, the facility to observe the environment and talk about it with other humans 
all belong to this level of mental programming. However, what one does with these feelings, 
how one expresses fear, joy, observations, and so on, is modified by culture. 

According to Hofstede, the personality of an individual, on the other hand, is her/his unique 
personal set of mental programs which (s)he does not share with any other human being. It 
is based upon traits which are partly inherited with the individual’s unique set of genes and 
partly learned. ‘Learned’ means: modified by the influence of collective programming 
(culture) as well as unique personal experiences.  

Keeping this simple schema in mind, and in the context of our earlier discussion about the 
influences that the African continent has been subjected to, Petzer (2005) and Boon (2007) 
have placed Africans into four group, and here the writers use the Zulu stratification of society 
viz. 

(a) Amabhinca: Traditionalists who remain very close to the tribal way of life 
(b) Amakholwa: Those who follow Western ideologies and are mostly Christian. They are 

people who are strongly opposed to traditionalism, viewing it as pagan and primitive. 
Religion provides them with the discipline and integrity that are easily lost in the 
breakdown of tribal groupings. 

(c) Amagxagxa: Those who borrow from “First World” and “Third World”. These neo-
traditionalists find themselves in a “cross-over cultural zone”, and they constitute by 
far the largest group. 

(d) “Third World Takers” (coined by Boon). These are those who turn their back on 
traditions and discipline and in so doing, also on the closeness of community and 
ubuntu. They replace it not with the best of the First world, but often the worst. They 
are self-serving and care nothing for the community other than what it can deliver to 
them personally. They seek to take and not to share. Takers have neither integrity nor 
discipline 

Given this, it therefore becomes difficult to talk of a singular African philosophy because of 
Africa’s diverse races, cultural traditions, languages and systems of beliefs, and of course the 
stratification I referred to above. In spite of the diversities of African cultures, there are some 
overlying common traits that transcend geographical or linguistic boundaries. Just as there 
are such continental philosophies like in the European and Chinese philosophy canon, there 
is also a philosophy particular to the African continent. Such philosophy, whether by an 
indigenous or non-African, can be categorized as African philosophy in as much as its content 
is in harmony and congruence with the African experience and spirit. 

Holdstock (2000) identifies several precepts of this “African” culture I have referred to above. 
These include: 
 

• Nothing exists in isolation 
• Life is sacred, a communion of souls, and transcends the limitations of space and time 
• Life is cyclical, a consistent renaissance requiring an inner renewal of humankind to 

keep pace with renewal occurring in the cosmos 
• Life cannot be evaluated from a linear perspective 
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• The natural world is imbued with power beyond that which can be understood by 
Western logic 

• Intuitive reasoning is important and very sophisticated 
• There is a vital force in people, plants and inanimate objects that is not time bound 

making the past as important as the present 
• Not all forces are equal and one must discover one’s relation to the other forces. The 

human being is not just a vital force but a vital force in participation 
• A person “alone” as an isolated being lacks power and definition or identity 
• The ancestors are considered the living dead reflecting the distinction between the 

West and Africa on the demarcation of life and death. As the living dead they remain 
in relationship to the living. 

• African humanism (ubuntu to the Nguni which is distinctly different from Western 
types of humanism) is inherently anti-individualistic and pro-communalistic, spiritual, 
transcendental and centrifugal. Respect, dignity, solidarity, compassion and survival 
are thought of as the five fingers of Ubuntu (Mbigi and Maree, 1995) 

• African society is other-centered and living is about cooperation, not competition 
• Self in relation to other is the focus of individual experience 
• The self is in intimate relationship with other people and with the animate and 

inanimate world of nature, the ancestors and spirits. 

Within this discussion has emerged the concept of “Ubuntu”.  Ubuntu is the African idea of 
personhood: persons depend on other persons to be. This is summarized in the expression: 
"umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu", that is, a person is a person through persons. 

A person is a person through other persons. None of us comes into the world fully formed. 
We would not know how to think, or walk, or speak, or behave as human beings unless we 
learned it from other human beings. We need other human beings in order to be human. 
(Tutu 2004) 

An African is not a rugged individual, but a person living within a community. In a hostile 
environment, it is only through such community solidarity that hunger, isolation, deprivation, 
poverty and any emerging challenges can be survived, because of the community’s brotherly 
and sisterly concern, cooperation, care, and sharing.  

