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Preface and Acknowledgments 

A Leader's Journey 
 

Life can only be understood backwards; 
but it must be lived forwards. 

Søren Kierkegaard 
 

Leadership lessons at the Y 
 
"Dave, we need to talk about your responsibilities around here."  
 
It was Fred, addressing me shortly after he had replaced Bob as the youth director at our 
local YMCA. 
 
"Okay -- what should I be doing?" My teenage voice cracked as I rubbed my sweating palms. 
 
"I know that Bob gave you a lot of responsibilities," Fred said. "I heard he even called you 
the assistant youth director. All that stops as of today -- consider yourself demoted back to 
working the front desk." 
 
I was stunned. 
 
Two years earlier, Bob had hired me to work in the youth department. I worked hard for 
him and eagerly took on every new responsibility he tossed my way. By the time I turned 
19, Bob had coached me to lead the YMCA's youth leadership program, junior high school 
teen center, and three extended camping trips. 
 
Now, it seemed that my leadership responsibilities and opportunities for development at 
the Y had come to a crashing halt because Bob was gone and replaced by a lousy leader 
named Fred. 
 
After a few weeks of wallowing in my own pity party, I met with Don, another director at 
the Y. Don arranged for me to escape Fred's drill-sergeant leadership style and work for 
him and his successor, Bill. 
 
I'm forever grateful for the early mentoring from Bob, Don, and Bill. They nurtured my 
leadership development and inspired me to stretch beyond our local YMCA and college. 
Thanks to them, my leadership journey hadn't hit a dead-end -- it merely took a detour. My 
journey continued in graduate school. 
 



 

 

The question this book answers 
 
My interest in research took root in the fertile soil of graduate school. At the University of 
Wisconsin, all our professors demanded a written review of the literature. They taught us 
that a quality review meant asking a great question and summarizing how the world's top 
scientists answered it. This book answers this question: 
 

How can the latest leadership research help executives reach their goals 

when they're pulled by so many conflicting demands? 
 
I am deeply indebted to Professors Moss, Butts, Jones, and others for cultivating my passion 
to use the tools and rules of science to address this essential question. They were also 
instrumental in helping me integrate academic research with practical leadership 
experience. 
 

The marriage of a researcher and leader 
 
My passions for leadership and research were married when I interned at the University of 
California at San Diego after graduate school. This internship placed my early career in the 
caring hands of a world-renowned scientist, Dr. Victor Froelicher. 
 
Dr. Froelicher molded my Wisconsin lessons into research experience by hiring me after 
the internship. My responsibilities included leading various research projects and 
supervising numerous students. I'm very grateful to Vic and my UC San Diego colleagues, 
including Eddie, Mike, Jon, Julie, Diane, and Martha. Their patience, counsel, and friendship 
were invaluable as I learned how to lead a team to collect, analyze, and publish research. 
Their support and guidance also paved the way for my next leadership adventure -- this 
one in private industry. 
 

The impact of executives 
 

As our research projects neared completion, I decided that private industry might provide 
more financial security than academia. So, when the opportunity to work for global giant 
Siemens presented itself, I transitioned from my academic cocoon to the harsh realities of 
the competitive marketplace. 
 
My exposure to leaders -- the good, the bad, and the horrendous -- allowed me to 
experience the enormous impact executives have on their teams. I learned that employees 
don't quit jobs -- they quit bosses. A special thanks to all these leaders, especially Tom, 
John, Doug, Jerry, Jim, Debbie, and Jenny. Experiencing what works and what doesn't was 
the trampoline I needed to make the big leap to the executive suite. 
 

An effective executive? 



 

 

 
In the late 1980s, I was recruited from Siemens by Professor Michael Phelps, another 
world-renowned scientist. He'd been one of my customers at Siemens and needed a leader 
for an institute he was building at UCLA. Dr. Phelps wanted an executive with academic and 
industry experience. I took the job -- and my executive education began. 
 
My experience as an executive is one of the reasons this book targets executives -- those 
individuals who lead managers. I wish I could claim that I was an effective executive, but 
leaders don't learn from experience unless they reflect on those experiences. I was 
successful in some areas, and less so in others. My scrape-the-knees lessons are now 
scattered throughout this book. I hope they cushion your fall. I'm thankful to my colleagues 
at UCLA (Mike, John, Saty, Jorge, Heines, Ed, Henry, Joyce, Debbie, and Wendy) for all they 
taught me. 
 
I left UCLA in the mid-1990s because I fell in love ... with teaching. 
 

An effective executive educator! 
 
Throughout my work at UC San Diego, Siemens, and UCLA, I continued to do what I first 
went to college to do: teach. Of course, teaching wasn't my primary responsibility in any of 
these positions, but it was a consistent theme in all of them. From presenting scientific 
studies at UCSD and national sales meetings at Siemens, to speaking at association and 
industry meetings while at UCLA, I kept finding myself sharing my research and experience 
with others. 
 
When I realized that I loved teaching, I left UCLA and started my own leadership 
coaching/training business. 
 
I'm not sure I would have survived the early bumps of my entrepreneurial journey without 
the leadership expertise and guidance from my friends at Quantum Leadership Solutions. 
Ahmed and Laurie introduced me to the extraordinary work of philosopher Peter 
Koestenbaum (and his Leadership Diamond) and Barry Johnson (and the concept of 
polarity management). These leaders molded my leadership experiences into executive 
teaching skills. It was under their tutelage that I realized "for this purpose I was born." I'm 
deeply indebted to them and all the executives with whom we worked (at Xerox, Boeing, 
PeaceHealth, Qualcomm, and elsewhere). 
 
Working with Quantum Leadership Solutions also led me to university teaching 
appointments, including one with Emory University, where I was appointed senior lecturer 
in executive education for several years. Teaching with the extraordinary executive 
educators at Emory, especially Dennis, Peter, and Rick, was most illuminating. When I 
wasn't teaching with them, I was sitting in the back of the class learning from them. I'm 
very thankful for this privilege. 
 



 

 

I'm also obliged to the thousands of executives I have taught and coached at Emory and at 
Rockhurst University (where I also had a teaching appointment) during the last two 
decades. I learned a great deal from those I taught, including the one who prompted me to 
write this book. 
 

A prescription is a prediction 
 
Rob marched into our five-day leadership class early. He sat in front and asked me a simple 
question with infectious enthusiasm as I was setting up my material in front of the room: 
 
"Dave, what's your favorite book on leadership?" 
 
I pointed out that there were a couple of good ones in the back of the room and mentioned 
a few others that were perhaps a bit too academic for most senior executives. Then I began 
class as I usually do -- with a discussion of executive challenges and goals. As I scribbled yet 
another list of challenges on a flipchart, it dawned on me that I didn't really have a 
"favorite" leadership book, especially one that addressed top challenges. 
 
In my hotel room that night, I decided that if I didn't have a favorite, I needed to write one. 
 
Writing this book would have been easier had I chosen to write only about my lessons as an 
executive. Many leaders write leadership books about their experiences. Although their 
stories may be interesting, research and life have taught me that an author's personal 
success seldom translates into a reader's triumph. That's because each leader's genes, 
personality, upbringing, schooling, competencies, business environment, etc., are so unique 
that it's impossible to predict that one executive's experience can morph into another's 
success. You can read about Steve Jobs' leadership style, but science says you shouldn't try 
to emulate it. He's not the great example; he's the great exception. 
 
In fact, research tells us that another leader's prescription could be your poison. 
 
Imagine for a moment that your boss invites you into her office and asks you to find a great 
book on leadership. She tells you that she is going to use ideas from the book during an 
upcoming executive retreat that will focus on "leading by conquering today's leadership 
challenges." She explains that just as a physician must find the best treatment to cure a 
critically ill patient, you need to find the best resource to help her executives.  
 
Back in your office, a quick Google search of the word "leadership" yields 502 million 
results in 0.18 seconds. You narrow your search in the book section of Amazon and find 
84,289 results. Yikes! How would you decide which book to recommend to your boss? 
What criteria should you use to select a great leadership book? 
 
If you reflect on your boss's medical analogy, it might be useful to ask, How do physicians 
decide which treatment is best? 



 

 

 
The best physicians combine their experience with a heavy dose of evidence -- what 
science says really works. Why? 

 
Because the essence of science is prediction. 
 
When physicians write a prescription, it is because they predict that the patient will 
improve. The best physicians base their predictions on research filtered by their 
experiences.  
 
Similarly, leadership authors predict that if you follow their prescriptions, you will 
improve. Unfortunately, they usually base their predictions only on their experiences -- 
seldom on the research. If they needed to prove their predictions in a court of law, the 
judge would throw their case out for lack of evidence. 
 
Spending your limited resources on ideas that are not well researched is like going to a 
doctor who prescribes medications that have only been used on his patients.  
 
I've tried to make the best use of your investment in this book by combining my analysis of 
thousands of leadership studies with the practical lessons I've learned as an executive, 
educator and coach. You will learn only those ideas studied under a microscope of science 
and confirmed in the corridors of organizations. 
 
If you follow my prescription, the evidence predicts that you will improve your leadership. 
 

If life is like a game of poker, 
Understanding research is like knowing your odds. 

 

How to use this book to improve your leadership 
 
As a busy executive with numerous competing demands, you may find it tempting to 
complete the 360-leadership assessment discussed in Chapter 3 (and available online) and 
dive into the chapter that discusses the competency you want to improve. At its core, the 
book follows a consistent structure that makes it easy to use as a reference for enhancing 
your weaker competencies. Chapters 5 through 20 explain the 16 competencies needed to 
conquer today's challenges and achieve difficult goals. In each case, the chapter title 
indicates the topic or challenge, while the first subtitle of each of these chapters identifies 
the specific competency discussed.  
 
However, because this book is a synthesis of the world's best thinking on executive 
leadership, and because the science says that all 16 of the core competencies are important, 
it's worth reading straight through. After you've read the book in its entirety, I encourage 
you to share your insights with your team and then use the book as a reference. 
 



 

 

You may also find the Appendices useful in helping you apply what you learn. Appendix A 
discusses how to employ several competencies to interview and hire top talent. Appendix B 
reviews how to utilize other competencies to counsel underperformers. Appendix C 
substantiates the use of the Expansive Leadership Model (XLM) for executive development 
by reporting what we discovered in our study of 77 transit executives, who were rated by 
376 leaders on all 16 competencies and their overall leadership effectiveness. 
 
Our journey begins, much like my executive classes, by discussing today's leadership 
challenges in Chapter 1. 
 
Speaking of journeys, one last word of thanks to my family and friends, especially my wife 
Irene, who has been on this trip with me for a long time. She has put up with my endless 
conversations about leadership and countless hours writing about it. I'm very thankful for 
all her love and support. 
 

There are in fact two things, science and opinion; 
the former begets knowledge, the latter ignorance. 

Hippocrates 
 



 
 
 
 

SECTION I 

Why Executives Need to Stretch When They're Pulled 
 
 



 

 

Chapter 1 

The Executive's Paradox 
 

The most difficult challenges facing leaders ... 
present themselves as dilemmas, paradoxes, or tensions. 

Patrick Duignan1 
 

 

1.1 What keeps executives up at night? 

 
The 21st century executive must confront a range of challenges that would be 
unimaginable to executives of the Mad Men or Pan Am era. Historical research indicates 
that during the late 1950s and early 1960s, corporate executives were challenged by five or 
six performance goals annually. In today's complex workplace, top leaders are measured 
against an average of 20 or more goals.2 Table 1.1  captures these myriad goals -- or the 

"goal inflation" that executives routinely confront.3 
 

Table 1.1 
Today's Top 20 Executive Goals 

1. Control costs. 
2. Grow the business. 
3. Motivate employees. 
4. Hold employees accountable for results. 
5. Meet short-term objectives. 
6. Innovate for long-term growth. 
7. Get more done with less. 
8. Take time to coach/mentor employees. 
9. Increase cross-functional teamwork/collaboration. 
10. Achieve your own performance goals. 
11. Be a global company in a competitive world. 
12. Address local, fragmented customer needs. 
13. Explore the pervasive advances of technologies. 
14. Stick to our core competencies. 
15. Manage generational/cultural diversity. 
16. Adhere to uniform policies/procedures. 
17. Gain buy-in to the accelerated pace of change. 
18. Provide stability to keep employees from being overwhelmed. 
19. Meet the increasing demands of work. 
20. Have a fulfilling home life. 
 



 

 

1.2 This is what should keep executives up at night 

 
How many of these goals are you expected to achieve? Most executives admit that they are 
pulled by at least a dozen or more on a regular basis. In fact, many executives admit that 
these goals feel more like ongoing challenges or demands -- requirements of the job that 
seem omnipresent. 
 
And did you notice anything unusual about the list? Don't worry -- most leaders don't see 
the pattern at first glance. Read Table 1.1 again. This time, however, read the list in pairs,  
adding the words "and at the same time" after every odd-numbered challenge. In other 
words, read number one and number two together with the words "and at the same time" 
between them. Do this with numbers three and four, five and six, and so forth. 
 
What did you observe as you read the list in pairs? Did the pairs seem to be at odds with 
each other? Good. That's because they are. 
 
Many of the goals/demands/challenges executives face in our dynamic, hypercompetitive, 
and rapidly changing workplace are paradoxes -- they pull in opposite directions 
simultaneously. 
 
If we reformat the top challenges into paradoxes, we create a list of the top ten paradoxical 
challenges (Table 1.2). While the challenges may not be new, arranging them as paradoxes 
illustrates the increased tension many executives feel in their current whitewater 
workplace. It's as if you are paddling down a raging river and your organization's various 
stakeholders are on opposite riverbanks and yelling for you to paddle to their side ... at the 
same time.  
 

Table 1.2 
Top 10 Paradoxical Challenges 

 
1. Control costs and Grow the business. 
2. Motivate employees and Hold employees accountable for results. 
3. Meet short-term objectives and Innovate for long-term growth. 
4. Get more done with less and Take time to coach/mentor employees. 
5. Increase cross-functional teamwork/collaboration and Achieve your own performance 
goals. 
6. Be a global company in a competitive world and Address local, fragmented customer 
needs. 
7. Explore the pervasive advances of technologies and Stick to our core competencies. 
8. Manage generational/cultural diversity and Adhere to uniform policies/procedures. 
9. Gain buy-in to the accelerated pace of change and Provide stability. 
10. Meet the increasing demands of work and Have a fulfilling home life. 
 



 

 

1.3 From balance scale to rubber band 

 
Trying to meet conflicting demands is not new.4 Executives have been balancing competing 
goals for years. But that's the point -- it used to be all about balancing competing goals. 
 
Now, it's more about stretching to achieve opposing demands. Do you feel as if you're 
balancing issues or being pulled by opposing demands? Our metaphor must morph from a 
balance scale to a rubber band because, as researchers continue to confirm, a perfect 
paradoxical storm is at work. 
 
In a comprehensive review of 360 studies, Professors Wendy Smith and Marianne Lewis 
assert that paradoxical tensions are more prevalent and persistent in today's workplace 
because of three powerful environmental forces: pluralism, scarcity, and change.5 

 

1.3.1 Pluralism 
 
Executives are confronted by an increasing number and diversity of stakeholders with 
competing agendas. We feel pulled to meet the demands of vocal shareholders, intrusive 
regulators, divergent employee groups, sustainability advocates, boards of directors, 
suppliers, myopic Wall Street analysts, local customers in the global economy -- all at the 
same time. While leaders at all levels may feel pulled by these competing interests, the 
leaders near the top -- the executives -- usually feel it the most.  
 

1.3.2 Scarcity 
 
Most executives have fewer resources to accomplish more goals. The carnage of the Great 
Recession and ongoing global turmoil create a foggy future. Senior executives are hesitant 
to rehire permanent employees and restore budgets, despite increasing workloads. 
 

1.3.3 Change 
 
Change is the new normal. Rapid advances in technology, information overload (62% of 
employees claim that "data smog" hinders job performance), demographic shifts, global 
markets, and a litany of other challenges that crowd our front pages create an avalanche of 
continuous change.6   
 
While balance is possible some of the time, pluralism, scarcity, and change combine to 
create an increasingly tension-filled, paradoxical workplace. Thus, the executive's paradox 
is no longer whether you can balance competing goals; rather, it is: 
 

How do you stretch when pulled by opposing demands? 



 

 

 
Science says most executives don't stretch when pulled. They snap.  
 

1.4 How well do executives stretch? 

 
A paradox is a statement that seems self-contradictory but in reality expresses a possible 
truth. The word derives from the Latin paradoxum, meaning "beyond belief." An executive 
paradox seems beyond belief because, unlike a simple black/white, either/or choice, it 
involves contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist simultaneously.7 
 
Most executives earned their promotions because of their skill at solving problems. They 
never learned how to address the two opposing elements (often referred to as issues, sides, 
goals, or demands) of a paradox at the same time.8 Because there weren't as many goals, 
and because the challenges of pluralism, scarcity, and change weren't as prevalent in days 
gone by, there was less pressure to manage opposing issues simultaneously. 
 
Today, all that has changed. Most executives have not. 
 
They don't know how to manage the tension among opposing demands, especially when 
they're under pressure. They don't stretch when they feel pulled in opposite directions. 
Instead, they often snap. To snap means to focus on one issue of the paradox at the expense 
of the other, often with catastrophic consequences. 
 
"When I find a short seller, I want to tear his heart out and eat it before his eyes while he's 
still alive."9 That's Dick Fuld, the high-commanding former CEO of the now-defunct Lehman 
Brothers (founded in 1850). Before the Great Recession, Madelyn Antoncic, chief risk 
officer at Lehman Brothers, issued a warning at a banking conference in Geneva about the 
"sense of complacency" regarding risk. Less than two months later, the bull-in-the-china-
shop Fuld gored his own well-respected risk officer. 
 
Fuld sacked Antoncic because he was unable or unwilling to stretch when pulled by two 
distinct paradoxes -- one leadership and the other strategic. Instead of managing the 
tension between his commanding style (take-charge drill sergeant) and his empowering 
style (take-care servant-leader), his drill sergeant always won the tug-of-war with his 
servant leader (as Fuld's comment illustrates). In addition to snapping when he felt pulled 
by opposing leadership styles, Fuld also failed to manage a strategic paradox -- the one 
most responsible for the Great Recession of 2008: increasing profits and mitigating risk. 
 
Fuld is not the exception in mismanaging the profit and risk paradox. In fact, he's the great 
example. In its special report on financial risk, The Economist concluded that the bankers 
who suffered the most during the Great Recession managed this tension most poorly.10 
Because bad loans were at the heart of the greatest financial disaster since the Great 
Depression, it's reasonable to conclude that millions of investors suffered the loss of 



 

 

trillions of dollars because leaders (bankers, politicians, and borrowers) failed to stretch 
when pulled by profit and risk. 
 
Of course, Wall Street is not the only place where leaders snap when they should stretch. 
The negative consequences of mismanaging paradoxes pile up like trash on streets across 
the globe. 
 
Consider Toyota, long the high-flyer in the auto industry, which crashed and lost $2.5 
billion more than General Motors during the Great Recession. Toyota leaders over-focused 
on growth at the expense of quality when they should have been managing the tension 
between the two.11 
 
Boeing's innovative 787 aircraft, the Dreamliner, was more than three years late and 
billions of dollars over budget because executives introduced a radically new aircraft using 
novel frame technology and an innovative manufacturing collaboration process.12 Their 
overemphasis on change had created a nightmare of instability resulting from the 
mismanagement of the stability and change paradox. 
 
High-tech guru Geoffrey Moore points out that many former technology giants, such as 
Digital Equipment Corporation, Silicon Graphics, and Wang, lost their way because they 
failed to develop effective strategies between today's realities and tomorrow's dreams. He 
admonishes executives to manage the short-term and long-term paradox by "focusing on 
the middle term."13 
 
These anecdotes are merely the tip of the iceberg. Although we can see what's above the 
surface (the part of the story that makes the news), there is a mass of evidence below the 
surface demonstrating that executives who fail to manage paradoxes fail to lead effectively. 
One study of 1,000 organizations during a 20-year period reported that executives 
mismanaged paradoxes between 38% and 45% of the time, and suffered sinking profits 
because of it.14 
 
It's no surprise that in our analysis of 77 executives rated by 376 leaders in the transit 
industry, the lowest-ranking leadership competency out of 16 was "embrace ambiguity and 
paradox." (See Appendix C.) 
 
If managing paradoxes is so important these days, why do so many good executives snap 
when they should stretch? The curious case of Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas 
provides a clue. 
 

