
Arrive at most hotels for a leadership training week 
and you will be met by liveried flunkies who make 
sure your passage from limo to luxury room will be as 
fluid as a gently meandering river. Arrive at a leader-
ship training at Kasbah du Toubkal at night, when the 
streets of Imlil are deathly quiet and you will be told 
to get on a mule – not asked, told. “‘It’s part of the 
experience,” says Steve Carter, “because that ride up 
the steep zig-zag path under the walnut trees in the 
dark is such a totally contradictory experience to what 
most visitors would expect that their heads are going 
to be in a totally different place from when they land-
ed at Marrakech”. And that’s what Steve Carter wants. 
“The Kasbah removes the permafrost from around 
their thinking.”

In 2000 Carter, in the shape of Apt-
er Development, was asked to set up 
a leadership experience for the Boots 
Company – more affectionately known to 
one and all simply as Boots the Chemist. 
They wanted a venue that would chal-
lenge senior managers’ assumptions. “By the time 
somebody gets to a middle or a senior manager they 
probably have done quite a lot of rounds in corpo-
rate hotels, which becomes a learned behavior. They 
sit around tables and go into small syndicate rooms 

with small flip-charts and they get very good at doing 
that, but by the time you get to the sort of people 
we’re dealing with you've got to challenge their 
assumptions and challenge their thinking, and that’s 
what we were asked to do for Boots.”

Most organisations still basically have a hierarchal, bu-
reaucratic mindset, lots of divisionalisation about the 
bits of the business – ‘silos’ they are called – where 
people look after their little bit and don’t connect 
things together particularly well. “At somewhere like 
the Kasbah you never really find out who’s in charge. 
Some days you think one person’s in charge and 
sometimes another, and that actually reflects the 
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challenge for organisations to let the right leadership 
emerge for the particular job or project they are deal-
ing with. How the Kasbah operates somehow reflects 
that. The whole place is a brilliant analogy for a lot of 
good things.”

As part of their work Apter are always very careful 
to tell delegates the story of the Kasbah. One of the 
most powerful ways that that they communicate 
about what leadership is, is by telling stories. “When 
the Kasbah started they used the use local labour 
force to build the place instead of bringing in people 
from Marrakech. They had to work with the Berber 
population, and because the way the Berber culture 
works is fairly centre-less, they had to create the vil-
lage association so they had something that could en-
gage the whole village community in what was going 
on. Every guest has an automatic 5% added to their 
bill, on a ‘no-pay, no-stay basis’. This money goes to 
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Association Bassins d’Imlil, the association that covers 
seven villages in the valley and supervises development. 
In a time when organisations are increasingly called 
upon to demonstrate their connection with the broad-
er society, the Kasbah is a perfect living example. 
That’s a unique quality of the Kasbah, I don't know 
anywhere else that nails that, particularly this as well.”
Apter’s style is based on the premise that the key 
thing that you want to do in a leadership group is to 
change the conversation, because by changing the 

conversation you start to change the behaviour. Quite 
often leaders don’t have the right conversations with 
the right people, and they don’t have them the right 
way. 

“The Kasbah’s a big player in that experience. That’s 
why it’s so different. You’re trying to open up some-
one’s field of vision, to get them to think about new 
things. There’s a famous saying, ‘The fish is the last 
thing to discover the sea.’ Delegates are often so used 
to seeing the world as limited possibilities that one of 
the first things you have to do to demonstrate lead-
ership in an organisation is to increase that sense of 
possibility. That process is a fundamental piece of in-
spiration, using the original Latin meaning of the word 
‘to breathe’. The Kasbah is about that inspiration and 
there are relatively few places that can do that.”

There are plenty of places that can give you space to 
breathe and be inspired, but there’s something that’s 
almost indefinable to Steve Carter that brings him 
back time after time.

“It’s a unique combination of a very arcane character 
that you can never quite get your head around. A mix-
ture of the Berber hospitality – and with the Berber 
people hospitality is a real, meaningful word – and 
English eccentricity. Absolutely delightful. The idiosyn-
cratic style works because they are also hospitable. 
They can make anything happen. Everyone loves it 
because they aren't working with a formal hotel with 
trained automata, they are dealing with real people, 
and that’s really appreciated.”
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