Mandela, describes Ubuntu as a philosophy constituting a universal truth, a way of life, which 
underpins an open society (Mandela, 2006:xxv). The Ubuntu philosophy does not mean that 
people should not address themselves to a problem, but it does imply that they should look 
at whether what they are doing will enable or empower the community around them and 
help it improve.  

Practicing the Ubuntu philosophy unlocks the capacity of an African culture in which 
individuals express compassion, reciprocity, dignity, humanity and mutuality in the interests 
of building and maintaining communities with justice and communalities (Poovan, Du Toit & 
Engelbrecht, 2006) 
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Only in terms of other people does the individual become conscious of his own being, his own 
duties, his privileges and responsibilities towards himself and towards other people. When he 
suffers, he does not suffer alone but with the corporate group; when he rejoice, he rejoices 
not alone but with his kinsmen, his neighbours and relatives whether dead or alive… The 
individual can only say: “I am, because we are; and since we are, therefore I am”. This is the 
cardinal point in the understanding of the African view of man (Mbiti  1969). 

In an African traditional thought therefore a normal human being has three levels of 
existence; first, as an individual; second, as a member of a group; and third as a member of a 
community. This is because all of them are Africans’ negation of a unique identity, which is 
partly shared by an Eastern perspective (in which the emphasis is on the transcendence of an 
ego or unique identity), and by the post-modern views (that eliminate or underplay the ego-
identity), is also affirmed by various African writers and philosophers such as Nkrumah (1964), 
Senghor (1964), Nyerere (1968) and Kamalu (1990). In his reflections on the collective 
existence of the African, Senghor (1964:72–73) expresses the following opinion: 

“In contrast to the classic European, the Negro-African does not draw a line between himself 
and the object; he does not hold it at a distance, nor does he merely look at it and analyse it 
... the Negro-African sympathises, abandons his personality to become identical with the 
Other, dies to be reborn in the Other. He does not assimilate; he is assimilated. He lives a 
common life with the Other; he lives in a symbiosis ... ‘I think therefore I am’ Descartes writes 
... The Negro-African could say ‘I feel, I dance the Other; I am’.” 

The implication of such an approach is that the Western injunction to realise or actualise the 
self does not play the same role in the daily life of the traditional African as it does among 
Westerners. For the personologist, this poses the problem that there is no role for an 
individual personality structure, and that the dynamics of the personality have to be 
attributed to the activities of the ancestral spirits and other magical powers outside the 
individual personality. It is therefore fair to ask whether the existence of a unique traditional 
African personality should be questioned. 

This communitarian, normative conception of the person, according to Gyekye, has some 
implications. It implies: 

(i) that the human person does not voluntarily choose to enter into human 
community, that is, the community life is not optional for any individual person;  

(ii) that the human person is at once a cultural being; 
(iii) that the human person cannot --perhaps, must not-- live in isolation from other 

persons;  
(iv) that the human persons is naturally oriented towards other persons and must 

have relationship with them;  
(v) that social relationships are not contingent but necessary; and  
(vi) that, following from (iv) and (v), the person is constituted, but only partly…,by 

social relationships in which he necessarily finds himself (Gyekye 1992). 

African societies, therefore, place a great deal of emphasis on communal values. The 
communal structures of African societies have created a sense of community that 
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characterizes social relations among individual members of the society. The sense of 
community is an enduring feature of the African social life.  African communal system does 
not, however, exclude individualistic values. Communal values are those values that 
appreciate the importance of the community, those values that underpin and guide the type 
of social relation, attitudes and behaviour that ought to exist between individuals who live 
together in a community, sharing a social life and having a sense of common good. Examples 
of such communal values are sharing, mutual aid, caring for others, interdependence, 
solidarity, reciprocal obligation and social harmony (Gyekye, 1996: 35). 

The African person is therefore always in the process of being and existing and the community 
provides the place for the continuing evolvement of the individual’s personhood. In discussing 
Personhood with specific reference to Africa, it should be considered as connoting 
‘humaneness’ rather than ‘humanness.’ It is the attributes assigned that qualify one to be a 
‘person.’ These attributes are culturally defined and may not be similar in practice across 
communities but communicate similar values. The common attributes of ‘personality’ in 
Africa are centered on relationship: cordiality, sharing, belonging, sacrifice, respect, 
celebration, etc. Isolationism, independence, individualism, are associated with persons with 
a ‘bad heart.’ In fact, a ‘good heart’ is what marks ‘Personhood.’ Personality in the African 
setting has to do with how individuals respond and observe cultural norms, values and beliefs. 
Personality, in other words, is a reflection of particular attributes—whether good or bad. If 
one exhibits those attributes that ensure social stability, he/she is viewed as person.’ 
(Musana: The African Concept of Personhood and its relevance to respect in human life and 
dignity in Africa and the Global Context, 2018).  