1.4.1 Narrow-mindedness begins in the brain 

 
On New Year's Eve 1974, while vacationing in the Bahamas, Douglas suffered a debilitating 
stroke that left his left leg paralyzed. Despite being confined to a wheelchair, Douglas 



 

 

insisted that he was not paralyzed and that he could even kick field goals.15 Disturbed by 
his delusional conduct, his fellow justices put off cases in which Douglas's vote might make 
a difference. Douglas continued to proclaim that he was fine and pressed the Court to be 
included in everything. Eventually, the other sitting justices signed a formal letter 
informing Douglas that after 36 years of service, his official duties on the Court were over. 
 
Douglas's behavior emerged from a condition called anosognosia, which causes patients to 
remain unaware of their disability. His brain actually believed he was physically and 
intellectually fit. Even his experience in the wheelchair did not contradict his belief. 
 
How could he actually think he was fine when there was so much opposing evidence 
surrounding him? His stroke damaged a small structure in his brain, the anterior cingulate 
cortex (ACC), whose primary purpose is to detect conflict and resolve it.16 Think of it as the 
region in the brain that tells us that there is a fork in the road (conflict) and that we should 
take either path A or B (resolve the conflict by making a choice). 
 
Like most judges, Douglas held the belief that he was a competent judge (path A). Unlike 
most judges, his damaged brain couldn't "see" any of the evidence (path B) that conflicted 
with his belief. He couldn't perceive the fork in the road. His vision became tunnel vision -- 
as it does for many executives, especially when they experience stress. 
 

Figure 1.1 
The Human Brain 

with the ACC highlighted in yellow 
 

 
 
Douglas's story and an understanding of the ACC helps explain why executives with no 
brain damage (that would be you) have difficulty embracing new information that 



 

 

contradicts a strongly held belief. Leaders frequently do see the fork in the road (both 
paths) because the first job of the ACC is to detect conflict. Their healthy ACC then sends 
signals to resolve the conflict, which is its second job. 
 
Your ACC wants to settle the conflict by picking path A or path B. Your ACC is not designed 
to manage the conflict between path A and path B. 
 
One executive I've coached, Mark, believes he and his team must focus on fixing his 
organization's short-term financial problems (path A). Of course, he is correct. At the same 
time, I have also coached Mark to keep an eye on the importance of the long-term 
implications of his decisions (path B). Mark's healthy ACC "sees" both paths -- he knows 
there is a conflict between the short and long-term. Nevertheless, he struggles because his 
ACC also tells him to resolve the "cognitive dissonance" between paths A and B -- that is, 
between today and the future. 
 
Mark's myopic brain -- just like all healthy, high-functioning brains -- wants to relieve the 
tension between paths A and B by discounting, diminishing, and devaluing conflicting 
information so that he can justify his choice. 
 
Sound familiar? 
 

Tell me what a leader believes and  
I'll tell you what she sees. 

 
Thus, a healthy ACC tells us why many executives have a hard time stretching when they 
feel pulled by opposing demands. Their brains see the fork in the road (conflict), but their 
brains are wired to solve problems ("pick path A or B") instead of manage tensions 
("should I consider A and B?"). 
 
From an evolutionary standpoint, the ACC's purpose makes perfect sense. Mother Nature 
programmed us to make quick decisions when conflicts arise. You don't want to sit around 
the campfire debating the merits of fight or flight when a saber-toothed tiger is ravaging 
the camp or another tribe is attacking. For thousands of years, our ancestors who survived 
their brutal environments were those best at detecting and resolving conflict fast. Quick -- 
pick A or B ... or die. 
 
Today, if A or B is our only response to our paradoxical challenges ... we die. 
 
To make matters worse, our brain's conflict-reducing nature is nurtured by an 
environment that celebrates either/or thinking. Students learn to solve problems by 
finding the correct answer. Business schools and corporate cultures condition executives to 
make black or white choices -- decisions that relieve tensions, not relive tensions, as is 
required to manage a paradox. Time management experts urge leaders to check items off 
the daily to-do list, instead of managing the ongoing tension between two opposing issues. 



 

 

 
With our narrow mind conspiring with a problem-solving culture, what's a leader to do? 
 
"The problem, of course, is that plain old management is complicated and 
confusing," write Jonathan Gosling and Henry Mintzberg. "Be global and be local. 
Collaborate and compete. Change perpetually and maintain order. Make the 
numbers while nurturing your people. How is anyone supposed to reconcile all 
this?"17 
 
While Professors Gosling and Mintzberg have correctly identified management (and, by 
implication, leadership) as complicated and confusing, their healthy ACC has focused them 
on asking the wrong question. To reconcile means "to restore to harmony or to resolve." 
Yet the evidence in this chapter suggests that we cannot "reconcile all this" because we: 
 
� Work in a much more complex, global, and paradoxical environment than ever before 
� Have goals/challenges/demands that pull us in opposite directions at the same time 
� Suffer negative consequences when we focus only on one side of any paradox (i.e., fail to 

stretch when pulled) 
� Have not yet learned how to manage paradox at work  
 
Instead of asking, 
 

How is anyone supposed to reconcile all this? 

 
we need to ask, 
 

If paradox is the essence of today's leadership challenge, 

shouldn't paradox be essential to our leadership development? 

 

1.5 The definition of leadership and your role as an executive 

 
To answer that question, we must first define leadership and your role as an executive 
leader. My definition is as follows: Leadership is the process of unleashing the energy 

of others toward worthy goals. If you reflect on this definition for a moment, it becomes 
evident that: 
 

1. Leadership is a process.  
2. Leadership requires tapping into internal motivation. 
3. Leadership is about leading others, not just those who report to you. 
4. Leadership demands credible direction. 

 
As an executive leader, your role is to use a process that engages others to achieve valuable 
goals in today's environment.  



 

 

 
The problem is, you can't conquer today's leadership challenges with yesterday's 
management thinking (i.e., processes). What got you here won't get you there because your 
environment and challenges have changed. Of course, making either/or choices is still 
critical. The intent of this book is to supplement your either/or thinking with paradoxical 
tools that increase your effectiveness today. Because as a golf pro once told me, “You can’t 
hit the shot if you don’t have the club.” 
 
By the way, while I may at times use the terms leader and executive interchangeably, this 
book targets executives -- those who lead other managers. 
 
The next chapter introduces the Expansive Leadership Model (XLM) -- a simple yet 
powerful paradoxical tool that identifies the four fundamental styles and their four 
corresponding core competencies needed to conquer competing demands. The XLM 
integrates thousands of research studies with the practical lessons I've learned as an 
educator (teaching/coaching more than 10,000 leaders during the last two decades) and an 
executive (former chief administrative officer of an institute at UCLA). It is a process that 
will help you unleash the energy of others toward worthy goals. 
 

The greatest danger in times of turbulence 
is not the turbulence; 

it is to act with yesterday's logic. 
Peter Drucker 

 
 



 

 

Chapter 2 

The Power of Paradoxical Thinking 
 

The test of a first-rate intelligence is 
the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind 

at the same time, 
and still retain the ability to function. 

F. Scott Fitzgerald 
 
There are two ways you can improve your capacity to lead in a paradoxical environment. 
First, you can improve the quality and consistency of your day-to-day decisions. This may 
seem obvious -- after all, making daily decisions is the very heart of leadership. Second, you 
can develop the specific competencies that research says you need to conquer your 
challenges and achieve your goals.  
 
This chapter introduces the Expansive Leadership Model (XLM), which helps you 
accomplish both. 
 

2.1 The primary dimensions of leadership 

 
As complicated and difficult as executives' responsibilities are, the job has only two 
primary dimensions: what do to (task-oriented behaviors) and how to interact with others 
(relationship-oriented behaviors). We can sub-divide each of these dimensions into two 
sides (examples in parentheses): 
 
1. What to do: task-oriented behaviors 

 
Major tasks      Minor tasks 
(Contemplate strategic issues)   (Focus on project details) 
 
2. How to interact with others: relationship-oriented behaviors 

 
Direct others     Support others 
(Confront a poor performer)  (Celebrate team accomplishments) 
 
Defining the leader's job in this manner is not new. Researchers at Ohio State University 
and the University of Michigan identified the importance of task-oriented and relationship-
oriented behaviors back in the 1950s and 1960s.18 Since then, various researchers19 
(identified in parentheses) have assigned different labels, competencies, and behaviors to 
these dimensions: 



 

 

 
1. What to do: task-oriented behaviors 

� Innovate and Coordinate (Quinn) 
� Vision and Reality (Koestenbaum)  
� Strategic and Operational (Kaplan and Kaiser) 
� Create and Control (Lawrence,  Lenk, and Quinn) 
 

2. How to interact with others: relationship-oriented behaviors 

� Director and Facilitator (Quinn)  
� Courage and Ethics (Koestenbaum) 
� Forceful and Enabling (Kaplan and Kaiser) 
� Compete and Collaborate (Lawrence,  Lenk, and Quinn) 
 

2.2 The four fundamental styles of the executive 

 

How wonderful that we have met with a paradox. 
Now we have some hope of making progress. 

Niels Bohr 
 
Professor Richard Farson writes, "There's nothing as invisible as the obvious."20 Although 
researchers have identified both leadership dimensions and each of their two sides, they 
have rarely placed all four sides in the interdependent model of opposing elements -- the 
paradoxes of leadership -- illustrated in Figure 2.1. 
 

Figure 2.1 
The Four Sides of Leadership 

 



 

 

 
 

If we consider these four sides as four fundamental leadership styles (re-labeled rational, 
visionary, commanding, and empowering in Figure 2.2), we have a model that helps 
executives think about what to do and how to interact with others throughout the day in a 
paradoxical manner. 
 
A leadership style is a general and philosophical way of thinking. How well executives think 
about daily tasks and interactions is crucial because the quality of thinking dictates the 
effectiveness of decisions, which determines actions, thereby delivering results. This 
concept is illustrated as a pyramid: 

 
 



 

 

Simply said, better leadership results require better thinking. 
 

Figure 2.2 
The Four Interdependent and Opposing Leadership Styles 

 

 
 

We have already concluded that many executive challenges are paradoxical -- they require 
thinking about opposing demands at the same time. This is why the four styles are placed 
in an interdependent and opposing relationship in this model. The red arrows in Figure 2.2 
represent the tension executives often feel as they try to stretch when pulled by conflicting 
demands. 
 
For example, do you ever feel the tension between empowering others ("I care about 
engaging the team members") and commanding them ("I need you to be accountable for 
these results")? Do you ever feel pulled between being a visionary thinker ("Let's explore 
the future as we think about the big picture") and a rational thinker ("Let's exploit the 
present and focus on what needs doing today")? 
 
Of course, you already manage these tensions every day. Yet how consistently do you 
consider all four styles, how well do you stretch -- especially when making decisions under 
pressure? 
 
Answering this question requires a better understanding of each style. 
 



 

 

2.2.1 The rational style: Focus on facts 
 
Rational leaders demonstrate the left-brain, logical thinking side of leadership. Executives 
who are highly skilled in this style clearly define their and their team members' roles. They 
excel at setting short-term objectives and generating detailed plans with milestones. They 
spell out performance expectations plainly. Because they actively seek feedback, effective 
rational leaders understand their strengths and weaknesses, as well as the strengths and 
weaknesses of those around them. They stay in touch with their team members and peers, 
their boss, and their customers. 
 

2.2.2 The visionary style: Imagine the future 
 
Visionary leaders excel at the creative, dreamer aspect of leadership. Those highly skilled in 
this leadership style create flexible approaches to solve problems, make decisions, and 
achieve strategic goals. They bring new products, services, or processes to fruition because 
they are effective in launching cross-functional experiments. Visionary leaders also inspire 
others to question the status quo by embracing change, creativity, and open-mindedness. 
They enjoy reflecting on global issues, thinking about long-term consequences, and 
pondering future possibilities. 
 

2.2.3 The empowering style: Take care 
 
The empowering leader represents the servant or healer side of leadership. Those highly 
skilled in this style enable others to do their best every day by delegating well, coaching, 
and involving team members in decisions. They are masters at orchestrating diverse 
individuals into high-performing, energized teams that work well across the enterprise. 
Empowering leaders build trust and empathy by patiently listening to other perspectives 
and beliefs without prejudgment. They also demonstrate fairness, honesty, integrity, and 
humility in all their interactions. 
 

2.2.4 The commanding style: Take charge 
 
Leadership also has a strong, forceful side. Those highly skilled in this leadership style 
work extremely hard to fulfill commitments. They push to accomplish tasks, projects, and 
goals on time. They are not afraid to solicit opposing views when making important 
decisions. They are also comfortable with ambiguity; they don't need all the data to move 
forward. Commanding leaders control their emotions and moods under pressure. In 
addition, they refuse to allow themselves or their team to play the victim during adversity. 
They take personal responsibility for their choices and consequences. 
 
These four fundamental styles, when placed in an interdependent and opposing model, 
provide a reproducible process to help executives think effectively and efficiently about the 
avalanche of paradoxical issues assaulting them every day. Remember, leadership is the 



 

 

process of unleashing the energy of people toward worthy goals. Most leaders don't even 
have a process. The XLM fills this void. 
 
We will discuss how to use this model as a decision-making tool in later chapters, after we 
advance our discussion from general leadership styles to specific leadership competencies. 
This is important because leaders don't just sit around thinking about tasks and people. 
They also engage in specific behaviors. As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, the 
second way executives can improve their capacity to lead is by developing specific 
competencies -- the skills and behaviors -- that help meet their challenges. 

 

2.3 From general styles to specific competencies 
 
I have been studying how exceptional executives achieve extraordinary results for decades. 
Like a crime scene investigator (for you CSI fans), I've scoured the leadership literature, 
listened to leaders in the classroom, and coached them in the boardroom as I searched for 
clues to the most powerful leadership competencies. At one time, I papered my office walls 
with spreadsheets to examine all the evidence that addressed the central question: 
 

What core competencies best predict executive effectiveness in a paradoxical 
environment? 

 
Unfortunately, the sheer number of leadership competencies presents a problem: How 
many and which competencies should we use to create a practical and predictive model 
that you can apply usefully? Pick too many, and the model is not practical; pick too few or 
the wrong ones, and it's not predictive of success. Einstein reminded us to strive to balance 
simplicity and complexity when he said, "Make things as simple as possible, but not 
simpler." 
 
To inspect further the evidence in the case of these elusive core competencies, I decided to 
clarify the criteria I would use to make the selections. I distilled all the research findings 
into the core competencies by asking five questions: 
 
1. Is there compelling evidence that executives who use this competency achieve better 

results? 
2. Does this competency link to current, evidence-based leadership models? 
3. Is this competency relatively hard to find? 
4. Does it apply to international leadership issues? 
5. Does improving this competency help executives stretch? 
 
Using these criteria, I filtered the data and created the Expansive Leadership Model, or 
XLM, which is represented visually in Figure 2.3. Within each of the four fundamental styles 
are the four core competencies that best meet these criteria. Dashed lines separate the 
styles and competencies; this is my way of saying that, despite its good looks (if I do say so 
myself), the XLM is not so clean-cut. The competencies don't always fit so nicely into their 



 

 

respective styles. I'm confident that as more research is done, the XLM will need to evolve. 
Most models are seldom as pristine as they first appear on the red carpet. Nevertheless, I 
think you'll find that it is a useful and adaptable tool. 
 

Figure 2.3 
The Four Styles and Competencies of the 

Expansive Leadership Model 
 

 
 
The XLM is my closing argument, summarizing the best evidence in the case of the elusive 
core competencies. It is a highly researched model that provides a practical, predictive 
process to help you improve your leadership skills in two ways. First, as you discover 
which core competencies are your strongest and weakest, you will learn how to lead with 
your strengths and manage your weaknesses. Second, as you learn how to apply the XLM's 
four fundamental leadership styles in a paradoxical workplace, you will be able to make 
better and more consistent daily decisions.  
 
By improving both your weaker competencies and your decision-making, you will learn 
how to stretch when you are pulled by your opposing demands. You will become a more 
effective executive because you know how to manage the executive's paradox. 
 
To understand further how the four styles and their four competencies can help you 
conquer your challenges and achieve your desired outcomes, take the XLM assessment. 
How to do so is discussed in the next chapter. 
 



 

 

A theory is the more impressive ...  
the more different the kinds of things it relates 

and the more extended the range of its applicability. 
Albert Einstein 

 
 

Chapter 3 

Who You Are Is How You Lead 
 

There are three things extremely hard: 
steel, 

a diamond, 
and to know oneself. 

Benjamin Franklin 
 

3.1 Who are you?  

 
The temple of the ancient Oracle of Delphi had only three inscriptions: "Know thyself," 
"Nothing in excess," and "Make a pledge and mischief is nigh." The XLM embraces these 
concepts. This chapter is about learning who you are as a leader. Subsequent chapters will 
help you apply the XLM in moderation and to commit to a developmental action plan. 
 
Knowing who you are is critical because it forms the basis of how you make decisions. The 
decisions you make every day are based on your impressions of your skills, knowledge, 
talents, values, and leadership styles. For example, if you volunteer to take on a difficult 
project, you would do so because you believe you have the right skills to accomplish the 
mission. You assess your ability and then decide. If your assessment is accurate, you make a 
good decision. If your self-assessment is flawed, your project may be in trouble. Thus, your 
evaluation of yourself (and others) is essential to your leadership decision-making. 
 
Of course, as a leader, you need to unleash the energy of others toward worthy goals. These 
others will respond to your leadership based on their perspective, not yours. Therefore, 
knowing yourself is not enough. To lead well you need to know yourself well and 
understand how others see you.  
 
Benjamin Franklin was right: It is hard to know oneself, especially when you consider that 
knowing yourself includes understanding how others perceive yourself. It's hard, but not 
impossible.   
 

We don't see things as they are, 



 

 

we see things as we are. 
Anaïs Nin 

 

3.2 Your XLM 360 assessment  
 
One of the best ways to know yourself is to take a 360-leadership assessment. The XLM 360 
assessment is available to you online at http://xlmassessment.com/. It's free for those who 
purchased this book. The XLM assessment allows you to invite others (your boss, peers, 
direct reports, others...) to rate you after you have rated yourself. Their anonymous 
feedback provides a 360 perspective of your leadership strengths and relative weaknesses.  
 
No one but you will see the responses unless you choose to share them. The objective is to 
leverage your strengths and manage your weaknesses, so you can conquer your 
paradoxical challenges and achieve your contradictory goals. 
 
Remember, their feedback is not the truth about you, it's their opinion of your leadership 
behaviors. Yet, because their opinion forms their reality, knowing where they are coming 
from will help you lead them where you need to go. 
 
After you and raters complete the 15-minute assessment, you will be able to download 
your personalized, 25-page XLM report. This comprehensive pdf is divided into seven 
sections: 

 
I. Expansive Leadership Model (XLM) Summary 

The XLM summary provides a chart of your overall leadership effectiveness. The chart 
plots your scores for each of the four fundamental leadership styles, as well as the four 
competencies that comprise each style. The average scores of all your Raters are plotted on 
the same diagram so you can compare your self-assessment to your Raters’ assessment. 

 
II. XLM Core Competencies 

The XLM core competency section provides your overall score for each leadership style 
and a graphical representation of the four competencies that constitute that style. Scores 
for each Rater category are also displayed. 

 
III. 4/4/4 Section 

The "4/4/4" section shows you the scores for your four highest scoring competencies and 
the four lowest scoring competencies out of the 16. It also identifies the four competencies 
that have the largest discrepancy between your Raters’ scores and your scores (i.e., blind 
spots). 

 
IV. The Great Eight Leadership Skills 

This section contains the description and scores of the great eight leadership skills. (e.g., 
agility, systems thinking, emotional intelligence...) These eight skills are “meta-



 

 

competencies” that provide another way to understand and expand your leadership 
effectiveness. 

 
V. Open Questions Section  

This section shows the answers from the assessment’s open-ended questions. 
 
VI. Development Plan 

The development plan aggregates the four lowest scoring competencies and puts them 
into a one-page template. You can use this template to record the specific actions you plan 
to take as a result of this feedback.  

 
VII. Individual Question Section 

This section shows your scores from the individual survey questions. The questions are 
divided into the four fundamental leadership styles and subdivided into the four core 
competencies. The tables provide your scores, as well as the number of Raters and the 
average of each Rater category that had at least three responses. 
 
If you want to get the most out of the book, I urge you to take the XLM assessment. It's not 
mandatory. You'll still get a lot out of reading the book and using the highly researched and 
extensively tested ideas. However, you'll be able to get the biggest bang from this book by 
knowing yourself well because -- after all, who you are is how you lead. 
 

3.3 How expansive are you? 

 
As your review your XLM report, you might ask yourself how expansive a leader you are at 
this point. Our research indicates that the most executives have scores of 4.0 or higher in 
several of the 16 competencies. (The average score is about 3.5.) However, fewer than 5% 
of leaders score higher than 4.0 in all the competencies. 
 
So, don't feel bad if you have opportunities to grow. That's what the rest of the book is 
about. 

 
3.3.1 The four fundamental leadership styles 
 
Research tells us that a challenging workplace requires leaders to juggle the opposing sides 
of both dimensions simultaneously throughout the day. The XLM expresses these four 
"requirements" as four fundamental leadership styles. The rational and visionary 
leadership styles represent the task dimension (what to do) as discussed in Chapter 2. The 
empowering and commanding leadership styles represent the relationship dimension 
(how to interact with others). 
 

3.3.2 The four core competencies of each style 



 

 

 
As you look at your XLM assessment, notice that each of the four fundamental styles is 
comprised of four core competencies. Taken together, these competencies describe the 
essential behaviors leaders must develop to master each style. 
 
The XLM blends all four styles, and their competencies, into a holistic leadership model. As 
mentioned earlier, the four interdependent styles are separated by dotted lines because, 
although they represent different dimensions and sides of leadership, there is overlap 
among the styles and competencies. 
 
An avalanche of evidence confirms that one leadership style is not enough if you want to 
conquer the daunting challenges confronting most leaders. By developing your lower-
scoring competencies, you will increase the size and improve the shape of your XLM (i.e., it 
will grow larger and more circular). Becoming a more well-rounded executive, especially 
under pressure, grows your leadership agility -- your ability to respond rapidly to a 
changing environment. 
 
How surprised will you be when you discover that expanding your leadership agility, as 
explained in the next chapter, is the key to managing the executive's paradox because it 
teaches you to stretch when you feel pulled? 
 
 



 

 

 
Chapter 4 

How the Most Agile Executives Stretch 
 

It is not the strongest of the species that survive, 
nor the most intelligent, 

but the one most responsive to change. 
Charles Darwin 

 

4.1 Visionary or rational leadership? 

 
The CEO felt Debbie was a good senior executive in their financial service firm. Debbie 
clearly defined her expectations, assigned roles and responsibilities well, and required 
detailed project plans from her direct reports. She managed by walking around (MBWA) 
and earned loyalty from her team and respect from her peers. 
 
Under pressure, however, Debbie overused her rational competencies. Her direct reports 
felt the M in MBWA stood for micromanaging and that her walk-arounds were sometimes 
drive-bys loaded with machine-gun, dictated tasks. Stress, the CEO knew, turned a well-
rounded leader into a lopsided one. 
 
As part of her XLM feedback session before an executive team retreat, Debbie and I had the 
following conversation about stretching -- instead of snapping -- when she felt pulled. 
 
Debbie: I guess I need to learn how to back off my high rational skills when I'm feeling 
tense. 
Me: That's not a bad idea, but it's not the only way to avoid overusing your strengths. How 
might strengthening the opposite side also help? 
Debbie: You mean work on my weaker visionary competencies? 
Me: Exactly. When the heat is on, we all tend to gravitate toward our strengths because 
that's our comfort zone. It's hard to throttle back on that strength. Most leaders find it 
easier and more effective to spend a little time managing their relative weakness, which is 
often on the opposite side of their strength. In essence, you fix lopsided leadership like 
you're fixing a flat tire with a patch. 
Debbie: That is going to be a stretch for me. I'm not that good at that big-picture stuff. 
Me: You're not alone. Most leaders say it's stretching to work on a relative weakness. But if 
your weakness is hurting you, you need to deal with it while holding onto your strength. 
You shouldn't over-focus on the weakness -- but if you are shooting yourself in the foot, 
shouldn't you stop? 

 



 

 

Managing anxiety  
is the essence of growth. 

 
After our conversation (and the retreat), Debbie decided to improve her overall leadership 
effectiveness by expanding her visionary competencies. She created a plan to stretch. Her 
development plan included asking more questions during MBWA, brainstorming more in 
meetings, and launching small cross-functional experiments with colleagues to improve 
business processes. 
 
When she returned to work, she reviewed her implementation plan with her CEO and a few 
colleagues to align her goals with their strategies. The following week she met with her 
direct reports and shared her key learnings and development plan. She then asked them to 
help her grow her visionary competencies, especially when she felt stressed. She also 
invited them to identify their own opportunities to grow. 
 
For the next six months, Debbie and her team met every other week to discuss their 
progress and problems in achieving their leadership goals. 
 
When I met with Debbie and her CEO again, to review her progress, we discussed how well 
she stretched and discussed ideas for a customized leadership retreat as she transitions to 
her new position as the CEO of another subsidiary in her organization.  
 
Debbie and her CEO believed that investing a little time every day to develop her visionary 
competencies that were relatively weak and opposite her strengths helped her expand 
from good to great. Debbie did not over-focus on her weak skills. She stretched to work on 
a weakness that was holding her back, especially when stressed. She earned her promotion 
because she learned to lead with her strengths and manage her weaknesses. In other 
words, Debbie improved her agility -- her ability to respond flexibly to a rapidly changing 
environment. You could say she added another club to her golf bag. 
 
You can do the same. 
 

Table 4.1 
Visionary or Rational Leadership? 

 

Visionary  Rational 
Strategy  Operations 
Future   Today 
Creativity  Organize 
Flexibility  Stability 
Change  Order 
Enterprise  Division 
Innovate  Imitate 



 

 

 
How often do you feel the tension between the opposing, interdependent imperatives of a 
visionary and rational executive? More important, how well do you manage the tension 
between these two forces when you are under stress? How often do you become a lopsided 
leader when you feel pulled? 
 
Figure 4.1 illustrates the tension, or stretch, many leaders feel when accomplishing tasks -- 
the "what to do" aspect of leadership. Leaders who score low in both rational and visionary 
competencies will underperform. They have a lot of stretching to do if they want to become 
effective leaders. 
 
Leaders who score low in rational, but high in visionary competencies often allow their 
vision to blind them. They tend to get carried away by their dreams. Like the mythological 
Icarus, they fly too close to the sun, melting the wax on their wings. They need to be more 
grounded. 
 
A leader who scores high in rational, but low in visionary thinking will tend to 
micromanage under pressure. This was Debbie's challenge. When the heat was on, she 
managed operations and plans well, but failed to think about the big picture and 
collaborate on projects across the enterprise. 
 

Figure 4.1 
Tasks That Stretch Leaders 

 

 

4.2 Leading and managing 

 



 

 

I once had the good fortune of having lunch with Peter Drucker, considered the father of 
management, according to Harvard Business Review. We met to discuss the overall strategy 
of a new organization we were building at UCLA. With my head soaring with Professor 
Drucker's ideas and insights about the future, I drove back to UCLA -- only to find myself 
back in my office, tethered to the details of the day, reviewing budget numbers for a project. 
 
This experience summarized my responsibilities as a chief administrative officer. One 
minute I was thinking big picture and creating long-term strategies, and the next I was 
clarifying objectives and managing operations. Was I leading or managing? My pragmatic 
answer is, I was doing both. 
 
Expansive leaders have been answering "both" for years. 
 
Consider Sam Walton, founder of retail giant Wal-Mart, who envisioned a chain of stores 
worldwide as he analyzed the weekly sales reports of his early stores. Roberto Goizueta, 
who led Coca-Cola to become the most recognizable trademark in the world, was an above-
the-fray CEO and a hands-on detail man. Of course, Walt Disney would never have been 
able to build his castles in the air if his business-oriented, bottom-line brother Roy had not 
been at his side building their foundations. 
 
In his analysis of industrial leaders, Professor Edwin Locke pointed out that "this constant 
movement between concrete (details) and the abstract (vision) is critical in business 
because one has to know not only where one is going but how to get there."1 
 
After reviewing approximately 1,300 scientific studies on leadership in his comprehensive 
book, Professor Gary Yukl concluded that "most scholars seem to agree that success as a 
manager ... in modern organizations necessarily involves leading."2 
 
To which I add, success as a leader also involves managing. 
 

If I spend all of my day in the details as a CEO of a company like Wal-Mart, 
it would be trouble, 

because I wouldn't be prepared to speak to the big issues that the country or 
the world should face. 

But ... if you spend all of the time at 50,000 feet, 
[you] are not out talking to customers [as] real people.... 

Often the interaction directly with customers, 
in the details of their family and their issues, 

is what inspires me to want to help solve the big issues. 
Wal-Mart CEO Mike Duke3 

 



 

 

In this chapter's opening story, Debbie stretched by investing a little time every day 
improving a few of her vision competencies. She expanded her XLM, which enabled her to 
become a more agile executive under pressure. 
 

A journey begins with the end in mind  
and knowledge of the terrain. 

 
Where do you need to grow? Perhaps your visionary and rational competencies are both 
well developed. How about your people skills, or the relationship aspect of leadership? 
 

4.3 Commanding or empowering leadership? 

 
Greg is an empowering leader who lacks some of the key competencies of the commanding 
style. He fails to address conflict and poor performance among his team members. Greg 
doesn't manage the tension between the commanding and empowering leadership styles, 
especially when stressed. Under pressure, instead of agility, he demonstrates rigidity by 
over-focusing on empowering competencies at the expense of commanding competencies. 
 

Table 4.2 
Commanding or Empowering Leadership? 

 

Commanding    Empowering 
Take control of the situation  Take care of people 
Increase accountability for results  Create meaningful work 
Confront conflict    Comfort the afflicted 
Use an iron fist    Apply the velvet glove 
Advocate your position   Inquire about the other person's position 
Demand individual initiative  Encourage teamwork 
 
Table 4.2 asks whether you are a commanding or empowering leader. Of course, the 
answer is yes, on both counts! Do you ever feel pulled in opposite directions at the same 
time when stressed? How comfortable are you managing the tension between being both a 
commanding and empowering leader? 
 
Another of the executives who attended our leadership class is Roger. I encouraged Roger 
to stretch by accessing his empowering competencies (engaging others) to help offset his 
strong commanding competencies (executing with passion and courage). A few weeks 
later, I received an e-mail from him: 
 

I've taken your feedback to heart and have been working to increase the level of 
"personal touch" in my conversations. It's not as difficult as I imagined. And while I 



 

 

know I need to be patient to see results, I'm certain it will help me become better at 
building and maintaining relationships and polishing my interpersonal skills. 

 
Roger began having more one-on-one meetings with his staff, occasionally taking them out 
for a social lunch, and sharing a little more of his personal life with them. In the e-mail, he 
mentioned that he needed to be patient for results. Six months after receiving his e-mail, I 
got a call from him, announcing that he'd earned a promotion. (He didn't have to be too 
patient, apparently.) 
 
The tale of these two executives (Greg and Roger) is illustrated in Figure 4.2. The figure 
illustrates the dynamic tension between the commanding and empowering leadership 
styles by plotting the commanding competencies along the horizontal axis and the 
empowering competencies along the vertical axis. 
 
A leader who scores low in both the commanding and empowering styles when interacting 
with others will underperform. A leader who scores low in the commanding, but high in 
empowering style often will be perceived as meek. 
 
Greg's XLM score was 2.5 in the commanding skills and 4.25 in the empowering skills; he 
was operating in the meek zone. I encouraged him to spend a little time every day 
increasing one or two of his lower-scored commanding competencies, while holding onto 
his high empowering leadership style. This would have moved him closer to the firm and 
fair line. As we'll explore in more detail in Chapter 17, Greg chose not to stretch in that 
direction and paid the price. 
 
A leader who scores high in the commanding, but low in the empowering styles often will 
be perceived as overbearing. Roger's XLM score was 4.5 in the commanding skills and 3.25 
in the empowering skills; he was operating in the overbearing zone. I encouraged him to 
spend a few minutes every day increasing a few of his empowering competencies, while 
holding onto his high commanding leadership style. This moved him closer to the firm and 
fair line. He reaped the rewards by choosing to stretch, thereby becoming more agile. 
 
Where do you usually operate? Under stress, where do you tend to migrate? What 
situations push you into certain zones? Do you choose rigidity or agility? 
 

Figure 4.2 
Relationship Issues That Stretch Leaders 

 



 

 

 
 

4.4 How to lead with your strengths and manage your weakness 

 
When you took the XLM assessment, you discovered your leadership strengths and 
weaknesses. In the chapters that follow, you will learn more about each of the four 
leadership styles and their four core competencies, why research says they are important, 
and how to develop them. For now, though, we turn to the first method of expanding your 
leadership capacity -- leading with your strengths while managing your weaknesses. 
 
To lead with your strengths means to celebrate them and make sure that they are a big part 
of your job. For example, many of the finance executives I coach are strong in the rational 
competencies. They should be -- their responsibilities demand it. They should celebrate 
their strengths, right? 
 
Now, consider the CEO who told me that one of her finance executives becomes "too much 
of a bean counter under pressure." She said this executive needs to throttle back his 
strengths. 



 

 

 
I reminded the CEO that in a paradoxical model , when you have an executive who is 
"strong to a fault," you shouldn't diminish his assets. Instead, you applaud his "bean 
counting" tendencies (i.e., clarifying objectives and expectations) while at the same time 
strengthening his opposing visionary competencies (i.e., cultivating innovative growth). 
 
It's like the bodybuilder who has no flexibility. He doesn't need to stop lifting weights -- he 
needs to start stretching. Of course, a new stretching routine may impinge a bit on his 
weightlifting time. That's logical and okay. It's simply a matter of focus: Are you focusing on 
what you don't want (becoming too muscle-bound) or what you do want (increasing your 
flexibility)? 
 
The bottom line is that stretching by developing a relatively weak core competency allows 
you to become a more well-rounded leader, thereby increasing your agility under pressure. 
 
Answer the following questions to gain further insight about where you need to grow to 
achieve your goals. Please do not skip this process. Insights will flow from your answers. 
Tap into your internal wisdom by responding to these six simple questions: 
 
1. Your weakest leadership competency is _______________________. 
2. How has this weakness hindered your overall leadership effectiveness? 
3. Write a specific example illustrating when this relative weakness has hurt you. 
4. What specific actions could you take to strengthen this weaker competency? (Review 

the chapter on your weakest leadership competency and adapt the ideas in that chapter 
to your development plan.) 

5. If you did improve your weaker competency, how would you and your organization 
benefit? 

6. Identify the person with whom you will discuss your improvement plan and get 
frequent feedback regarding your progress. 

 
 
What did you learn from answering these questions? (You did answer them, didn't you?) 
Remember, things don't get better unless you do. 
 
Here are a few comments from leaders who answered these questions and then acted on 
their insights: 
 
� "People have often told me that I was too commanding and that I needed to throttle it 

back. My XLM assessment tells me that I don't have to give up my strength, I only need 
to access my empowering style a little more each day to avoid being strong to a fault." 

� "I realize that being weak in this area is hurting my ability to advance in my 
organization." 



 

 

� "I'm going to share my XLM with my team and invite them to help me grow in my 
relative weak style. I'm not going to over-focus on my weakness, but I am going to 
spend a little time every day working on it." 

� "Now that I've been using the XLM for a while, I realize that although I still feel the 
tension of the opposing styles at times, I can manage this tension much better." 

 
There is a dynamic interaction among all four of your leadership styles. We all have 
strengths and relative weaknesses. We need to spend most of our time celebrating and 
leading with our strengths. At the same time, we must be mindful of overusing our 
strengths. Otherwise, we may end up like media mogul Rupert Murdoch, whose strong 
commanding skills (execute with passion and courage) lead him to ignore empowering 
skills (serve ethically). As a result, a phone hacking scandal caused the closing of one of 
Murdoch's British newspapers, News of the World, and severely damaged his legacy. 
 
Consider also Henry Ford, who was so blinded by his vision of mass production that he 
couldn't see the value of giving consumers more choices ("You can have any color as long as 
it's black.") Or U.S. General Douglas MacArthur, who overused his commanding strengths 
during the Korean War and was relieved of command. Perhaps MacArthur would have been 
more effective near the end of his career had he added a little tenderness to his toughness, 
like effective generals such as Colin Powell and Norman Schwarzkopf.4 
 
Many leadership experts admonish leaders to focus only on their strengths. Yet the above-
mentioned examples, my research, and experience with thousands of leaders tell us that 
while emphasizing your strengths is imperative, overusing them is a problem. Strengths 
that are overused become weaknesses -- they are double-edged swords. Lopsided 
leadership, especially when the heat is on, causes blowouts. 
 
So spend a little time every day strengthening your relative weakness, but do not ignore 
your strengths. If you spend too much time working on weaker competencies, it will feel 
like a pebble in your shoe -- annoying you as it raises a blister. 
 
When my position as chief administrative officer of an institute at UCLA morphed into a 
high rational job, where my relative weaknesses are, I didn't enjoy it anymore. That's when 
I started consulting, coaching, and speaking at conferences, eventually leaving UCLA. 
Today, I have strengthened my weaknesses where they are important and I use my 
strengths (empowering and visionary competencies) throughout the day. 
 
Each of the four leadership styles in the XLM has benefits, as well as negative consequences 
if overused. In Figure 4.3, the competencies for each leadership style are above the line, 
while negative consequences associated with overusing those competencies are below the 
line. 
 

Figure 4.3 
Each Style Is a Double-Edged Sword If Overused 



 

 

 

 
 
The XLM predicts that your leadership effectiveness improves as you expand the area of 
your leadership circle. Size and shape do matter, especially when the heat is on. You can 
prove it to yourself by writing the names of three leaders you admire. They could be 
historical, business, or religious leaders. It doesn't matter -- for now, just make the list. 
 
The three leaders I admire are: 
 
1.      
 
2.      
 
3.      
 
Next, think about their XLMs. I know you may not know these leaders intimately, so just 
give it your best shot. Score them on a 5-point scale (1 being never and 5 being always) in 
each of the four leadership styles. 



 

 

 
I suspect that if the leaders you are thinking of unleashed the energy of others toward 
worthy goals, they have a large and well-rounded XLM. I say "worthy results" because 
someone like Hitler achieved extraordinary results, but only delusional skinheads claim 
that he achieved worthy results or that he was an extraordinary leader. (Hitler's 
empowering score on our scale would be negative five.) 
 
If we look at a few of my favorite historical leaders -- Mother Teresa, Abraham Lincoln, 
Winston Churchill, Martin Luther King Jr., George Washington, and Mohandas Gandhi -- I 
think it is clear that they had expansive leadership styles. 
 
If you turn to business leaders, you can do the same exercise. Make a list of three senior 
executives you admire who have unleashed the energy of others toward worthy goals. Then 
give them a score in the four leadership styles. 
 
Three senior executives I admire are: 
1.      
 
2.      
 
3.      
 
 
What did you learn from this simple exercise? Are they expansive leaders? In his exhaustive 
studies of great companies, Good to Great,5 Jim Collins warns us about the perils of celebrity 
leaders. He labeled the most successful executives as Level 5 executives -- those who build 
enduring greatness through a paradoxical blend of personal humility (they serve ethically) 
and professional will (they execute with passion and courage). 
 

An inflated ego is a 
mismanagement of the me and we paradox. 

 
Of course, we can always find isolated leaders who are the exception -- the solitary 
geniuses poised at the top of the organizational pyramid commanding the troops with a 
compelling vision. These are the exceptions, not the examples of agile leaders. If you look 
behind the curtain of these heroic icons, you usually see a team empowered to develop a 
plan to execute the hero's vision. 
 
As we have already learned, there are two ways to become a more agile leader: 
 
1. Stretch a little every day by working on your relatively weak competency. The next four 

sections (one each on the rational, visionary, empowering, and commanding leadership 
styles) detail the four core competencies of each style and how to strengthen them. 



 

 

2. Improve the quality and consistency of your decision-making and problem-solving. 
These topics are covered in Chapter 21. Appendices A and B also present specific 
examples of how to use the XLM to make better decisions when confronting specific 
business problems.  

 
We begin by considering the competencies of the rational leadership style and the case of 
Randy and his unhappy promotion. 
 

The universe is expanding. 
How about you? 

 



 
 

SECTION II 

How Rational Executives Focus On the Task at Hand 
 
Everyone was enthusiastic about Randy's leadership skills when he was promoted to head 
a new business unit within the $125 million medical device company. His task: Catapult 
sales of a new product using the existing distribution channels and sales organization. 
 