So, what has this very cursory research on the use of the Enneagram in Africa pointing to. 
These are just my initial views and opinions and it is open to debate, scrutiny and further 
validation. 

My Observations on using the Enneagram in Africa 

The teaching of personality from a Western, European perspective rests on the principle of 
individual survival based on the survival of the fittest from the theory of evolution as well as 
the Judeao-Christian commandment to control and rule nature. In fact, as Getti Mercurio, a 
fellow Enneagram Coach pointed  correctly pointed out, we should be speaking not of the 
Judea-Christian commandment but an “Abrahamic” commandment as Islam takes a similar 
view. These two principles have given rise to values such as “competition”, “individual rights”, 
and “autonomy” and the importance of “individuality” and “uniqueness”, “responsibility for 
oneself” and “individual differences” in explaining different behaviours of people. In 
personality theories these principles  are expressed in concepts such as “ego’. “self concept”, 
“self realisation” and “ self actualization”. The traditional African ethos rests on other equally 
important principles such as survival of the community (tribe) and union with nature. These 
principles give rise to values that centre around co-operation, inter-dependence and 
collective responsibility. In correspondence with these values, the psychological modalities of 
behavior of “individuality, uniqueness and differences are replaced with modalities such as 
communality, group orientation and agreement. In the following schema, replace “Western 
view” with “Abrahamic View.”  
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Secondly, the Enneagram’s 3 centres of expression (head, heart, gut) are relevant to the use 
of the Enneagram in understanding personhood and personality in Africa, but to that must be 
added the concepts of “human beingness”.  And here the essential elements include the soul 
(okra or emi), spirit (sunsum or ori), destiny (nkrabea or ipin), spirits which guide, protect and 
inform, ancestors and dreams (ala).  (Grills, 2006). 

In his exhaustive study of the concept of Personhood entertained by African people, Alexis 
Kagame, a Rwandan philosopher and linguist, found that the Bantu generally think of a human 
person as consisting of a body, a principle of intelligence, the heart, and then an animating 
force (which he describes metaphorically as “shadow”).  

A discussion of the centres of expression or centres of intelligence then becomes more 
multifaceted rather than just triadic (head, heart and gut). More research needs to be done 
in this field. 

Thirdly, African culture is an expressive one. When we seek to understand the Enneagram 
from an African perspective, we are dealing  with the important issue of what kinship, daily 
life, language, religion, rhetoric, expression, music, art, rhetoric and “traditional” culture 
mean in the context of international discourses.  Africans give more immediate and direct 
expression to all contents of the consciousness through cultural activities such as dance, song, 
oratory, painting and sculpture. 

The use of music and stories in my workshops have proven effective. I start off with music 
from different parts of Africa and play these at breaks, and when participants are engaged in 
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individual reflection, working in pairs or small groups. Generally after lunch as we start the 
afternoon session, it is not unusual to find participants coming into the workshop dancing.  

 

Stories and story-telling are an important part of African traditional culture. In the survey, 
participants spoke about Facilitators understanding the local culture so that they would be 
able to relate stories from their culture to demonstrate the personality types of the 
Enneagram. The most powerful parts of the Enneagram workshops were when I related 
stories of participants from other countries and their experiences. The story of the Ennea 7 
Investment Banker in Ghana who has three small successful small businesses, but who cannot 
leave banking because her mother (Ennea 3) feels that to be a banker in Ghana is of a higher 
status than an Entrepreneur. Her mother, a single mum, raised her after her dad ditched the 
family, and she feels indebted to her mum, and hence has to stay in banking, despite running 
three very successful businesses and  even though she is nearing exhaustion and collapse 
balancing her day job as an Investment Banker with her Entrepreneurial ventures.  Or the 
story of the Ennea 8 who was asked how did he become the Active Controller. His response 
was that his dad had two wives, and he was the eldest child of the second wife. His siblings 
were not seen as illegitimate and hence were not given food, shelter and provisions by the 
children of the first wife. He had to physically fight for his younger siblings and hence this 
shaped him into the Ennea 8. 

Telling these stories help to bring the Enneagram alive to an African audience. 

Teaching the Enneagram in Africa, keeping in mind the African personhood and personality, 
and the concepts of Ubuntu, inadvertently raises a number of key practices in corporates, 
especially in multinationals in Africa.  