Randy had been an excellent regional manager, successfully turning around a failing region 
and leading his team to market success. His team sold more of the company's traditional 
product line during his three-year leadership than they had in the previous ten years. 
Everybody in the organization admired his teamwork and collaborative skills. 
 
Unfortunately, the signs of failure were apparent within Randy's first few months as head 
of the newly created business unit. When he requested resources to help his new sales 
team, the senior executives balked. At regional meetings, Randy was given limited time to 
discuss his vision for the new unit. Other sales managers discouraged their salespeople 
from working with Randy. As the pressure for Randy to perform increased, his frantic pace 
to accomplish more also increased. What should have been a dream job turned into his 
nightmare. The talk around the watercooler was that he was a good guy, but a dreamer. 
 
The reality was that Randy's rational leadership skills were lacking. Within a year, he was 
gone. 
 
The lesson behind this true story is that Randy had accepted a position that did not have 
clearly defined responsibilities. To be successful in the new business unit, Randy needed to 
work effectively with the current, "established" sales organization. However, his former 
colleagues were threatened by his new role because of the new dual reporting nature of 
"their" salespeople. And Randy didn't take the time to understand or monitor the problems 
his role caused the sales managers, nor did he develop a detailed plan endorsed by senior 
management to achieve his lofty vision. 
 
Randy was not aware of his leadership weakness and it blindsided him. What happened to 
Randy can happen to any leader who does not develop the four critical competencies of a 
rational leader: 
 
1. Clarify objectives and expectations. 
2. Manage operations and plans. 
3. Know thyself and others. 
4. Monitor closely. 
 
In the following four chapters in Section II, we'll explore each of these competencies, and 
how you can avoid Randy's fate by developing them. 



 
Chapter 5 

Knowing Where You're Going 
 

Look and you will find it. 
What is unsought will go undetected. 

Sophocles 
 

5.1 Clarify objectives and expectations 

 
Executives who are strong in rational thinking are clear about rules, roles, and 
expectations. They would never think of taking a job in which the organization did not spell 
out the objectives and expectations clearly, which is what Randy did. 
 
Highly skilled rational leaders set realistic short-term objectives for themselves and each of 
their direct reports. They have well-defined standards of performance designed to meet or 
exceed internal/external customer requirements and expectations efficiently. They 
understand that measurement minimizes argument. Their mantra is: You can't manage it if 
you can't measure it. 
 
Rational leaders also prioritize tasks based on how well they align with the overall goals 
and strategy of the organization. They ask Peter Drucker's focus question every day:  
 

What specific contributions can my unit and I make that, if done really well, would 
make a substantial difference to the performance and results of my company?1 

 
Executives who expect the best tend to get it. In an article reviewing the relationship 
between expectations and performance, Professors John Humphreys and Walter Einstein 
recommended that leaders follow research-proven guidelines to maximize employee 
performance.2 Their approach is outlined in Table 5.1. We can apply most of the guidelines 
to your direct reports' daily activities, as well as your overall job responsibilities. 
 

Table 5.1 
8 Guidelines to Clarify Objectives and Expectations 

 
1. Articulate clear goals and performance outcomes. 
2. Provide challenging work that the person values. 
3. Verify that the individual understands the assigned duties and responsibilities. 
4. Equip the person with the tools needed to do her or his best every day. 
5. Frequently discuss how the individual's work aligns to the organization's strategy, 

especially as it relates to customer expectations. 
6. Deliver clear, specific, and candid feedback frequently. 



 

 

7. Provide appropriate and equitable rewards. 
8. Recognize that the attractiveness of outcomes and rewards varies with cultures and 

individuals. 
 
To follow these guidelines, leaders must stay in touch with their team members on a 
regular basis. Unfortunately, many leaders feel that this effort requires too much time. Yet 
it is achievable. Mary Kaye, a high-performing middle manager at Frito-Lay, reported in one 
of our leadership classes that she was able to follow the majority of these guidelines by 
conducting short meetings with each of her team members on a regular basis. 
 
Mary Kaye sets up one five-minute meeting every day with one of her direct reports. 
Because she has five direct reports, this means all of her team members know they'll each 
get five minutes of uninterrupted one-on-one time with their manager every week. (If she 
needs more time, Mary Kaye schedules a separate meeting.) During these brief one-on-
ones, she focuses on three issues: 
 
1. Helping them with anything that is getting in their way of doing their job 
2. Complimenting them for something she saw or heard them do well during the week 
3. Asking if there were something else that they want to discuss 
 
How might you adapt this idea to clarify objectives and expectations with your team? 
 

5.2 Six keys to exceed your customer's expectations 

 
Amid the impersonal busyness of the airport, I feel drawn to a warm oasis. My shoes don't 

really need shining, I think, as I take a seat to have my polished shoes shined at Nacho's 
shoeshine stand in Terminal 1 at LAX. Nacho (his real name) looks up and smiles. I 
rationalize my decision: Well, my shoes can't be too polished to work with the Federal 

Reserve Bank. 
 
Why would I choose to spend money at Nacho's getting my shoes shined when they really 
didn't need it? Because Nacho delivers what scientists tell us are the keys to profitable 
repeat customers -- he knows how to exceed his customers' expectations. 
 
Do you? 
 
Researcher Timothy Keiningham and collaborators followed 8,000 customers for two years 
to explore the relationships among survey responses, loyalty behavior, and company 
growth.3 They concluded there were six strategies that leaders could adapt to keep their 
internal or external customers coming back. Many of these compelled me to have my 
polished shoes shined at Nacho's stand: 
 
1. Reliability: Provide dependable and accurate service. 



 

 

2. Assurance: Convey trust and confidence. 
3. Responsiveness: Deliver prompt service, especially when customers need help. 
4. Empathy: Offer personalized experience with a caring attitude. 
5. Delight customers: Investigate and measure what "high level of satisfaction" means to 

your customers. Then, create systems to deliver that delightful experience -- 
consistently. 

6. Calculate your net promoter score (NPS). 
 
Determine your NPS by measuring your customers' responses to this question: 
 

How likely is it that you would recommend this company (or our service) to a friend or 
colleague? 

 
Those who rate you as a 9 or 10 (on a 10-point scale) are Promoters. Those who rate you 6 
or lower are Detractors. Your NPS score is the difference: that is, the percentage of 
Promoters minus the percentage of Detractors. 
 
Although some people have touted NPS as "the one number that you need to grow,"4 
Keiningham's follow-up study of 15,000 customers from 21 companies revealed that the 
connection is modest.5 
 
In our search for simplicity, we sometimes see simplistic solutions to complex issues. 
Linking your customers' experiences or loyalties to growth is not easy. Nacho's secret 
recipe for success is a magical mix of all six of these strategies. In the past year he has 
changed my shoelaces (without being asked) and given me a new canister of shoe polish 
(when I merely made a simple inquiry) -- all without charging me. That's what keeps 
profitable customers like me coming back ... even when our shoes don't need shinning. 
 
One middle manager of a Silicon Valley high-tech company used these ideas to create an 
internal customer service survey. She discovered that her team's internal customers 
perceived her team as less than empathetic. She immediately embarked on an investigation 
to understand how her internal customers defined empathetic service. Then she created a 
brief workshop to teach her team this skill. She understood that when you clarify objectives 
and expectations, it is important to measure what matters. 
 
How will you adapt these ideas to polish your customers' experiences? 
 
Table 5.2 presents a series of 14 questions to help you clarify objectives and expectations. 
Answering them will help you grow this competency. You can also think of each question as 
a practical tool. 
 

Table 5.2 
14 Tools to Clarify Objectives and Expectations 

 



 

 

1. How can you better understand your organization's vision and strategy? 
2. How well are your group's goals aligned with the strategic goals of your organization? 
3. Are you prioritizing your goals with your manager's on a regular basis? 
4. Which few priorities have the biggest impact on your organization's success? 
5. Have you matched the roles and responsibilities of each team member to these 

priorities? 
6. How often do you communicate the priorities to your team? 
7. Do you invite team members to identify obstacles to, and methods of achieving, your 

goals? 
8. Have you developed methods to easily measure and visualize progress on your 

priorities? 
9. How well do you inform others about what needs to get done, but let them decide how 

to do it? 
10. Are your meetings action-oriented, and do they end with specific objectives and 

timelines? 
11. How well do you use feedback to stay on track toward your goals? 
12. Do you ensure that there are positive consequences for progress toward your goals and 

negative consequences for lack of progress? 
13. How frequently do you ask questions to increase clarity before giving your opinion? 
14. Who is highly skilled in this core competency from whom can you learn? 
 
Use the ideas in this chapter to become a better leader by clarifying your objectives and 
expectations. Randy, who we met at the beginning of this section, failed in this area. He 
neither developed this competency nor adapted his leadership style to accommodate the 
fact that what he saw didn't match his expectations. Although he dreamed of the 
contributions he and his new unit could make, he didn't translate his big-picture thinking 
into reality. 
 
In the next chapter, we'll consider how to create plans that do just that. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 6 

Knowing Where You're Going Doesn't Get You There 
 

To achieve great things, two things are needed: 
a plan, 

and not quite enough time. 
Leonard Bernstein 

 

6.1 Manage operations and plans 
 
After leaving my position as chief administrative officer of the institute at UCLA, I started 
my own company and developed our first product -- an interactive CD-ROM called Strategy. 
This innovative product automated marketing for medical imaging centers. It even led 
users through a step-by-step process of creating an individualized marketing plan. My 
conservative goal was to realize $100,000 in profit after the first year. 
 
Unfortunately, the product did not sell well. (I'm still convinced it would have been a 
bestseller... if more people had bought it!) At the end of one year, I was $50,000 in debt. 
Two years later, I had doubled the debt and come within a whisker of losing my home. 
 
Research tells us that the proverb is correct: I had planned to fail because I had failed to 
plan. 
 
You probably know how to set goals. You may even know that Professors Edwin Locke and 
Gary Latham wrote the definitive book on the topic, A Theory of Goal Setting and Task 

Performance, in which they reviewed 393 separate research studies on goal-setting 
involving more than 40,000 subjects.1 Their comprehensive review proved that setting 
goals can improve performance for you, your team, and your organization. 
 
However, they also discovered that as goals increase in difficulty, the predictive value of 
having goals decreases. In fact, they report that "[a]cross the range of goal-setting studies 
using different tasks, the magnitude of goal effects on performance decreases as the 
complexity of the goal increases." 

 
Think of the relationship between goal difficulty and achievement as an inverted U-shaped 
curve (∩). Goal difViculty increases across the bottom (the x-axis). Goal achievement runs 
up the left side (the y-axis). As goals become increasingly difficult, the probability of 
achieving goals starts to fall as you pass the mid-point (i.e., along the right half of the 
curve). Because you probably pursue challenging goals on a regular basis, the question 
becomes, How can I increase the probability that I will actually reach my most difficult -- 
and rewarding -- goals? 
 



 

 

Our research with Professor Locke and the late Zig Ziglar has shown that the number-one 
method for reaching any difficult goal is to create an effective plan.2 Ironically, I had created 
a product that automated marketing plans, but I failed to create a plan for my very own 
business.  
 
As goals become harder to achieve, the plan to reach them becomes increasingly important. 
Think of it this way: If you had a desire to venture forth to a land far, far away, your chances 
of reaching this destination would be remote unless you had a map or a Global Positioning 
System (GPS) to show you the way. 
 

6.2 The 3Ds of effective and efficient plans 

There are three simple tools, referred to as the 3Ds, for creating an effective and efficient 
map to reach your destination. Rational executives coach their managers to: 

1. Define the deliverable. 
2. Determine who should be on the team. 
3. Decide on the tasks and time frames. 
 

6.2.1 Define the deliverable 
 
Achieving a goal begins by describing exactly what the result should look like. Whether you 
are managing an operation or planning a project, you and your managers must describe the 
scope of your goals, including: 
 
� What the output is 
� Why the project is important 
� How it relates to the overall strategy of your organization 
 
This scope must also include critical success factors. Critical success factors are three to 
seven deliverables your key stakeholders consider essential before calling your project a 
success. They describe the general characteristics of your project. For example, if your goal 
is to install a new information system by a particular date, the critical success factors could 
include security features, compatibility requirements, or timing of the installation. 
 
The scope also must encompass the assumptions associated with the project. Assumptions 
are those things that you believe to be true but have not been proved true. Assumptions 
ignored become risks. My favorite way to ferret out the assumptions is to brainstorm with 
people who are familiar with what I'm trying to achieve. For example, you could stand at a 
flipchart and write these two words across the top: I assume ... Then, ask people to 
complete the sentence. You write down whatever they say. This is not the time to process 
what they say -- just write it down. Discuss the assumptions and how to deal with them 
after brainstorming. Separate idea generation from idea evaluation to maximize 
contribution. 



 

 

 
All risks are not created equal. Therefore, once you have identified the risks, categorize 
them using the two major dimensions of probability and impact. Ask your team to help you 
place each risk in one of the nine boxes in Figure 6.1. 
 

Figure 6.1 
Plot Probability Against Impact to Categorize Risk 

 
 

6.2.2 Determine who should be on the team 
 
Most goals can't be achieved alone. After you've defined the deliverables, rational 
executives consider the personnel required to execute the plan. The primary criteria in 
selecting team members should be the skills and the subject matter expertise necessary to 
implement the plan. Work with your management team and obtain the people required to 
deliver on the scope. 
 
Also, make sure the people you've selected have time allocated to do the work required by 
the project. I've seen many executives assign managers to projects without considering 
their time constraints. That's a prescription for burnout and turnover. 
 

6.2.3 Outline the tasks 
 
An effective plan must include a list of the tasks the team must complete. One way to 
generate a task list is to first schedule a task-creation meeting. A few days before the 
meeting, ask team members to e-mail you a list of the tasks necessary to complete their 



 

 

portion of the project. Organize these tasks in a spreadsheet. For larger projects, use 
project management software. 
 
At the meeting, brainstorm the tasks that people might have missed when they were 
working on their own. 
 
The last step is to fill in the time frames necessary to complete the tasks. Figure 6.2 shows 
an example of a major task spreadsheet. These are tasks at the 10,000-foot level. Most task 
lists contain many smaller tasks. Feel free to adapt this spreadsheet to suit your project 
plan. 
 

Figure 6.2 
Major Task Spreadsheet 

 

 
 
When I left UCLA, I sailed the seas without a map and almost wrecked my ship. Don't let 
that happen to your team. Whenever you set a goal, create a plan to reach your goal using 
these three fundamental steps. 
 
Here are several other tips to grow your executive planning skills: 
 
1. Identify co-workers who have excellent plans. Ask to take them to lunch in exchange for 

sharing the process they use to develop their plans. 
2. Invite your direct reports to comment on your preliminary plans during one-on-one or 

offsite meetings. 
3. Share your preliminary plans with your managers. 



 

 

4. Create a chart (such as the one seen in Figure 6.3) that allows you to view all your 
projects simultaneously. 

5. Find a balance between long-range plans and day-to-day activities. At least once a week, 
spend time reflecting on the big picture and overall strategic direction. This perspective 
will help you focus on what is most important. 

6. Apply the Pareto principle -- what most people call the 80/20 rule. As it relates to time 
management and planning, this rule states that 80% of the value is in 20% of your 
tasks. Thus, if you have ten items on your project to-do list, focusing on two of them will 
probably get you 80% of the results desired. Many executives confuse activity for 
accomplishment. They work on the meaningless many instead of focusing on the 
fundamental few. Don't let that happen to you. 

7. Collaborate cross-functionally. Whenever you create a plan, consider the impact on 
other units in your organization. How is what you are planning going to affect other 
people or processes? The world of work is becoming increasingly interdependent. 
Involve those affected by your plan in the process as early as possible. 

 

Figure 6.3 
Project Tracker 

 
Project List Revised 10/24/08

Priority Time Project Manager Start Date Milestone Due Date % Completed Comments

1 Project 1

2 Project 2

3 Project 3

 
 

Table 6.1 
Manage Operations and Plans with These 17 Questions 

 
1. How closely aligned is your operation to your management's strategy? 
2. Do you dedicate half of your project time to planning? 
3. Is there adequate detail in your approach to your job? 
4. How well do you consider the impact of your operation and projects on others? 
5. How often do you involve your peers and direct reports to improve your operation? 
6. How well do you mitigate risk to your operation or projects? 
7. Do you set deadlines and milestones with your team and boss? 



 

 

8. Do you solicit feedback from others regarding your plans and planning skills? 
9. What assignments could you take on that would improve your ability to plan? 
10. How well do you hold team members responsible for delivering on their due dates? 
11. Do you obtain status reports from your direct reports on an ongoing basis? 
12. Do you use scheduling tools to create and manage your plan? 
13. How often do you compare your plan to reality? 
14. How well do you coordinate efforts to improve your operation with other work units? 
15. What could you do to build continuous improvement into your environment? 
16. Do you assign your best people to the most important tasks? 
17. What can you learn from great planners at work? 
 
One of the major reasons that my Strategy CD-ROM product failed is that I failed to develop 
a plan. Like Randy, I built castles in the air, but did not build foundations under them. There 
are lots of excuses for my mistakes and Randy's -- inexperience, ignorance, overconfidence 
-- but, honestly, most of these excuses boil down to not knowing ourselves well enough to 
see where our blind spots are. Neither Randy nor I knew how important it was to manage 
operations and plans, or how poorly we executed this core competency. 
 
In the next chapter, we'll explore how to know yourself and others so well that you avoid 
similar missteps on your leadership journey. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 7 

Getting to Know All About You 
 

Nothing is easier than self-deceit; 
for what each of us wishes, 
we also believe to be true. 

Demosthenes 
 

7.1 Know thyself and others 
 
"Well, I guess everybody in class believes that the typed manuscript for my new book is 
worth purchasing ... except Mr. Jensen!" The executive director of our graduate program 
scowled at me as class started. 
 
"Professor Wallace, my roommate and I have agreed to share your manuscript during the 
semester. He already bought it. Then, we'll both buy your book when it comes out in book 
form," I replied calmly, despite thinking, Why are you calling me out in front of all my 

classmates? 
 
"I guess that makes you smarter than everybody else." He glared at me, turned his back to 
class, marched to the front of the room, and started writing on the blackboard. 
 
He is influential in our profession, I thought. I had better not get on his bad side. Right then, I 
pulled out my checkbook and wrote a check to purchase his manuscript, then walked on 
eggshells to the front of the room. "Maybe it is better that I get my own copy." I offered my 
olive branch. 
 
Professor Wallace turned to face me. "Too late!" He grabbed my check and ripped it in half. 
The pieces floated to the floor in slow motion. 
 
I scooped them up, made my way back to my seat in front of a stunned classroom, and 
thought, You've just made an ass of yourself in front of the entire class, Professor Wallace. 

How did you ever become a leader? 
 
Although this episode happened many years ago, I use it as a lesson even today. Professor 
Wallace's deficiency was in the third competency of a rational leader: Know thyself and 
others. This competency requires leaders to assess accurately their strengths and 
weaknesses, as well as the strengths and weaknesses of those around them. It includes the 
ability to perceive correctly the subtle cues, emotions, and feelings that they and others 
experience. Understanding why people feel the way they do and how to generate the 
appropriate mood to fit the occasion are other key components of knowing thyself and 
others. 



 

 

 
Years later, it became clear to me that Professor Wallace's poor skills in this area hurt him 
professionally. For example, a famous scientist I met while at UC San Diego once told me 
that he informed a publisher that he would not co-author a book with Professor Wallace 
because Wallace was "a pain in the [anatomical reference] to work with." On another 
occasion, the head of an important association divulged that he wouldn't invite Wallace to 
speak at his meetings because he had seen Wallace "squirm like a worm at the end of a 
hook" during the question-and-answer session following a presentation; in this person’s 
assessment, Wallace "did not have the expertise to deliver.…" 
 
Professor Wallace is not the only leader to have suffered from a flawed self-assessment. 
The inability to see who we are clearly and how well we perform objectively is an epidemic 
among executives. 
 

7.2 Can I see the real me? 

 
Not very well. 
 
That's the conclusion of Professor David Dunning and his colleagues after reviewing 293 
research papers on flawed self-assessment.1 When they reviewed studies comparing self-
assessment with objective performance measures, they found a low correlation -- usually 
around 0.25, where 0 is no correlation and 1.0 is a perfect correlation. This makes many 
self-report assessments very suspect. In addition, there was only a 0.2 correlation between 
how well employees expected to perform on a complex task and how well they actually 
performed it. 
 
The bottom line from this meta-analysis of the research: Most of us do not assess our 
strengths or weaknesses accurately, often because of flaws in our thinking. Let's address 
four flaws in particular.  
 

7.2.1 We all think we are above average 
 
Did you know that 94% of college professors say they do above-average work? Among high 
school students, 70% of them believe they have above-average leadership skills. And at one 
high-tech company, 42% of engineers rated their own performance in the top 5% of all 
engineers. 
 
Compounding matters, this tendency to think we are better than we actually are is greatest 
among the lowest performers.2 So it seems the team members who need to improve their 
performance the most are the very individuals who tend to believe they are doing the best. 
 

7.2.2 We overestimate the likelihood of desirable events 



 

 

 
In one large university lecture class, 83% of the students predicted that they would buy 
flowers in an annual charity drive for the American Cancer Society. Yet, they guessed only 
55% of their fellow students would do the same. Four weeks later, the actual percentage of 
those buying flowers was a mere 43%. 
 
Let me share a more personal example: Two months before embarking on a biking trip I 
estimated I would lose seven pounds by modifying my diet. I lost only three.  
 
Where do you need to increase the accuracy of your predictions? 
 

7.2.3 We underestimate the amount of time to complete tasks 
 
This phenomenon is known as the planning fallacy. In one classic study, scientists asked 
students working on an assignment to indicate when they were 50% certain they could 
finish the project, as well as when they were 99% certain they could finish. 
 
If the students' assessments were accurate, about half of them would have finished by the 
50% deadline and 99% would have finished by their very conservative 99% deadline. In 
actuality, only 13% of the students finished by their 50% deadline and only 45% finished 
their assignment by their 99% deadline. The planning fallacy is why Microsoft builds a 30% 
to 50% time buffer into most of its projects. 
 
What kind of buffer might you need? 
 

7.2.4 We are overconfident in our predictions 
 
We tend to place too much confidence in our ability to make accurate predictions. This 
phenomenon is known as the overconfidence effect. For example, among doctors 
diagnosing patients as having pneumonia, doctors who made predictions with an 80% 
certainty turned out to be right only 20% of the time. It's also why traders on Wall Street 
remind each other, "Don't confuse brains with a bull market." 
 
Overconfident executives or so-called experts who base their strategy on their ability to 
predict future events should take heed. 
 

7.3 How to know yourself and others -- emotionally 
 
Like a warped circus mirror, these four common causes of self-delusion distorted Professor 
Wallace's perception of who he was, his strengths and weaknesses, and his ability to see 
those around him accurately. These distortions clouded his decision-making and problem-
solving. Here are three practical tactics to help you overcome the same tendency. 
 



 

 

7.3.1 Get the facts 
 
Executives seldom have the all knowledge required to assess their competence in a given 
area, which often contributes to poor problem-solving and decision-making. 
 
To address this limitation, it's usually best to assume you do not have adequate expertise 
and ask those who do. One study that compared successful and unsuccessful microbiology 
labs found that the best labs had more group meetings at which researchers had to answer 
difficult questions from skeptical peers.3 When I was a researcher at UC San Diego, our 
team employed this strategy during weekly research meetings. It worked. We knew our 
colleagues had our best interests at heart when we challenged each other's perceptions, 
assumptions, and conclusions. 
 
Although actively seeking candid or negative comments is rare among executives, it has 
many positive outcomes. If you do it more often, science says you will improve your self-
awareness and performance, as well as increase positive perceptions of your leadership by 
direct reports and peers.4 
 

7.3.2 Learn from frequent and candid feedback 
 
If you receive incomplete or inaccurate feedback following a decision that is subsequently 
implemented, it creates an erroneous sense of accomplishment, thereby hindering your 
efforts to know yourself and others. Performing rapid after-action reviews (AARs) 
following your important decisions can help. 
 
After you or your team complete a project or important activity, discuss these fundamental 
questions with those individuals who will tell you the truth: 
 
� What was the desired outcome? 
� What was the actual outcome? 
� Why the difference? 
� What are the lessons learned? 
� What will we do differently next time? 
� Do we need to adjust our goals? 
� With whom should we share our lessons? 
 
The truth -- not your opinion -- sets you free. 
 

7.3.3 Select the right standard 
 
A senior executive once complained to me that the ratings he received from his CEO during 
his annual review were not as high as the ratings his peers were given. When I asked how 
he knew so much about his peers' evaluations, he confessed that he actually had no data. 
 



 

 

I suggested that he compare himself to an objective performance standard and invited him 
to take the XLM 360-leadership assessment. When he did, he was able to compare his self-
evaluation to the perceptions of his boss, peers, and employees. These additional data 
points were enough to convince him that he had a few "development opportunities" to 
work on to become a more effective executive. 
 
Make sure you select the right standard when you evaluate your strengths and weaknesses, 
as well as those around you. (Incidentally, six months later, this executive's XLM 
assessment follow-up showed significant improvement in two competencies. His delighted 
CEO has promoted him.) 
 
The three practical tactics discussed above will help you understand your strengths and 
weaknesses, as well as those of the people around you. However, knowing thyself and 
others is not merely about your cognitive strengths and weaknesses. Achieving 
extraordinary results requires that you know and apply the four skills of emotional 
intelligence as well.5 
 

7.4 The four skills of emotionally intelligent executives 
 
The story about Professor Wallace that opened this chapter not only illustrates the 
importance of accurate self-assessment, it highlights the power of emotions at work (and 
school). Although my professor seemed to have a high IQ, his leadership suffered because 
of his low emotional IQ -- more accurately referred to as Emotional Intelligence (EI). 
 
Like Professor Wallace, executives have long assumed the workplace was a logical 
environment. Set goals, pay people to do a job, monitor their work, and watch the 
organization grow. 
 
We now know this simplistic generalization is not the way work really gets done. Humans 
are rational and emotional beings. To lead effectively, one must be logically and 
emotionally intelligent. Effective executives are beginning to understand that emotions are 
always at work. The only question is, are they working for or against you?6   
 
So what is EI? It's "the ability to carry out accurate reasoning about emotions and the 
ability to use the emotions and emotional knowledge to enhance thought."7 This definition 
informs us that EI is much more than keeping calm under pressure or hiding our anger. 
Emotionally intelligent executives know themselves and others so well that they actually 
use their emotions to create better outcomes. In their review of 178 EI studies, Professor 
John Mayer and his colleagues concluded that high EI is linked to better social relations, 
decision-making at work, negotiation results, and long-term leadership success.8 
 
Similarly, Professors Sigal Barsade and Donald Gibson summarized EI research by asserting 
that employee emotions "influence critical organizational outcomes such as job 



 

 

performance, decision-making, creativity, turnover, pro-social behavior, teamwork, 
negotiation, and leadership."9 
 
These findings should encourage you to marry reason and emotion -- to lead with your 
head as you listen to your heart. To know yourself and others emotionally is to apply four 
specific EI abilities:10 
 
1. Perceive emotions: Are you in touch? 
2. Use emotions: Do you have emotions or do they have you? 
3. Understand emotions: Can you forecast the emotional future? 
4. Regulate emotions: How's the marriage between your head and your heart? 
 
The remainder of this chapter discusses the first three of these emotional abilities because 
they are critical to knowing thyself and others. The fourth skill, regulating emotions, is 
discussed in Chapter 19. 
 

7.4.1 Perceive emotions 
 
In an EI certification workshop I attended not long ago, Professor David Caruso from Yale 
University invited us to think of emotions as data. Emotions have useful information. 
Understanding yourself and others begins by accurately identifying what we and those 
around us feel. If we misperceive an emotion in ourselves or others, it is impossible to 
accurately use emotion, understand the emotional future, or regulate the emotion 
appropriately. The old saying "garbage in, garbage out" applies because a mislabeled 
emotion leads to an inappropriate response. 
 
But perceiving emotions is more than awareness -- it is accurate awareness. Executives 
who are highly skilled in this area have the ability to read subtle signals in themselves and 
others, label feelings appropriately, and express correct emotional signals. One of my 
colleagues at Siemens paid the price for missing these cues. 
 
I recall a meeting at which passions were running high and hot regarding a new software 
release. Bill, the product manager for this software, sat there like a totem pole, seemingly 
oblivious to the intensity of people's feelings about the flaws in the software. I didn't feel he 
was in tune with the frustration we (the sales teams) were experiencing. He came across 
like Commander Data (or, if you prefer, Spock) on Star Trek -- indifferent and disconnected. 
It seemed that Bill was confusing managing emotions with masking them. 
 
Bill, like Professor Wallace, failed to perceive what was going on because he missed the 
emotional smoke signals sent by others. I am convinced this contributed to Bill's firing a 
year later. Where do you see executives miss or misread emotions? When does it happen to 
you? What are the consequences of not developing this ability? 
 



 

 

Contrast Bill's failure with the success of former Procter & Gamble CEO A. G. Lafley, who 
was able to read the emotional tea leaves of his employees. Lafley demonstrated a major 
concern for what employees were feeling when he took the helm of a listing ship in the 
early 2000s. "Appraising the emotional landscape" was his critical first step in rescuing 
P&G.11 The company conducted interviews, focus groups, and extensive surveys of 
employees. P&G's leaders used the brutally honest results to create a number of critical 
initiatives that led to long-term organizational success. During Lafley's decade of 
leadership, sales doubled, profits quadrupled, and P&G's portfolio of billion-dollar brands 
increased from 10 to 23. Although Lafley has retired, his legacy of paying attention to 
emotional smoke signals paid off and lives on.12 

 

To improve your ability to perceive emotions accurately at work (and home), here are ten 
tools and techniques that you should consider employing. 
 
1. Write Morning Pages: In her book The Artist's Way, Julia Cameron describes a powerful 
writing technique called Morning Pages.13 She recommends that the first thing you do in 
the morning is write three pages by hand, fast and continuously. Write anything that comes 
to mind without editing. Don't think, don't hesitate, and don't stop. The key is to keep your 
hand moving, no matter what splats out onto the pages. If it takes you more than 20 
minutes, you're thinking too much. 
 
Morning Pages are not prose, poetry, or journaling. You shouldn't share them with anyone. 
You will be amazed at what you learn about your emotions through your writing. 
 
2. Use an emotion scale: David Caruso and Peter Salovey suggest that you assess your 
emotions several times a day, using this 10-point scale: 
 
 Definitely Don't Feel   Maybe    Definitely Feel 
 
Happy  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Sad  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Angry  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Anticipating 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Fearful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Surprised 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Accepting 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Jealous 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
3. Pay attention: As you increase your awareness of your own emotional state, it is also 
important to understand other's feelings. The first step in becoming a people reader is to 
pay attention to what people are saying with their body language. Facial expressions can 



 

 

tell you a lot if you focus on the mouth, eyes, and nose. A smiling mouth with no eye 
crinkles is usually a fake smile. A smile that appears too quickly, or with the lips stretched 
horizontally instead of curled upward, is also not a real smile. 
 
4. Catch a movie: Dr. Amy Van Buren recommends that you scan through a movie and stop 
at any point you see two people talking. Turn the sound off and watch the scene for about 
30 seconds. Next, evaluate the emotion in this scene using the emotion scale above. You 
may want to compare notes with a partner. Then, watch the scene again with the sound on 
to assess your ability to evaluate emotions. 
 
5. Find a model of EI at work: Identify a leader who demonstrates high emotional 
awareness. Find ways to work more closely with that leader. Volunteer for projects or 
committees on which he serves. Ask if you could shadow him occasionally. Then, observe 
how he interacts with others. Answer these questions: 
 
� What kind of questions does he ask? 
� How does he listen? 
� When does he choose to speak in meetings? 
 
6. Be more like others: What would you guess your heart rate is right now? Please write 
that number on a piece of paper. (Come on, this is an interactive book.) Now, take your 
pulse and measure your actual heart rate. The closer you are to your guess, the higher your 
interoception -- your ability to read and interpret sensations in your own body. Research 
shows that people who track their own heartbeat well are better at perceiving their 
emotions.14 
 
Further investigations have revealed that our ability to perceive bodily sensations is linked 
to emotional awareness by an area of the brain called the right frontal insula. It is here, 
neuroscientists tell us, that we find the true mind-body connection, and where we can 
improve our ability to perceive the emotions in others.15 Here's how. 
 
At your next meeting, identify someone with whom you would like to better connect 
emotionally. We will call her your "customer." During the meeting, observe your customer's 
breathing and speaking pace, as well as her posture and gestures: 
 
� How many breaths is she taking? 
� How fast is she talking? 
� How is she sitting? 
� Is she moving her hands or crossing her legs? 
� What are her eye movements? 
 
As you observe her movements, begin duplicating them. In other words, follow her lead by 
doing what she does ... subtly. The more you tune in with the other person physically and 
verbally, the more you will connect with her emotionally. Don't take my word for it -- try it. 



 

 

 
How surprised will you be when you discover that you feel what others feel when you are 
more like them? 
 
7. Reflectively listen: During your next conversation with one of your direct reports, when 
he says something significant, reflect it back to him in your own words to confirm you 
heard him correctly. This forces you to listen carefully, which creates a higher emotional 
awareness. 
 
8. Discover what emotion is talking: You may listen to what others say, but how well do 
you hear what emotion is talking? Do you hear what people say beneath the surface of their 
words? Where are they coming from -- is fear, worry, or doubt doing the talking, or do 
confidence, certainty, and clarity describe their states of mind? 
 
Too many executives are fond of listening to their own tune. They confuse broadcasting for 
communication. The better you can tune into other people's communication stations, the 
more in tune you are with them. Write yourself a reminder to focus on where others are 
coming from (perhaps at the top of a notepad where you write notes during your 
conversations). Stop merely talking to your employees and start communicating with them. 
 
9. Notice the details: When I worked in sales for Siemens, I once walked into a busy 
physician's office to discuss her computer needs. She would give me 5 minutes, she said, to 
tell her why she should purchase our medical computers. I thanked her for her time, 
pointed to a picture on her desk, and let her know that I would be happy to tell her about 
my computers if she would first tell me where on Cape Cod the picture was taken. 
 
She smiled and asked how I knew it was the Cape. After I told her I grew up in Connecticut 
and visited the Cape frequently, she spent 10 minutes discussing her family experiences on 
Cape Cod. She then gave me 20 minutes to discuss computers. I met with her and her staff a 
few times during the next few months, and they purchased our computers. This sales 
success flowed from my observing and caring about what was important to her 
emotionally. 
 
Can you accurately describe people and/or their office after you visit? What is the color of 
their clothes, eyes, hair? How do their voices sound? What's in the picture frames on their 
desks and walls? What colors are the carpets and doors? Practice the game of observation 
to improve your perception of what is important to others. 
 
10. Work with a coach: A good coach will help you identify an ideal image that you have of 
yourself (which includes increasing your EI), provide feedback regarding your EI, assist in 
the development plan to bridge the gap, and coach you through the process of learning new 
behaviors. 
 

7.4.2. Use emotions 



 

 

 
Several years ago, I was helping a colleague set up for a very important presentation. As he 
welcomed guests into the meeting room, my initial excitement turned into frustration 
because I couldn't get the two projectors focused correctly on the two screens in the front 
of the room. Just before the presentation was about to begin, and as my frustration boiled 
into silent anger, one of the guests pointed out that the side-by-side projectors were 
focused on opposite screens. 
 
I had been trying to focus one projector while looking at the other's screen. I felt like an 
idiot. I also realized that I did not have the emotion of anger -- it had me! 
 
How often do your emotions use you instead of the other way around? 
 
Using emotions to get in the right mood, prioritize thinking, and improve decision-making 
is the second EI skill. How we feel affects how we think, which influences our decisions and 
outcomes. In the projector story, I was initially excited about helping a brilliant colleague 
with an important presentation. Unfortunately, I did not know there was a downside to 
being up. 
 
That's right -- research suggests that being upbeat may hinder the execution of specific 
tasks.16 In my case, I allowed myself to become a prisoner of my feelings. If I had put myself 
in the right frame of mind (neutral or mildly sad), there’s further evidence (from 
pioneering research by Professor Joseph Forgas of the University of New South Wales) that 
I might have enhanced my thinking and solved my problem.17 
 
Let's conduct a quick little experiment. Imagine, just for a moment, that you are going for a 
walk in a beautiful environment with someone you really care about. Flood your 
imagination with the rich sights, sounds, and other physical sensations of this relaxing, 
leisurely stroll. Are you in the mountains, a valley, on a secluded beach? Do you smell 
mountain air or salt water? Can you hear your partner's conversation, the thundering surf 
of the ocean, whistling birds, or a babbling brook? Is the warmth of the sun on your 
shoulders or face? 
 
Next, imagine that you and your strolling partner decide to brainstorm all the benefits you 
might experience if you improved your EI. Now that you have the picture, sensations, and 
feelings, please take a blank piece of paper and write down as many of these benefits as you 
can think of. Do it right now. 
 
Go ahead. I'll wait. 
 
How did your brainstorming session go? Whether you wrote a few ideas or a flood, 
research tells us that you brainstorm better when you are in a better mood.18 
 



 

 

Being upbeat may hinder our efforts to focus on tasks (as my story illustrated), yet that 
same mood facilitates creative thinking. The rationale is that "people use their moods as 
indications of the state of their environment."19 Thus, negative feelings signal that 
something is wrong, so our brains subconsciously pay close attention to the environment, 
then search for specific information to solve the problem or address the issue. Newscasters 
know that our reptilian brains are wired to focus on drama, which is why the news is so 
often negative. On the other hand, because positive emotions communicate that all is well, 
focus and analysis are not needed, liberating our attention to be open to creative ideas. 
 
The bottom line is that using your emotions is about creating a specific feeling to generate a 
desired outcome.20 Just as the best athletes channel their emotions to rally their teams to 
victory, effective leaders use their emotions to achieve their team's worthy goals. 
 
Consider basic emotions like sadness or happiness that affect our thinking. When we are 
sad, we tend to notice details -- this is the upside of being down. Positive moods, by 
contrast, yield ideas that are more creative – which is the upside of being up.  
 
To use emotions well, we need to be able to generate the feelings we want when we want 
them. One way is to tell or write a story that evokes that emotion. Another way to create 
the desired feeling on demand is to learn from Hollywood. I've adapted the renowned 
method acting approach, pioneered by Russian director Constantin Stanislavski (and a 
technique recommended by Professors Caruso and Salovey), to help you use your emotions 
to make better decisions and create a desired outcome. 
 
� Relax: Close your eyes. Find a quiet, peaceful place in your imagination. Create a rich 

mental representation of this serene scene by imagining it completely, with vivid and 
detailed objects, sounds, and smells. Use all your senses to relax into the scene. 

 
� Recall an emotional event: Which emotion will help you create the thinking you need 

to make a better decision? Use the emotion descriptions to guide your imagination to an 
emotional scene that accesses this desired emotion. For example, if you are gathering 
information on a technical project, you might want to recall a memory that contains the 
emotion of surprise, because this feeling is associated with being open to new 
information. You could think of an unexpected award you received at work or that 
surprise party friends gave you. Create a sensory rich environment as you go back in 
time to experience the event fully. The more details the better. What did it look, feel, 
smell, taste, and sound like? What expressions did you have on your face? What 
emotions did you feel? 

 
� Affirm the emotion: Use affirmations to anchor the emotion by repeating statements 

that are consistent with the feeling you're creating. As you affirm the emotion verbally, 
take on the emotion physically. Create the facial expressions, posture, body movements, 
breathing, etc., that you felt during the emotional event. How you act (your physiology) 
influences how you feel. Your motion affects your emotion. 



 

 

 
� Connect the emotion to the task: Finally, maintain this physiology as you work on the 

task at hand. For example, if you are in your office and want to stay open to new 
information by accessing the emotion of surprise, you can stand up and walk around 
your office, acting as if you are at the surprise party as you jot down a few notes on a 
notepad. On the other hand, if you're preparing for a meeting, take the first three steps 
of this process -- relax, recall, affirm -- before the meeting to create the emotion for the 
meeting. Then, act (take on the physiology) and affirm (repeat to yourself) the desired 
emotion as you discuss ideas at the meeting. 

 
If you employ these techniques to use your emotions -- instead of being used by them --  
science says you are likely to achieve your desired outcome.21 I encourage you to try this 
technique -- I think you'll find it a "moving experience." 
 

7.4.3. Understand emotions 
 
Traffic lights are called signals because they provide information that directs our action. 
Understanding the signals tells us to stop, go, turn, or -- in the case of yellow -- hit the gas 
and race through the intersection. (Just kidding about the yellow signal.) 
 