One very common practice is that of performance management. The use of instruments like 
the Balanced Scorecard, and other Performance Management systems accentuates the divide 
between the focus on individualism and competition from the West and the pull towards 
collaboration and community from an African perspective. If corporates are finding it difficult 
to implement accepted PM systems, and if the way PM is happening presently with the focus 
on achieving individual targets, is possibly the reason for the gross dissatisfaction amongst 
corporate employees in Africa. This has emerged in almost all of the workshops in which I 
have taught the Enneagram in Africa, as participants can so easily see the disconnect of the 
Enneagram that fosters collaboration and care with competition and individual 
achievements.  

Another difficult area for a large number of Africans working in corporates is the constant 
request from the organisations for Giving and receiving honest and frank feedback and 
having difficult conversations. Here’s how one respondent to the survey put it:  

“Enneagram is relevant to me but for my country culture is a bit difficult since some things 
in Enneagram cannot be practiced due to our culture beliefs like telling a person the truth 
about their behaviour (truth hurts).” 

And another: 
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“Very relevant. we kind of slow people who can't give honest feedback if we see it will hurt 
feelings of receiving person.” 

While I have been arguing in this paper that the culture of Africa warrants that we pay heed 
and attention to the African personality and personhood, the Enneagram also can be used to 
challenge existing traditions that is known to be backward-thinking and  harmful to other 
people and society.  I have found that the hierarchy and bureaucracy is very prevalent in the 
countries I have taught the Enneagram. Many people aspire to be promoted and with it, the 
trappings of the promotion – the corner office, the distance from their people, the 
demagoguery and power. Teaching servant leadership is quite a challenge generally. In a 
leadership programme in which I used the Enneagram recently in 3 countries, I taught the 
concept of “Leaders eat Last”, the leadership theory proposed by Simon Sinek in his book of 
the same name. This was a difficult concept to sell to all Ennea types as there is a firm belief 
that leaders eat first. As an Enneagram facilitator, you have to address such issues. 

Here’s how one participant responded: 

“In our culture people are not able to share their views due to fear of the senior. This 
programme has opened our mind and assisted us with the best way to communicate with 
different people according to their Enneagram without hurting their feeling.”  

 

Another key observation, which I think is a factor of the influence of western conceptions of 
leadership, is the view that one needs to aspire to be an Ennea 8 to be a successful leader. I 
have been often asked: “How can I become an Ennea 8? The strong-man leader – charismatic, 
extrovert, loud, to be appearing fully in control, intimidating, feared by his employees 
(characteristics of the lowly integrated Ennea 8 leader) seems to be desired by many aspiring 
leaders. Indeed, when one looks at the leaders of the organisations I have worked with and 
done the research on, the majority of them are Ennea 8’s, but lowly integrated ones. Strangely 
enough, I found this true for the religious leaders that I came across as well as in the countries 
I worked in.  

So in teaching the Enneagram to participants in Africa, a Facilitator will need to spend some 
time dispelling the myths of leadership that currently exist and abound in the corporates. As 
researchers and writers on the Enneagram show (most recently Beatrice Chestnut in her “9 
types of Leadership”) every type on the Enneagram can be an amazing leader. The key is being 
aware of your Ennea type, and becoming a “conscious” leader – iow knowing your strengths 
and weaknesses, what are your potential triggers. Chestnut quotes Dave Aitken, the CEO of 
FNB in Tanzania who says:   

“…becoming more conscious means developing the ability to be ‘present’ and more ‘mindful’ 
– to build the internal muscle of noticing where your attention goes and to be able to regularly 
observe yourself from a slight distance within your own mind. Its developing the ability to 
catch yourself in the activity of getting lost in what you are doing, going on autopilot, or just 
unquestioningly doing things by rote or according to what is familiar and comfortable. And 
when you catch yourself going to sleep in this way, it’s being able to wake yourself up and 
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make the conscious choice to do something on purpose, through an act of will.” (Chestnut 
2017). 