Emotions are signals, too. They contain information that communicates direction. Just as 
with traffic lights, we can understand emotional signals only if we detect the signal 
accurately, assess its intensity (akin to how far you are from the light), and evaluate our 
options regarding taking action. Thus, the third EI ability -- understanding emotions -- 
helps us predict the future accurately so that we can take appropriate action. 
 
You know a leader is not using this skill when you see him shuffle out of a meeting puzzled 
about his team's reaction to his latest news. Leaders who fail to understand emotions will 
also complain about interactions that seem to be going well and "all of a sudden" fall flat. 
They often say things that upset people, find it hard to explain their emotions, and seem to 
blow hot or cold ... without much between the extremes. 
 
These are all signs that the leader is clueless regarding how emotions progress through 
predictable intensities. If leaders miss the emotional signals, they limit their ability to 
conduct an effective emotional what-if analysis. Because they don't know where people are 
coming from emotionally, they can't predict where people are going to. For instance, an 
employee who is wary about a major change at work will usually become worried first, 
then fearful, and then finally panicked if she doesn't understand the cause of her fear (a 
perceived threat) properly. 
 
Executives who are strong in this ability comprehend the causes of emotions, have a rich 
emotional vocabulary, and employ what-if analysis to predict and create the desired future. 
That's why they always seem to know the right thing to say. They know that truly 
understanding emotions requires knowing their causes. Executives skilled in this area 



 

 

monitor employees' emotions when they introduce any change. Their emotional radar 
detects employee wariness before it mushrooms into fear because they understand what 
causes our six basic human emotions -- sadness, happiness, anger, fear, surprise, and 
disgust. 

 

� Sadness: We usually feel sadness when we do not achieve a goal or lose something that 
we care about. 

 
� Happiness: A feeling of well-being bubbles up when we experience something that we 

value. Happiness is often related to achieving a meaningful goal. 
 
� Anger: This emotion boils up when we perceive someone has been wronged, offended, 

or denied justice. Anger targets our energy on specific threats. Although anger has its 
place, it is misplaced when it becomes destructive. 

 
� Fear: Fear grabs us when a perceived threat is near. Because fear communicates that 

something undesirable is happening (or is about to), it frequently is accompanied by a 
feeling of uncertainty and/or a desire to take some action. Fear drives our "fight or 
flight" instinct. Anxiety is related to fear, but is usually more persistent and generalized. 

 
� Surprise: Surprise springs out like a jack-in-the-box when events do not go according 

to plan. It catches our attention and signals us to figure out what's up -- which helps us 
to gather new information quickly. Surprise is why we become "all ears" when we listen 
to shocking news. It can be perceived as positive, negative, or neutral. 

 
� Disgust: Associated with things that are unclean, gory, or offensive, disgust is felt most 

acutely in relation to the sense (real or imagined) of taste. This emotion may help us to 
avoid things or situations that are distasteful, but it seldom creates the type of thinking 
we find useful. 

 
Understanding the causes of these basic emotions leads to an expanded emotional 
vocabulary, thereby allowing us to fine-tune our understanding of emotional signals and 
make subtle distinctions that lead to better predictions.  
 
Executives without a robust language don't express themselves accurately. They are like 
children who describe a destructive hurricane as a rainy day. For example, I could say that I 
was surprised when I received an executive coaching contract yesterday. But that would 
not be accurate because I actually was amazed. My amazement stemmed from having our 
agreement signed and delivered within a week of submitting it. 
 
Each of the basic emotions, listed in Table 7.1, has related emotional terms adapted from 
Caruso and Salovey:22 
 



 

 

Table 7.1 
Emotional Vocabulary 

 

Sad 

� pensive 
� down 
� gloomy 
� sad 
� grief-stricken 
 

Happy 

� serene 
� pleased 
� happy 
� joyous 
� ecstatic  
 

Angry 

� annoyed 
� frustrated 
� upset 
� anger 
� rage 
 

Fearful 
� attentive 
� wary 
� worried 
� fearful 
� panicked 
 

Surprised 

� content 
� distracted 
� surprised 
� amazed 
� shocked 
 

Disgusted 

� bored 
� disinterested 
� dislike 
� disgusted 
� loath 

 

7.5 Where emotions come from predict where you go 

 
Once you understand that it's not just another rainy day, but a Category 5 hurricane 
heading your way, you know what's coming and how to think more clearly about possible 
actions. Understanding the causes of emotions and expanding your emotional vocabulary 
are preludes to predicting the emotional future. As you become more skilled in this 
competency, you comprehend where you and others are coming from emotionally, and you 
can also predict where you and they are going. 
 
Prediction in emotions is like prediction in any other discipline; you employ what-if 
analysis to generate a plan of action. The key ingredient in an emotional what-if analysis is 
recognizing the patterns that emotions follow. Please take another look at the basic 
emotions listed in Table 7.1 and their related emotional terms. Do you notice the pattern of 
progression in each emotion? By recognizing how emotions usually advance through 
predictable sequences, you can test certain assumptions about the various plans to deal 
with that emotion. 
 



 

 

Imagine you are in a project meeting with two colleagues. Diane is one of your direct 
reports, while Don is one of your colleagues. As Don drones on about some of the 
stakeholders in the project, you notice that Diane seems to be getting annoyed. You 
therefore predict that she may become frustrated, upset, and even angry if you don't 
manage the situation well. 
 
By identifying the emotion of annoyance accurately and early, you can consider various 
actions to avoid an emotional escalator. Because you feel Don's excessive rambling annoys 
Diane, you decide to ask others for their opinion, thereby decreasing Don's domination of 
the meeting. It works. Congratulations! You have just used your understanding of emotions 
to create a desired outcome. But how well and how consistently are you applying your 
emotional vocabulary, in other situations, to create outcomes you want? 
 
The most powerful way to develop your emotional forecasting skill is to reflect on your 
feelings frequently throughout the day. Keep Table 7.1 near you to improve your 
awareness of your precise feelings. As you increase your capacity to make emotional 
distinctions, expand your self-awareness to think about where your emotions lead 
(recalling Diane and Don's story). You might also find it helpful to exercise your emotional 
understanding at home and then extend your learning to work. 
 
For example, I use to become angry (at the television) when my sports teams play poorly. 
As I learned that anger is often caused by feelings of being wronged or offended, I asked 
myself, why do I feel wronged or offended when the Lakers play poorly? That's when I 
realized my feelings came from my belief that these highly paid sports stars weren't trying 
hard enough. If I always played hard, even though I didn't possess half their talent, why 
couldn't they? 
 
My team losing was not what angered me; it was my perception and judgment of their lack 
of effort. Knowing this, I now catch myself being annoyed by my perception before I jump 
on the emotional escalator toward anger. My lesson? When someone triggers my emotional 
button, it's my button. I need to accurately detect my emotion early, then make a quick 
prediction where this emotion will lead me, then choose how I want to deal with it. It's 
about me, not them. 
 
I encourage you to refer to the emotion list throughout the day to expand your emotional 
vocabulary and experiment with what-if analysis. How surprised will you be when you 
become a better executive because you understand the emotional future? 
 
Let's return to the story that opened this chapter: Professor Wallace did not demonstrate 
emotional intelligence when he ripped my check in half in front of the class. Yet, neither did 
I. If I could go back and apply the EI skills we're discussing in the chapter, here's what I 
would do differently: 
 
� Identify that the professor was in a negative mood. (Identify emotions.) 



 

 

� Recognize that his negativity would limit his receptivity to my explanation. (Use 
emotions.) 

� Understand that his being upset with me might lead to anger toward me if I said or did 
anything in class. Also, understand that my annoyance at being called out in front of 
class might lead to anger, thereby causing me to become defensive. (Understand 
emotions.) 

� Regulate my emotion by not responding to his initial statement during class. Then, visit 
him at his office another day to discuss the situation, apologize for any 
misunderstanding, and perhaps write a check that might not get ripped in half. Learn 
more about this fourth skill (regulating the emotions) in Chapter 19. 

 

Table 7.2 
15 Tools to Know Thyself and Others 

 
1. How much effort do you exert to know yourself? 
2. How often do you ask others (e.g., direct reports, peers, customers, bosses) for 

feedback? 
3. How well do you know those around you? 
4. Do you have one-on-one meetings with your direct reports at least once a week? 
5. Do you receive confidential 360-feedback every few years? 
6. How many of your strengths are so strong that, at times, they are perceived as 

weaknesses? 
7. How well do you size up people? 
8. Have you outlined the strengths and weaknesses of your direct reports? 
9. How well have you aligned your direct reports' strengths and weaknesses to specific job 

duties? 
10. How much time do you spend trying to read other people's emotions? 
11. How often do you look below the surface to assess and predict other people's 

motivations or feelings? 
12. How well do your expressions of emotions allow others to understand how you feel? 
13. Do you understand that different moods affect thinking and decisions in different ways? 
14. How much do you feel what others feel when they describe an emotional event? 
15. What can you learn from those who know themselves and others well? 
 
The tools listed in Table 7.2 complement the emotional vocabulary in Table 7.1.  
 
Remember Randy and the story of his unhappy promotion that introduced Section II. As 
you ask and answer these essential questions, consider what Randy might have done 
differently to manage his challenges in selling the new product through his company's 
existing network. 
 
If Randy knew himself and others well, he would have recognized his own strong visionary 
competencies and lower rational competencies. He could have managed the expectations of 
his colleagues if he knew where they were coming from. Additionally, had he developed his 



 

 

emotional intelligence, he might have recognized his colleagues' subtle reactions to his 
efforts early enough to do something about them. He could have devised a wiser strategy to 
earn their support for his new position. 
 
If Randy had used the ideas in this chapter, he probably would have achieved his goals. 
Amazingly, even if he didn't apply these tools, he still could have succeeded if he had 
learned how to monitor closely, the fourth competency of rational leadership style, and the 
topic of the next chapter. 
 
 



 
Chapter 8 

Be Here Now 
 

It isn't the mountain ahead that wears you out -- 
it's the grain of sand in your shoe. 

Robert Service 
 

8.1 Monitor closely  
 
I heard the whining engine and screeching tires a split-second before the white Miata flew 
around the mountain's curve. I jumped off my bike and watched the petrified driver wrestle 
with the wheel. Unfortunately, the next curve came too fast. The car flew off the mountain. 
 
I staggered downhill ten yards, to the spot where his tires last clawed the road. Praying for 
a miracle, I peered over the edge ... and was shocked to see one. 
 
Instead of plunging 300 feet down the ravine, Jeff Gordon (not his real name) had landed 
against several thick bushes 30 feet down. The car was banged up, but upright, and Jeff 
crawled up the embankment toward me. 
 
As he reached the road, Jeff straightened up and assured me that he was fine (he had no 
visible bruises and he had been wearing his seatbelt). He asked to use my cell phone to call 
for a tow truck, and then encouraged me, numerous times, to continue my bike ride up the 
steep mountain road. So I did. 
 
As I strained up the 15% grade, I thought about all the curves Jeff had negotiated as he 
came down this twisting road and wondered why he missed the one near me, and how his 
story was a metaphor for the monitor closely competency. 
 
To monitor an environment closely means to pay attention to feedback. Webster's defines 
feedback as "the return to the point of origin of evaluative or corrective information." 
Feedback is everywhere. A market-based economy works because consumers give 
continuous feedback to producers. The human body incorporates thousands of feedback 
mechanisms that keep us alive. Failure to monitor feedback closely threatens our 
livelihoods and our health, and it's what almost killed Jeff on that mountain. It also hurts us 
our ability to stretch when pulled. 
 
I counted 37 curves from the spot where he went over the edge to the top of that mountain. 
This means he had 37 opportunities to become aware of, learn from, and adjust to the 
feedback the mountain and his car were giving him as he raced down. He was getting 
feedback about the road conditions, his car's handling, his ability to negotiate hairpin 



 

 

curves. Unfortunately, he was -- to paraphrase T. S. Eliot -- getting the experience but 
missing the meaning. 
 
How about you? 
 
To keep from going off the road, rationally thinking executives must closely monitor their 
environment by actively seeking feedback from their business climate, customers, the 
organization, upper management, colleagues, and direct reports. This monitoring provides 
the accurate knowledge needed to adjust course on the mountain. Without such knowledge, 
leaders risk being labeled "out of touch." One study found that "denying reality" was 
responsible for 23% of CEO firings.1 
 
Unfortunately, according to Professors Kathleen Sutcliffe and Klaus Weber, there is also a 
high cost to trying to gather too much knowledge.2 
 
They surveyed 329 top management team (TMT) members in 85 diverse organizations. 
They found the relationship between accuracy of information and magnitude of positive 

organizational change followed an inverted U-shaped pattern (∩). Initial investments in 
improving the accuracy of perceptions (by monitoring closely) trigger more and better 
change, but as improvements in accuracy began to taper off, so did the magnitude of 
positive change. Eventually, spending more time obtaining information (i.e., obtaining 
feedback) became negatively associated with change. 
 
By contrast, executives who worked with a moderate amount of information were able to 
make decisions and act in a timely manner while maintaining a consistent strategy. 
 
This research tells us that it is possible to miss important information as we race down our 
daily mountains, thereby flying of the cliff like our Miata racer. The results also remind us 
that we can't monitor so closely that we crawl down the mountain, thereby missing our 
deadlines. We must manage the tension between accurate information and timely action. 
 
When it comes to monitoring closely, the middle road seems to be the best road. 
 

Do not allow the possibilities  
to blind you from the probabilities. 

 

8.2 Eight tools to help you stay in touch 
 
There are eight tools, described in this sub-section, to help you manage the tension 
between information and action by closely monitoring your challenging, paradoxical 
environment. 

 



 

 

8.2.1 Monitor where the action is  
 
I met with an executive who told me that her CEO had not visited her office in the four 
years she had been with the company. Granted, her boss reported to the CEO, not her. But 
executives must make time to visit those a few layers below them. I also encourage you to 
visit the front lines, where change happens first. One of Toyota's five basic principles is 
genchi genbutsu, which means "going to the source to find the facts to inform your 
decisions, build consensus, and achieve goals."3 
 

8.2.2 Remove your environmental blinders  
 
We all have filters that fog our view of the landscape. Professors Anthony Mayo and Nitin 
Nohria studied 1,000 successful executives and found that the best leaders have the ability 
to understand the context in which they live and seize the opportunities in the present.4 
Specifically, these leaders closely monitored six factors to help them accurately understand 
their environment: 
 

1. The amount of government intervention 
2. Global events 
3. Demographics 
4. Social mores 
5. Technology 
6. Labor issues 

 
Knowledge of their environment, the context in which they operate the business, allowed 
these successful leaders to adapt their strategy and their style to match the opportunities 
presented to them. 
 
How are you staying in touch with your environment? 
 

8.2.3 Value variety  
 
Management expert Gary Hamel points out that it takes a thousand ideas to produce a 
dozen promising products, thereby yielding a few genuine successes.5 Yet many 
organizations suffer from the "big bet" fallacy. Their executives set audacious goals and 
scramble to cut costs when their big bets don't pay off. Big bets are fine once in a while, but 
nature teaches us that conducting small experiments and paying attention to the feedback 
leads to an agile, adaptable organization amenable to a changing climate. Effective leaders 
who monitor closely take small steps, observe the environmental response, and adjust to 
the feedback.  
 

8.2.4 Be open to most things, attached to few 

 



 

 

If the driver on the mountain had been open to what the hairpin turns were teaching him, 
he might not have plunged off the road. Do you ever find yourself going so fast that you fail 
to monitor your environment? It happens to me way too often. At times, I find myself so 
attached to my way of looking at things as I race to achieve my goal that I miss the 
corrective information someone or something is offering me. 
 

Remember: Your team members don't care how much you know until they know how 
much you care about what they care about. Being open to their feedback (even if you 
don't agree with it) is one way you let others know you care about what's important to 
them. 

 

8.2.5 Quit when your intuition says so  
 
Previously, we discussed Julia Cameron's book The Artist's Way, and the powerful 
technique called Morning Pages. If you really want to be in touch with your intuition, write 
three pages in the morning. Anything that comes to mind, write it down, without editing. 
You might be surprised at what you learn by closely monitoring your internal environment. 
The insights gained from this self-awareness exercise can then be used to inform your 
decisions, especially when you are about to quit.  
 

How often have you heard, "Never quit, never give up, or quitters never win"? What a 
bunch of crap. Reflective and effective executives may not like quitting, but they know it 
is almost always an option. Deciding when or how to quit is hard. Listening to the 
feedback you gain from your Morning Pages can help.  
 
For example, when I chose to terminate my CD-ROM product (Strategy), I used the 
insights gleaned from my Morning Pages (they felt like "mourning" pages at the time) as 
well as market feedback to make that decision. The wisdom to "know when to hold 'em 
and when to fold 'em," as the song says, flows from monitoring your internal awareness 
and external environment.  

 

8.2.6 Avoid multitasking  

 
Yes, you read that right. We are living in an age of "continuous partial attention," according 
to Linda Stone, a former senior executive at both Apple and Microsoft.6 Walk into any 
cubicle or office and you see individuals texting, working on a document, reading an article, 
checking e-mail, scanning the latest news ... all at the same time. Employees simply do not 
want to miss anything. Stone calls that complex multitasking because the tasks demand 
cognition. She also points out that a study commissioned by Hewlett-Packard (HP) found 
that people who attempt to deal with a barrage of messages while they work on other tasks 
experience a temporary 10-point drop in IQ. 
 

You cannot monitor your environment well by trying to stay in touch with everything at 
once. Successfully monitoring your environment requires that you strategically select 



 

 

the most important information and focus on it ... sequentially. Energy directed by a 
unifying force is close to genius. 

 

8.2.7 Call and visit customers 
 
Make it a habit to call and visit customers to solicit their perceptions of your services and 
the overall business environment. One transit CEO told me that he frequently rides his 
trains to stay in touch with his customers. He called it MBRA -- management by riding 
around. 
 

8.2.8 Stay in touch with your troops:  
 
Leadership is not possible without "followership". Research by Professor Stephen Reicher 
and his associates demonstrate that strong leadership flows from a symbiotic relationship 
between leaders and followers.7 They point out that the most effective executives 
understand and monitor the values and the opinions of their followers, thereby enabling a 
productive dialogue about where the group is and what actions the group must take to 
reach a given destination. 
 
The term social identity was coined in the 1970s to refer to the part of a person's sense of 
self that is defined by a group. Social identity allows people to feel connected to other 
group members. People long to belong to something larger than themselves, so they 
identify with their country, company, sales or sports team. 
 
This social identity helps the group reach consensus on what is important and how to 
coordinate actions that are consistent with shared goals. Leaders are more effective when 
they can help followers see themselves as members of a particular group, as well as see the 
group's interests as the leaders' own interests. 
 
This is what U.S. President George W. Bush did after 9/11, when he promised to "hunt 
down" and "find those folks who committed this act." Bush often portrayed himself as an 
everyday American who was able to speak for America. He used this folksy, Texas 
communication style to come across as a common man, rather than a member of the 
Association of Yale Alumni. We not only like people who are like us, we like to follow 
leaders who are like us.  
 
Reicher also points out that the best leaders are symbolic representations of the group they 
seek to lead. They not only belong to the group, they exemplify what makes the group 
different from and superior to other groups. Think Bush's cowboy clothes and Palestinian 
leader Yasser Arafat's trademark keffiyeh. U.S. President Barack Obama's presidential 
victories stem partly from his ability to "sell" his story as a quintessential rags-to-riches 
American story. 
 



 

 

Abraham Lincoln emphasized equality during his presidency and in his Gettysburg 
Address. He rallied people around this ideal to emancipate the slaves and save the union. 
The leadership lesson is clear: A journey begins on common ground. To lead others, you 
must first understand and monitor their norms, values, and beliefs. 
 

8.3 A case study in successful rational leadership 
 
Who comes to mind when you think of leaders who are strong in rational thinking? Can you 
name any historical, military, or business leaders? In many of our leadership classes, the 
initial response is often silence because the rational style is not often associated with great 
leadership. 
 
After a little prodding, names such as Alan Greenspan, Ben Bernanke, Colin Powell, and Jack 
Welch often pop up. Of course, these leaders have other strengths, but they all are highly 
skilled in most of the competencies of rational leaders, who are able to: 
 

1. Clarify objectives and expectations. 
2. Manage operations and plans. 
3. Know thyself and others. 
4. Monitor closely. 

 
Because this book is about you and not them, please think about your work responsibilities 
for a moment. When do you need to access your rational leadership competencies to 
conduct these responsibilities effectively? Where do you and your team need to grow?  
 