As I have illustrated in my research on the Credit Bootcamp with one bank across Africa, the 
Enneagram has the power of breaking down silos and the destructive impact of individualism 
and re-focussing people on the power of collaboration for the good of the team or group. In 
thinking about using the Enneagram for peace-building in Africa, we could explore indigenous 
collaborative African work systems like nhimbe. Nhimbe is an indigenous traditional practice 
where community members come together to work towards a common goal. In the process 
of working together, individuals build relationships – they share experiences and develop a 
sense of family and community. Societal conflicts, tensions and problems are diffused, and 
some conflicts are resolved as people participate in nhimbes. nhimbe platforms promote 
community peace and social cohesion by empowering communities to become tolerant, 
mend individual and community relations and, ultimately, reconcile their past disputes. 
Nhimbe is Shona and it is practiced in Zimbabe. A similar collaborative work system in Kenya 
is known as harambee , and in Zambia, there is chilimba. 

Let’s look briefly at some of the comments respondents made to the relevance of the 
Enneagram to their culture: 

• The enneagram has been there in our culture, but it is informal. We have been living 
the contents in Enneagram without realizing them formally. For instance, some 
conflicts/misunderstanding happen among people which might result to certain 
stereotype about certain group of people. This is because we might be dealing with 
one part of enneagram  and failing to apply other parts.  

• The Setswana is conservative in nature and it is uncommon to talk about different 
personalities with the intention to build one another. The enneagram has enabled the 
spirit of being vulnerable with the aim of growing each other and celebrating our 
differences  

• Very relevant, in our culture there are a lot of things remain unsaid but the program 
has helped a lot as it involves communication skills as well as strengths and 
weaknesses. One is able to share the information so as to receive and relay culture to 
the following generation  

• it has added a significant impact since before teams were working in silos and after 
the training, all leaders attended the training are somehow behaving differently to 
colleagues hence the program has brought people close and together we can make a 
different to change the culture  

• Generally, our Country culture is to defer to authority and those who break the mould 
are seen as some type of rebel. The enneagram helped in understanding what drives 
different people and helped in understanding those who are considered aggressive.  

Participants provided a number of suggestions on how we can make the Enneagram 
programmes more relevant to the country culture 

• Target more leaders from private and public sector 
• Start with the Kenya School of Government and then deal with political parties 
• Assess parliament members to get them to understand their blind spots 
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• Inclusion in the school and college curriculum 
• Translate to Kiswahili to reach large masses of people not in the system 
• Explore elements of earth, fire, water and air in teaching the Enneagram in Africa 
• Let young people do it to enable them to select appropriate careers and subjects 
• Governments can use the Enneagram to facilitate peace in conflict-ridden areas 

So, what started out as a technical request for some soft skills training to a team of Credit and 
relationship managers in a bank in one country in Africa, has led me to exploring how and 
why the Enneagram was useful in moving teams away from working independently in silos to 
working more collaboratively in teams. My interest was piqued on what was there in Africa 
that made collaboration easier. I looked at the African culture and researched African 
personhood and personality, and discovered through the research, that collaboration and 
cooperation is in the fibre of African culture. It was possible to bring this out in the 
participants and teams through the use of the Enneagram.  

 

Why was the Enneagram so appealing to the participants from Africa north of South Africa?  

It is quite evident that what participants found appealing in the Enneagram was its 
completeness in that we have all 9 types in us. I personally am not in favour of typing and 
putting people in boxes. While we have a dominant type, and sometimes two or three very 
close types, as human beings we are much more complex than a type.  However, what was 
more powerful was half way through the programme when I switched from focusing on the 
dominant type to getting participants looking at themselves from the triad of head, heart and 
gut I found that participants began to relate in a different way to the way they showed up. 
So, for example, the largest number of Relationship Managers that participated in the 
programme in almost every country, were Type 3’s primary type. Depending on the level of 
integration as well as their sub-types I would often find their behavior to be generally target 
focused, goal oriented, task driven putting task over people, image conscious, wanting the 
recognition, insensitive etc. And while they are in the Feeling Centre of the Enneagram, 
teaching them that they were conflicted about feeling helped them and others in the team, 
who often couldn’t believe that these guys had any feeling and sensitivities most of the time, 
to understand the contradiction. Ennea 3’s are not interested in reaching out to the emotions 
of others (like Ennea 2’s would do) or go deep into their feelings (like Ennea 4’s would). Then, 
looking at where the Ennea 3 was strongest in the Action Centre provided a little more 
perspective on his behavior. So for example an Ennea 3 with a strong Ennea 8 combined goal 
orientation and focus with making things happen with a clarity of focus and decisiveness, yet 
still being the protector, added a new perspective for the Ennea 3. Then looking at his strength 
in the thinking centre added another dimension. An Ennea 3 with a strong 8 in the action 
centre and a strong Ennea 6 for example, brings in the importance of risk consideration, and 
the importance of certainty and trust in the relationship with team members. Suddenly, 
participants were seeing themselves not just as one type but a combination of types, and this 
played directly to the concept of the African person hood – the head, heart, gut AND Spirit or 
shadow. 
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In the workshops, we explored the different combinations of tri-types, and it brought out the 
complexity of the personalities in the room. The biggest impact was felt when we walked the 
lines of integration and disintegration or lines of development. What dawned on me 
increasingly was the emergence of the fourth “component” in addition to the head, heart and 
gut, and that was the force that tied the head, heart and gut together. As participants looked 
at ways of integrating themselves either under stress or release, they demonstrated the 
emergence of the “spirit” or “shadow” as Alex Kagame, the Rwandan philosopher terms it. 
“Sun-sum” or “ori” as it is known in West Africa. 