Table 8.1 lists 14 questions to help you monitor closely. Each question is also a practical 
tactic that can help you develop the critical competencies of rational leadership. Which 
ones will help you and your team stay in touch? 
 

Table 8.1 
14 More Tools to Monitor Closely 

 
1. How often do you check in with upper management, colleagues, peers, and direct 

reports? 
2. How well do you stay in contact with the business environment, customers, and 

organizational culture? 
3. How effective is your use of visuals in tracking progress toward your goals? 
4. Have you created a detailed diagram of the flow of work in your operation? 
5. What systems and tools are in place to help your teams monitor their own work? 
6. How often do you require status reports on key projects? 
7. How often do you review your priorities with your boss? 
8. How do you and your team stay in close contact with your changing customer needs? 
9. What performance metrics do you use to assess your internal or external quality? 
10. How well do you and your team members track the use of your time? 



 

 

11. Are you in touch with the changing emotions of your team members? 
12. How well do you adjust your behaviors to fit changing environments? 
13. How quickly do you learn when approaching new problems and challenges? 
14. How sensitive are you to other cultures, attitudes, and values? 
 
Walter Wriston, the former CEO of Citicorp, says that he has driven through his share of 
rainstorms while listening to some local radio announcer in a windowless room telling him 
that it's a sunny day. He says that the biggest mistake an executive can make is not 
recognizing the changing economic climate. 
 
His advice: Never stop looking out the window. 
 
My advice: Use the ideas presented in this section to help you see reality more clearly by 
becoming a more rational thinker and grounded executive.  
 
In Section III, we'll soar with high-flying visionary executives who reach for the stars. 
 
 
 



 

SECTION III 

How Visionary Executives Imagine the Future 
 
When people mention AOL today, it's most frequently with amused nostalgia about the 
ubiquitous CDs the company used to deliver to mailboxes across the U.S. when dial-up 
Internet access seemed as futuristic as Star Trek's phasers and tricorders. 
 
That's probably because we'd all rather forget that AOL also drove what was, back in early 
2000, the largest media deal in history -- and ended up destroying more stock market value 
than almost any other deal in history. 
 
The leaders of AOL and Time Warner -- Steve Case and Gerald Levin, respectively -- 
believed themselves to be visionary leaders. Many outside observers agreed. Case ran the 
company that most people considered to be the Internet back then, while Levin controlled 
such valuable brands as CNN and the Cartoon Network, Time and Sports Illustrated, and 
HBO and Warner Brothers. Together, they shocked business and government leaders when 
they announced that AOL (with revenues of only $4.8 billion) would acquire the much 
larger Time Warner (with revenues of $14.6 billion) in an all-stock deal valued at $164 
billion, enabled by AOL's dot-com bubble-inflated stock price. 
 
Shareholders saluted the deal. It seemed to make sense: AOL got Time Warner's diverse 
entertainment and information content and access to its cable systems to deliver high-
speed Internet access, over which Time Warner could deliver that content in new and 
innovative ways and generate new advertising revenue in new markets. If Case and Levin 
seemed like an odd couple, their shared vision promised substantial rewards. 
 
Then the dot-com turned into the dot-bomb. The Twin Towers came down in New York and 
the recession came down across the country. The first Iraq war had driven CNN to the top 
of the ratings; the new war increased costs and created competition -- ironically enough -- 
from Internet-enabled reporters with cheap technology who were delivering on-the-spot 
content that seemed more compelling for being unmediated. 
 
Meanwhile, Case and Levin's visionary leadership apparently didn't do much to inspire the 
new company's other executives, who struggled to merge the diverse cultures of the dot-
com and legacy media organizations. "Obstinate refusal" might be considered a polite 
description of the efforts to get the two sides to work together. AOL Time Warner's market 
value dropped by more than $100 billion by the middle of the decade, and then further, 
driving rumors of a divorce as big as the marriage. 
 
In May 2009, when Time Warner's board of directors approved the dissolution of the 
merged companies, their market capitalization was less than $40 billion -- down from $350 
billion at the time the merger was announced. It's probably safe to say that a $310 billion 
loss was not exactly how Case and Levin imagined their futures. It's also safe to say that 
they failed to execute the four competencies of visionary leaders:  



 

 

 
1. Adapt strategies to meet goals. 
2. Cultivate innovative growth. 
3. Inspire creativity and change. 
4. Imagine broadly. 
 
The next four chapters in Section III will describe each of these competencies for expanding 
visionary leadership and how to use them to unleash the energy of your team toward 
worthy goals. 
 



 
Chapter 9 

Follow Which Yellow Brick Road? 
 

The future's already arrived. 
It's just not evenly distributed yet. 

William Gibson 
 

9.1 Adapt strategies to meet goals 
 
Dawn is the chief financial officer of a midsize technology firm in California. Several of the 
division managers in her organization have complained about the new financial reporting 
system Dawn's team was rolling out. 
 
Dawn met with these managers and explained the rationale behind the new system. She 
told them that it was going to allow them to better monitor the performance of their team 
and efficiently execute the organization's strategy. Their jobs would be easier, she said, 
because they would be able to hold their people accountable for results and obtain timely 
financial reports. 
 
At the end of the meeting, the managers thanked her for her time, shuffled into the 
corridor, and continued to complain about the "inflexible, bureaucratic system that was not 
meeting their needs." Dawn's boss, the CEO, knew this was not the first time other 
managers pushed back on her major projects. He felt he needed to do something. 
 

9.1.1 Your choices as Dawn's CEO 
 
If you were her boss, how might you unleash Dawn's energy toward worthy goals? Here are 
four options: 
 
1. Do nothing. Don't mess with success. The project is needed. The managers are just 

resisting change. They'll get over it when they see the benefits. 
2. Meet with Dawn. Discuss her strengths and how she might over-focus on them at times. 

Help her understand the needs to throttle back her strengths. 
3. Ask Dawn to attend leadership development class. Encourage her to learn how to lead 

with her strengths and manage her weaknesses. 
4. Transfer Dawn. Move her to a position where she doesn't need to involve or persuade 

other managers to buy into her projects. 
 

9.1.2 What Dawn's CEO did  
 
Dawn developed many skills on her path to the CFO position. She was detail-oriented, 
organized, and clear about expectations. However, the CEO believed that the resistance she 



 

 

experienced with the new system was a sign that she needed to grow her visionary 
leadership style. While choices 1, 2, and 4 might have worked, Dawn's CEO chose option 3. 
He invited her to attend a leadership course that he had attended a year ago. He hoped she 
would further develop the key competencies of a visionary executive -- especially the 
ability to adapt strategies to meet goals. 
 
And it worked. Dawn learned to stretch when she felt pulled. She expanded her skills, 
acquiring a few of visionary competencies while maintaining her strong rational style. A 
year later, Dawn earned a promotion to the presidency of another division in the same 
company. 
 
This chapter discusses why adapting strategies to meet goals is critical to executive 
effectiveness and how to further develop this skill. (A disclaimer: Growing this skill will 
increase your leadership effectiveness, as it did for Dawn, but I can't guarantee that you'll 
be promoted to president.) 
 

9.1.3 Strategic plans expand visionary leadership 
 
The first priority of the visionary executive is to define and communicate strategy. That's 
because an effective strategic plan makes sense of the world in a manner that helps 
employees focus their energy on organizational priorities. 
 
Unfortunately, most strategic plans, even if well crafted, gather dust on the bookshelf, 
seldom directing priorities on the shop floor or the front lines.1 Like an old map in the 
trunk of a car, a strategic plan that doesn't inform today's actions can't help reach 
tomorrow's destination. Is it any surprise that "various studies done in the past 25 years 
indicate that 60% to 80% of companies fall short of the success predicted from their new 
strategies?"2 
 
Before taking her leadership class, Dawn seldom talked with her team about the big picture 
or how it aligned with their daily work. She is not alone. Results from a Towers Perrin (now 
Towers Watson) survey of more than 60,000 employees tell us that only 51% of employees 
rated leaders favorably in communicating a clear vision for long-term success.3 
 
This comes as no shock when you realize that only 48% of 763 global leaders surveyed by 
McKinsey and Company believe it is their job to provide inspiration and direction during 
stressful times.4 Lopsided executives who are weak in their visionary competencies -- 
especially when they are under pressure -- fail to "unleash the energy of others toward 
worthy goals" precisely because they fail to communicate a vision. And, as Proverbs says 
(29:18), "where there is no vision, the people perish." 
 



 

 

If you want to build a ship, 
don't drum up the crew to gather wood, 

divide the work, and give orders. 
Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea. 

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry 
 
Another one of Dawn's pre-leadership-class problems was that she didn't adapt her plans 
to meet the changing challenges of a dynamic work environment. Instead of having plans, 
her plans had her. Like many executives, she became a prisoner of her strategy instead of 
its owner. Her vision became tunnel vision. 
 
Watching the Super Bowl reminded me of this lesson when the Mad Men of marketing at 
General Motors aired a commercial directly attacking Ford.5 I would much rather GM's 
executives adapt their strategy and look beyond their cross-town, 50-year, petty rivalry 
with Ford, to their real competitors across the oceans. 
 
Similarly, a colleague at Emory University once pointed out that when Xerox's market share 
was collapsing in the face of Japanese competition in the early 1970s, the competitors' 
names (Canon, Ricoh) were never even whispered by Xerox executives in the boardroom. 
During this same time, Xerox's share of worldwide copier revenues plummeted from 93% 
(1971) to 60% (1976).6 
 
If you don't strategize about the competition, you can't adapt your plans to beat them. 
Ignoring reality is not strategy -- it is what the Japanese call seppuku: suicide. 
 
Research on 60 companies confirms that, unlike rigid executives with inflexible plans who 
do not stretch when pulled, expansive executives who define and refine their strategic 
plans are much more successful in creating their desired future.7 These effective leaders 
know that the only strategic plan worth having is one that makes sense of the dynamic 
environment and thus informs daily priorities. 
 
A flexible plan is like a GPS -- it knows where you are, recalculates when you are off course, 
and tells you how to get where you need to go. 
 

It ain't what you don't know 
that gets you into trouble. 

It's what you know for sure 
that just ain't so. 

Mark Twain 
 



 

 

9.2 Common myths and compelling truths of strategy 

 
Before discussing how to create a strategic plan, let's dispel the common myths and 
confirm the compelling truths about strategy. Label the following 18 statements True or 
False to test your general knowledge about strategy and strategic planning. 
 
1. Growth rate is determined largely by the industry the organization is in. T F 
2. The larger the organization, the harder it is to sustain growth.  T F 
3. Companies located in high-growth, emerging economies perform better over the long 

haul.  T F 
4. Globalization is a major factor influencing growth.  T F 
5. Growth slows as companies age.  T F 
6. Companies started by entrepreneurs perform better than those formed as the result of 

mergers or spinoffs.  T F 
7. The most successful organizations conduct a lot of experiments.  T F 
8. Successful organizations make small bets early and diversify their portfolios.  T

 F 
9. Limiting the number of big, high-risk acquisitions predicts success over time.  T

 F 
10. Having a diverse portfolio that complements the core businesses predicts long-term 

success.  T F 
11. Acquiring companies builds new capabilities in new markets quickly.  T F 
12. Most major strategic challenges should be centrally coordinated.  T F 
13. Successful organizations tend to favor adaptability over efficiency.  T F 
14. Innovation that is integrated throughout the organization predicts success.  T

 F 
15. Successful organizations highly value stability as well as flexibility.  T F 
16. The best performing companies pay close attention to values, culture, and alignment. 

 T F 
17. High growth companies do not change high-level strategies quickly.  T F 
18. The most successful companies have the most stable client relationships.  T F 
 
The first six statements are false and the last 12 statements are all true, according to 
Professor Rita McGrath's analysis of 4,793 companies.8 
 
While most executives affirm the importance of revenue growth in their strategic plan, 
McGrath and her team at Columbia Business School discovered that only 8% of all 
companies actually grew their revenues by at least 5% for five consecutive years. When 
they compared the differences between the 8% who grew successfully and the 92% who 
did not, they were able to bust these six myths and confirm 12 truths. 
 



 

 

If predictable and sustainable growth is important to your organization, consider these 
research findings as you proceed to Section 9.3 and the six steps of creating a strategic 

plan.∗ 
 
 

9.3 How to create a strategic plan 
 
The fundamental question to ask when planning strategy is, How do we know that our plan 
will produce these results? Where's the evidence or proof that our plan will take us where 
we want to go? It is actually a scientific question because the essence of science is 
prediction, as discussed previously. Science is a set of tools and rules to discover how 
things work. When we know how things really work, we can make accurate predictions. 
Scientific research allows us to say that if we take this action or follow this plan, we can 
expect to produce these results. 
 
If you want to increase the probability that you achieve your difficult, strategic goals, use 
the research (in this chapter and throughout this book) to create, adapt, and execute your 
plan. 
 

Table 9.1 
Create and Adapt Strategic Plans in 6 Steps 

 
1. Define the business/market. 
2. Analyze the situation. 
3. Identify assumptions. 
4. Create strategic alternatives. 
5. Commit to a flexible action plan. 
6. Implement and adapt the plan. 
 
In its most basic form, planning is an organized process for anticipating and dealing with 
the future. Competence in the strategic planning process enables executives to understand 
their environments and focus employees on actions relevant to the health of the 

                                                 
∗ It is important to note that a plan is really a prediction. We plan (a trip, party, strategy, etc.) 
because we predict the plan will get us from point A to point B. In other words, every time we make 
a plan we are predicting -- consciously or unconsciously -- specific outcomes. As the desired 
outcomes become more difficult to achieve (such as sustainable organizational growth), the plan to 
achieve the outcomes becomes more complex due to the increased number of variables that 
influence those outcomes. Meteorologists need supercomputers to run complex algorithms to 
predict weather patterns because so many factors affect the weather. This is also why the most 
effective executives use the latest scientific research to create strategic plans that predict success. 

 



 

 

businesses. In a five-year study of 1,850 companies, researchers reported that the most 
profitable organizations were those whose strategies expanded their boundaries.9 
Developing a strategy that grows beyond your core begins by answering fundamental 
questions about the business you are really in. 
 

9.3.1 Define the business/market 
 
In 1984, two Canadian street performers, Guy Laliberté and Daniel Gauthier, saw a blue 
ocean strategy and called it Cirque du Soleil (Circus of the Sun). A blue ocean strategy is 
that place in the market "untainted by competition." The red ocean is the current arena, 
where traditional competitors scrap for shrinking pieces of the pie.10 
 
Since its maiden voyage, Cirque -- a dramatic and luxurious mix of circus arts, street 
entertainment, extravagant costumes, and music -- has expanded from one show to 19 
unique shows, delighting more than 90 million people in 271 cities worldwide.11 
 
Meanwhile, in the traditional three-ring circus, the clown cries an ocean of red tears. 
 
The first step in the strategic planning process is to redefine your unit's mission and 
markets. To do so requires the Janus-like skill of looking forward and backward. Janus was 
an ancient Roman god who could look both ways at the same time. He was often associated 
with doorways, beginnings, and transitions. 
 
Researchers W. Chan Kim and Renee Mauborgne, who studied 150 blue ocean creations in 
30 industries during a 100-year period, found that Janus had it right.12 From the first mass-
produced car (Ford Model T) to the game-changing iPhone, it's the same old story, same old 
song and dance: 
 

Creating new markets demands paradoxical thinking -- exploiting red sea probabilities 
while exploring blue ocean possibilities. 

 
Thus, a flexible strategic plan begins by reflecting about where you've been, where you are 
now, and where you might want to go. To explore these issues, invite a broad cross-section 
of your team to a strategic brainstorming session. E-mail them the following "super-
strategic" questions ahead of time to stimulate thinking inside and outside the box. Tell 
them you want to exploit the red ocean and explore the ocean blue. 
 
� What business are we really in? 
� How could we profit from serving our best customers better? 
� Who might be our most profitable non-customers? 
� What is the profitability in our industry and why? 
� What current trends might affect our future? 
� What needs or wants do we satisfy and fail to satisfy, and which ones should we satisfy? 
� What markets are at the borders/margins of what we do now? 



 

 

� What products or services might deliver both lower cost and better differentiation? 
� How might we extend our products and services into neighboring markets? 
� What new distribution channels could we explore? 
� What new geographies might offer new customers? 
� How could we conduct quick experiments (rapid prototyping) to test these ideas? 
 

9.3.2 Analyze the situation 
 
Anheuser-Busch capitalized on the low-carb diet trend that emerged several years ago. 
They were pioneers in this segment when they launched their low-carb Michelob Ultra in 
September 2002 and captured a significant share of this market in a short period. Coors, on 
the other hand, entered the market 18 months late(r). Despite $30 million investment in 
the launch, the Coors low-carb competitor captured a meager 0.4% of the market.13  
 
Anheuser-Busch's strategic planning process included a situational analysis -- a series of 
questions that help determine the "condition" of an organization. The company's leaders 
identified the internal and external factors influencing their company: 
 
� Internal factors included marketing, manufacturing, materials, labor, technology, 

finance, quality, equipment, service, distribution, and service. 
� External forces included customers, suppliers, the economy, capital markets, regulatory 

climate, and -- of course -- the competition. 
 
Obtaining the business intelligence needed for an excellent situational analysis depends on 
a network of individuals. Involving employees at all levels of the organization increases the 
probability that executives will detect weak signals that could have profound implications. 
 
This is how Anheuser-Busch's radar picked up an important trend before Coors. The 
company's situational analysis identified potential customers at the edge of the market. 
When the low-carb craze captured the attention of millions of people, Anheuser-Busch's 
strategic plan had the agility to respond flexibly to the dynamic market. 
 
The diverse cross-section of individuals from whom you can solicit input includes 
salespeople, service engineers, shipping personnel, accountants, and employees on the 
front lines. For example, highway maintenance personnel often claim they can tell when 
the economy is turning one direction or the other by the quality -- or lack thereof -- of beer 
cans tossed out by drivers. Pay special attention to what these employees say about local 
economies, early adopters, and nimble competitors. Listen to those who are sensitive to 
early, changing conditions at the boundaries. These are often your outliers -- your Paul 
Reveres -- warning the minority about what may lay ahead for the majority. 
 
Professor Michael Porter of the Harvard Business School points out that one of the key 
roles of the strategist is to understand and cope with the competition.14 Yet leaders often 
define the competition too narrowly. Porter reminds us that competition extends beyond 



 

 

traditional industry rivals and includes four other competitive forces: buyers, suppliers, 
new entrants, and substitute products. 
 
Effective executives who created a boundary-expanding situational analysis enabled Pepsi 
to capture a much larger share of the bottled water market than Coca-Cola, positioned 
Microsoft to dominate the Internet browser competition, and blazed the trail for Apple to 
conquer the music distribution business. 
 
Analyze your organization's situation by exploring answers to these questions: 
 
� What are our organization's internal strengths and weaknesses? 
� How can we increase and integrate innovation throughout the organization? 
� How can we increase our adaptability by decreasing processes and procedures that 

impede our progress? 
� What are the opportunities and threats facing our organization? 
� What trends are affecting local and global economies, government regulations, capital 

markets, etc.? 
� What can we learn from those areas/segments hardest hit by past economic 

downturns? 
� What is changing for our customers, suppliers, distribution channels, and competitors? 
� Where are there possible substitute products/services and potential new entrants? 
� How can we use the mavericks, lunatic fringe, and early adopters to tell us about what is 

happening at the periphery or margins of our business? 
� How well are we managing our strategic paradoxes? 
 
Anheuser-Busch's leaders listened to a few customers near the margins of their business 
because they answered these types of questions in their strategic plan. Their peripheral 
vision provided the insight to capitalize on a low-carb trend and their situational analysis 
conditioned them to take immediate action. Unlike flatfooted leaders at Coors (and others 
like them at Kodak, Nokia, and Blockbuster in other industries), Anheuser-Busch executives 
understood that training for agility leads to rapid adaptability. 
 

9.3.3 Identify assumptions and quantify risks 
 
This step of the strategic planning process generates assumptions and quantifies risks. As 
discussed earlier, an assumption is something that is accepted as true, without proof. 
Understanding assumptions is critical to strategic planning because assumptions are the 
precursors of risk. When you bring assumptions to the surface, you can categorize and then 
mitigate risk. Precisely how is outlined here: 
 
1. Send team members the first two phases of your strategic plan prior to a 30-minute 
meeting. 
 



 

 

2. Start the meeting by asking them to complete this sentence in two minutes, on their 
own: I assume_____________________. Then compile all their assumptions. 
 