This concept of the spirit is a cornerstone of traditional African thinking and belief, and indeed 
of traditional African culture. As pointed out earlier, we cannot speak of an individualistic 
African personality and personhood, but a personality linked to the community, to the others. 
As each of the African participants find their lines of development, and as they ebb and flow 
through the continuum of their lines of development, they begin to find their “sprit”, and that 
is what draws them to a new way of looking at the “others” – not from a perspective of 
competing, but of collaborating. It is a shift from “me” to “we”, from a reactive stance to a 
creative and transformational stance (using the concepts of Robert Kegan and Ken Wilbur).  

So, as the participant uses the triad of head, heart, gut, as well as the “spirit” (san-sum), he 
moves along the lines of development in his stress and release, all the while focusing on the 
contribution of the family, team, group – not himself. His personality is interwoven with that 
of the bigger entity. And that is the difference of the African personality and personhood.  

There was something in this more integrated way of looking at the participants. I want to 
believe it spoke to the African indigenous culture, of African personhood and personality. As 
I have shown in this paper, the African personality is not individualistic but more communal.  

Hence, when we look at the level of collaboration and cooperation, even two years down the 
road, it seems that once participants see the shift that they can make through the Enneagram, 
it has a more lasting impact on the coherence and functioning of the team. Listen to a 
participant from Mozambique: 

“It had a very significant impact within coverage and impact interaction. We can almost say 
that there's a Before Enneagram and Post Enneagram phase in the Bank.”  (Participant from 
Mozambique). This programme in Mozambique was completed in April 2017, almost two and 
a half years ago. The survey was done in the last 3 months. 

However, it must be said that the converse is true as well. Where there is no “spirit” with the 
head, heart and gut, then the participants revert back to the individual, reactive stance. As I 
have shown through the research, the spirit of Ubuntu is in the DNA of the personality and 
personhood of the traditional African culture, and the Enneagram aligns beautifully to that 
DNA.  
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Conclusion 

The African context has undergone many and diverse cultural changes from the time of its 
contact especially with the colonial legacy that still lives on through both governance and 
educational and religious sectors. The rate of industrialization, together with the resultant 
urbanization challenge the traditional cultural set-up and worldview. This calls for revision of 
the once cherished value systems as relationships are re-negotiated in terms of the new 
realities. For example, the discussion of Personhood in most African communities today will 
be overshadowed by European and Christian worldviews. This is occasioned by the education 
system that Africa has inherited from especially the West. All that is indigenous and informal 
in nature is not considered as trustworthy and foundational in giving focus and direction to 
the continent. However, it is evident that quite often, and especially after the failure of the 
‘borrowed’ and adopted methodologies, there is a ‘return’ to the search for the enduring and 
traditional knowledge systems that are human-sustaining. How much longer this will be and 
is still a contentious matter. 

The theme of this year’s World Economic Summit in Davos was “Globalisation 4.0: Shaping a 
Global Architecture in the Age of the Fourth Industrial Revolution”. Schwab said on the eve 
of the forum that “[t]he fourth wave of globalisation needs to be human-centred, inclusive 
and sustainable”. Perhaps his reflection was prompted by the failure of the previous three 
waves of globalisation to deliver a world that is human-centred, inclusive and sustainable (as 
quoted by Vasu Gounden, Director of Accord). 
 
Is it possible that perhaps the Enneagram could help here in Africa as we mediate our 
movement into the 4IR? 
There is a great deal of the world within Africa but there is also a large amount of Africa in 
the world at large. (A.G.Hopkins, 2002 ) 

As beautifully said by CNBC Africa Senior Anchor Gugulethu Mfuphi, , “The music is back on; 
the party hasn’t yet started.”  
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