3. Create a probability/impact risk matrix (see Figure 6.1 and the associated discussion in 
Chapter 6) to quantify the risks your team has surfaced. 
 
4. Divide the team into sub-groups and ask all the groups to rank all the assumptions. This 
ranking is done by assigning each assumption to one of the nine squares in the matrix, from 
low impact/low probability to high impact/high probability. 
 
5. Categorize the highest-risk assumptions (high impact/high probability) in one of two 
ways: 
 
� Relevant variables (the economy, inflation, consumer demand, manufacturing capacity, 

labor conditions, availability of material, transportation issues, changing demographics, 
etc.) 

� Your five competitors (traditional rivals, buyers, suppliers, new entrants, and substitute 
products) 

 
You and your team's goal is to identify the critical factors that might affect your operation 
positively or negatively. 
 
6. Discuss steps needed to address the assumptions that have the greatest risk. 
 
Perhaps Mattel would not have lost 20% of its worldwide share in fashion dolls to smaller 
rival MGA Entertainment had Mattel used this process to generate assumptions and 
quantify risks for Barbie. MGA recognized that pre-teen girls were becoming more 
sophisticated and maturing more rapidly. These girls were outgrowing Barbie and 
increasingly preferred dolls that look like their teenage siblings and television/music pop 
stars. MGA's insight led to foresight, and the Bratz line of competing dolls. 
 
Of course, Mattel responded -- but not until it lost a fifth of Barbie's realm. 
 

9.3.4 Create strategic alternatives 
 
This step of the strategic planning process invites you to write three scenarios that depict 
the future of your organization. Scenario planning is critical because of the tendency of 
executives to be overconfident in their ability to predict the future, combined with their 
diminished capacity to think clearly during stress. The three scenarios should describe the 
most probable future, an optimistic future, and a pessimistic future. 
 
� The most probable scenario is the one that will deliver your company to its desired 

future if successfully implemented. 



 

 

� The second scenario outlines an optimistic view of what the future may bring. (Even 
excellent companies, such as Apple, have often failed to describe this scenario 
accurately, leading to shipping delays for new products.) 

� The third scenario is the pessimistic one. It identifies the various options that would 
allow your organization to maintain profitability if your projections are way off. This 
worst-case scenario ensures that executives carefully and calmly think through the 
actions needed to survive if a tsunami hits. 

 
When creating the worst-case scenario, consider these questions: 
 
� If a recession lasted more than a few years, how will our organization survive? 
� What happens if a major customer or funding source goes away? 
� How quickly can our company cut spending strategically? 
� How do we think about layoffs in a compassionate way? 
� What is our plan to retain top talent during tough times? 
� Do we know how to manage the tension in our strategic paradox? 
 
Each scenario should summarize the basic strategy for the company, including how the 
strategy might affect distribution channels, geographies, customer segments, product 
development, facilities, equipment purchases, acquisitions, and suppliers.  
 
Another important component of each scenario involves competition. Although the 
situational analysis discusses competitors, consider a response for each strategic 
alternative. Answer these questions to craft your approach: 
 
� What are our competitors' strengths and weaknesses? 
� What is the financial condition of our major competitors? 
� What might be our competitors' strategies? 
� How would our competitors' products sell under these different scenarios? 
� How quickly and effectively could we respond if a competitor stumbles? 
� How would our competitors respond to our market success? 
� What are the negative consequences of mismanaging our strategic paradox? 
 

9.3.5 Commit to a flexible action plan 
 
Nike's considerable success can be attributed to its perimeter-expanding, flexible action 
plans.15 Nike enters a race by ensuring that it is number one or number two in athletic 
shoes in a target market. It then unveils a new clothing line endorsed by a top athlete in 
that target market (e.g., Tiger Woods' $100 million golf contract in the mid-1990s). As it 
stretches into the new market, Nike grows its distribution channels and suppliers. It then 
employs these channels and suppliers to win the race for higher-margin products in this 
market. Nike eventually begins competing in the global market. 
 



 

 

As it takes each incremental step, Nike learns lessons that it uses to set new goals and 
adapt the plan. Its plans also pass the three fundamentals tests of great strategies: 
 
1. Create superior value for customers. 
2. Be difficult for competitors to imitate. 
3. Increase the organization's capacity to adapt to change. 
 
Your plans should, too. 
 
This fifth step of a strategic plan involves writing an action plan that summarizes how you 
will create your future. The plan should summarize what you learned about your 
organization, your unit, the environment, the competition, and the future. Base the plan on 
the most probable scenario. 
 
The essence of the plan is the goals that clarify where you want to go. Professors Edwin 
Locke and Gary Latham summarized 393 separate scientific studies on the predictive 
power of goal setting.16 According to their research, the probability of reaching any goal 
increases when you: 
 
� Set specific and difficult goals. 
� Limit the number of goals. 
� Create short-term and long-term goals. 
 
The most profitable growth is often found "when a company pushes out the boundaries of 
its core business into an adjacent space," where the tides of your familiar red ocean meet 
the unexplored blue ocean.17 Thus, the goals should explore the frontiers of existing 
distribution channels, geographies, customer segments, and product development. Many of 
the goals should be within reach (attainable) and a stretch, as if you are hiking a new trail, 
yet in a familiar forest. 
 
Identify the tactics needed to achieve each stretch goal. Executing the tactics results in 
achieving that goal. Hence, if your goal is to "increase profits in that market by this date," 
the tactics might include increasing sales and/or decreasing expenses by a specific date. 
 
Create a method to measure the progress of these goals and report on them quarterly. If 
you can't measure it, you won't manage it. For example, if the boundary-pushing goal is to 
increase sales, measurements could include reaching new customers, breaking into 
adjacent market segments, or learning from experiments with distributors. 
 
The time frame to achieve goals depends on how quickly things change in your industry. 
The rule of thumb in strategic planning has been a five-year plan. However, if you are an 
industry in which the rate of change is accelerating (which includes most industries), 
consider a three-year time horizon. 
 



 

 

9.3.6 Implement and adapt the plan 
 
Peter Drucker reminds us that "the best plan is only good intentions unless it degenerates 
into work." The biggest mistake executives make in strategic planning is putting the 
strategic plan on the shelf instead of on their monthly agendas. 
 
To work the plan, set regular meetings to follow up and adapt the plan as the environment 
changes. In tough times, conduct monthly meetings and weekly updates. Accountability 
transforms strategic plans into action plans. 
 
Dawn, the CFO in our opening story, learned that although she couldn't predict the future, 
strategic planning was the process to create it. She expanded her visionary skills by 
developing a strategic plan to meet her goals. As a new CEO, she is now building on her 
strategic planning skills by learning to think strategically. 
 

9.4 From strategic planning to strategic thinking 

 
Not long ago, Grace, the CEO of a midsize firm, conveyed how pleased she was with the 
results of the coaching and training I had done with her executives during the preceding 
two years. She then informed me that she needed to hire another, less expensive leadership 
consultant to coach her lower-level managers. 
 
I congratulated her on focusing on developing her middle managers and then asked her 
how hiring a new consultant related to her overall strategy. When Grace confessed that she 
hadn't really thought about it, we discussed the difference between strategic planning and 
strategic thinking. 
 
Strategic thinking is not the same as thinking about the strategic plan. The strategic plan is 
an output from a systematic process. Strategic thinking is a way of thinking throughout the 
day. It is the mindset that helps implement the plan daily. As illustrated in Table 9.3, there 
are five aspects strategic thinking.18  
 

Table 9.2 
The Five Pieces of Strategic Thinking 

 
1. Focus intention: What do we want to achieve? 
2. Use peripheral vision: How are we staying open to other opportunities? 
3. See the system: How does an issue relate to the elements of our ecosystem? 
4. Connect in time: How should our history influence our destiny today? 
5. Test-drive solutions: How could we try this idea? 
 

9.4.1 Focus intention 



 

 

 
What do we want to achieve?  
 
"We believe in saying no to thousands of projects so that we can really focus on the few," 
asserts Apples CEO Tim Cook.19 
 
Cook is reminding us that our energy, attention, and time can be focused like a laser ... or 
diffused like a prism. Intent-focused leaders are lasers. They act on what is most important 
and refuse to allow the scattered spectrum of daily urgencies to distract them. Cook is also 
telling us that most leaders don't need to do more with less; they need to do less with less 
by thinking strategically. 
 
Strategic-thinking executives strive to apply Peter Drucker's mandate to be both effective 
(do the right things) and efficient (do things right) throughout their day, and in that order. 
They also use the Pareto principle -- the 80/20 rule -- to focus their organizations on the 
fundamental few. They don't mistake activity for accomplishment because they know one 
whale is worth a thousand minnows. 
 
Laser-like leaders who apply strategic thinking capitalize on their most profitable 
customers, coach their valuable employees, and invest considerable energy in top 
priorities. Focused executives also limit the number of agenda items at meetings and 
contemplate their desired outcome prior to most conversations. 
 
As a CEO, Grace is often pulled in many directions by diverse stakeholders with competing 
agendas. We have worked together to identify and manage her primary strategic paradox 
(the tension she feels to improve customer service and constrain costs). She's also growing 
her strategic thinking skills by being more intent-focused in her daily interactions. She is 
placing her attention on her intention prior to every communication. 
 
One way to increase your focus is to write Morning Pages about the future state of your 
organization. In fact, Jeanne Liedtka recommends that you write two cover stories, as if you 
were preparing a piece for a business magazine, one about where you are and another 
about how you got there five years from today. One story could be titled "The Dark Ages in 
My Organization" and describe the difficult issues you currently face. The other, 
"Renaissance in My Organization," could detail the steps you took to overcome your 
challenges. 20 These cover stories will help you focus on your fundamental issues and how 
to address them. (They are not meant for publication.)  
 

9.4.2 Use peripheral vision 
 
How are we staying open to other opportunities?  
 
Athletes who are intent on scoring seldom see their open teammates who may have easier 
shots. In basketball, it's called forcing the shot. In business, clear direction without flexible 



 

 

execution becomes dogma. An executive who has a strategic direction but lacks peripheral 
vision is like the narrow-minded leader that Zig Ziglar once told me about -- the one who 
could look through a keyhole with both eyes. 
 
If Grace placed all her attention on her intention, she would lose opportunities that could 
appear at the margins of her business and interactions. For example, Grace visits her 
regional offices every quarter to review their progress. When I asked her how she stretched 
to stay open to regional influences and concerns as she pursued her central business plan, 
her eyes glazed over. 
 
I explained that healthy peripheral vision encourages executives to keep their eyes wide 
open and pursue their top priorities. Grace decided to decrease the amount of time she 
spent reviewing her central plan and increase her time with each region's stakeholders 
(local staff, customers, suppliers) to discuss their issues and opportunities. She also is 
considering how to implement 3M's famous mandate, adapted successfully by Google, that 
employees allocate some of their time to work on projects of personal interest. Grace 
believes that her team members will improve their peripheral vision if they explore their 
own interests. 
 
To some executives, focusing attention and using peripheral vision is an easy balancing act 
between having a rational plan with clear goals and adapting the strategies to meet those 
goals. To others, it feels like a big stretch. 
 

9.4.3 See the systems 
 
How does an issue relate to the elements of our ecosystem?  
 
A systems perspective invites leaders to think about the parts of their organizations, the 
pattern of the parts, and the relationship among the parts. It is a way of viewing any issue 
as part of the larger ecosystem. 
 
Unfortunately, many executives think in silos instead of systems. The ecosystem becomes 
their EGOsystem. They walk around with blinders on, like a racehorse focused only on its 
path. The strategic thinker, on the other hand, sees the relationships among the vertical 
(corporate, division, business unit) and horizontal (marketing, research and development, 
manufacturing, supply chain) elements of the organization. 
 
If Grace were thinking from a systems perspective when she considered hiring a less 
expensive leadership consultant, she would have thought about how her other leadership 
training and coaching initiatives would be affected by this new hire. 
 
Strategic thinking is not about saying no to silos -- it's about saying know to silos. It's about 
knowing when to focus on her silo (in this case, her division) and when to open her silo 
doors to connect with others. 



 

 

 
To help develop this skill, draw circles to represent the various stakeholders that might 
affect the issue you are thinking about. Then, consider which circles, if brought together to 
deal with the issue, might provide insights. Where do these circles overlap at the margins? 
How might you adapt this Venn diagram approach to develop a better understanding about 
the pattern of these parts or stakeholders? 
 

9.4.4 Connect in time 
 
How should our history influence our destiny today? 
 
"If you're still here after Christmas, I'm going to climb up on that Coke box and hit you." The 
bank president, Steve, said that the lesson he learned from the preacher who uttered those 
words to him 40 years earlier was not to quit when the going got tough. Steve dragged 
himself back to college after Christmas, received his diploma two years later, and went on 
to become a successful banking executive. Steve now has the Coke box in his office as a 
connection to the past. 
 
This is one of the many stories I heard when I taught leaders in Emory University's 
executive education program. One client of ours, Synovus Bank, requested that its senior 
executives give a one-hour presentation on their views of leadership as part of the week-
long class. Over the years, after listening to dozens of these executives, it became very clear 
to me that Synovus leaders, like Steve, know how to connect in time. Although they do not 
live in the past, they do use it. They understand that history helps create destiny. How? By 
communicating important values and principles through powerful metaphors, symbols, 
and stories. They know what to remember -- and what to forget. 
 
To connect in time, strategic thinkers reflect on the past and use it to influence present 
decisions. Like a sturdy oak tree, they gain stability from deep roots as they stretch for the 
sky. If Grace were connected in time, she would have thought about how past leadership 
training, retreats, and coaching efforts should influence new coaching approaches or 
different leadership models. 
 
If you want to improve your strategic-thinking skills in this area, consider answering these 
questions: 
 
� How can I use lessons from our past to remind our team which values are most 

important? 
� What stories from our organization's history can help us cope with all this change? 
� Which veteran employees could I hold up as great examples of our rich past? 
� How can we celebrate our past so that it builds confidence as we stretch toward the 

future? 
 



 

 

Speaking of stretching, during one ten-year stretch, Synovus was selected as one the best 
places to work in the United States. 
 

9.4.5 Test-drive solutions 
 
How could we try this idea?  
 
Unlike those who always try to get it perfect the first time, strategic thinkers often conduct 
small experiments. They test solutions by trying ideas, gathering data, conducting after-
action reviews, and adjusting course. In other words, they are hypothesis-driven. 
 
Those skilled in this approach are able to think both creatively (like an entrepreneur) and 
critically (like a data-driven analyst). They build a culture that promotes learning as a way 
of working. 
 
HP applied this experimental mindset (called "rapid prototyping" in R&D departments) to 
explore novel ideas as it researched and developed the ink-jet printer.21 Leaders at HP used 
rapid prototyping to encourage their teams to push innovations out the door so that real 
users could test them as fast as possible. Failure was not only an option for the strategic 
thinkers at HP, it was welcomed -- provided it was fast, small, and learning-oriented. 
 
If Grace thinks experimentally about hiring a coach for her middle managers, she might 
consider testing her idea by conducting a brief trial coaching session with one of her 
managers. If Grace is adapts the HP way, she'll understand that there is no failure -- only 
feedback. 
 

The secret of fast progress is inefficiency, 
fast and furious and numerous failures. 

Kevin Kelly 
 

9.5 Strategic thinking at work 

 
Executives who develop strategic-thinking skills acquire a powerful set of tools to adapt 
their strategies as they pursue their goals. Leaders who also foster strategic thinking in 
their team are well on their way to a sustainable future. I invite you to adapt the following 
executive tools and questions to accomplish both. 
 
Professor Ellen Goldman identified experiences that led to the development of strategic 
thinking by studying top strategic thinkers.22 I've incorporated her findings, and others, 
into Table 9.4, which consists of several tools to help you expand your strategic leadership 
skills. 
 



 

 

Table 9.3 

16 Tools to Expand Your Strategic Leadership Skills 

 

1. Apply Pareto's 80/20 rule to focus on the most important issues and priorities. 
2. Stimulate strategic thinking in meetings by frequently asking the five questions in Table 

9.2. 
3. Discuss your team's contribution to achieving your organization's overall goals. 
4. Select a mentor to stimulate and challenge your strategic thinking. 
5. Make assignments that require your team members to apply strategic skills. 
6. Spend more time with colleagues who challenge, stretch, and stimulate your thinking. 
7. Define and follow a process to monitor the facts necessary for thinking strategically. 
8. Discuss your industry's significant trends and opportunities, and their impact, with 

your team. 
9. Become more engaged in the strategic planning process to become a better strategic 

thinker. 
10. Lead a major project that is complex, capital- and labor-intensive, and requires at least 

one year to complete. 
11. Choose and implement tactics that keep your organization's strategic imperatives at the 

forefront of your team's minds throughout the day. 
12. Schedule regular times to discuss with your team the connection between new 

initiatives and the overall direction of the organization. 
13. Take a helicopter view of what is going on a regular basis. 
14. Invite your team to relate the organization's vision to each team member's daily work. 
15. Remind yourself to invite people who disagree with you to discuss issues. 
16. Play chess. 
 
The world's best chess players are said to be able to envision the game several moves into 
the future. They also adapt their strategies based on the dynamics of the game. 
 
The AOL and Time Warner executives, by contrast, played checkers. They applied the one 
strategy they had seen work in the past: consolidation. It also seems they lacked the will or 
skill to adapt their strategy to meet their goals. In the next chapter, we'll explore how AOL 
Time Warner also failed to cultivate innovative growth -- the second core competency of 
the visionary leadership style. 
 

We are all in the gutter, 
but some of us are looking at the stars. 

Oscar Wilde 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Chapter 10 

Elephants Dancing with the Stars 
 

It would be an unsound fancy and self-contradictory 
to expect that things which have never yet been done 

can be done except by means which have never yet been tried. 
Sir Francis Bacon 

 
 
The customer looked up from the computer screen. "Dave, this software is fantastic. How 
did your company come up with it?" 
 
"A few of my sales colleagues and I worked with a recently hired programmer," I said. "This 
programmer, Ray, is part of our new engineering team at Siemens. They focus on bringing 
small software products to market fast." 
 
"Well, Dave, I'll buy from you. But only because you're telling me that your company is 
becoming more innovative and responsive to customers. I still think they are like a 
lumbering elephant, stumbling in the forest. Still, I'll give you and Siemens a try." 
 
We did obtain that large, medical computer order, but then things went downhill fast. Ray 
left the following year, and his new team collapsed. The top salespeople, including me, left 
within two years. West Coast market share for Siemens plunged faster than you could say 
"innovate or die." 
 
Our elephant had not learned to dance -- that is, the medical division at Siemens did not 
know how to cultivate innovative growth. 
 
At that time, Siemens, like many corporate behemoths, didn't fully appreciate what an 
analysis of 759 companies in 17 countries had found to be the most important factor 
driving innovative companies: executives who support an innovative culture.23 
 
This is the second of four chapters to discuss the four competencies of visionary leadership. 
As a reminder, those four core competencies are: 
 
1. Adapt strategies to meet goals. 
2. Cultivate innovative growth. 

3. Inspire creativity and change. 
4. Imagine broadly. 
 



 

 

This chapter discusses why cultivating innovative growth is critical to executive 
effectiveness, and how you can further develop this skill in yourself and for your 
organization. 
 

10.1 Cultivate innovative growth 

 
Innovation is the process of creating value by bringing ideas to the market. Innovation is 
not, as many believe, the same as creating or inventing products. Creativity and inventions 
are the parents of innovation. Yet effective executives cultivate a "mind to market mindset" 
in themselves and throughout their organization because they know innovation is both 
personal and a process. Science says those who fail at this critical visionary leadership 
competency doom their organization. 
 
When Professors W. Chan Kim and Renee Mauborgne studied product launches within 108 
existing companies, they found 86% of those new ventures were line extensions.24 This 
means the vast majority of their new products were incremental improvements to existing 
offerings. While these important line extensions accounted for 62% of the total revenues, 
they delivered only 39% of the total profits. Meanwhile, the 14% invested in creating new 
products and industries delivered 38% of the total revenue and a massive 61% of the total 
profits. 
 
Some executives assert that these results prove the peril of focusing on "incremental 
innovation." They are wrong. These results, and others, demonstrate the peril of over-
focusing on incremental innovation at the expense of radical innovation.25 Effective 
executives create both incremental and radical innovation by managing the tension 
between these interdependent imperatives. 
 
Cultivating innovative growth requires that leaders undertake a process of achieving small 
wins and big, hairy, audacious goals (BHAGs) and, in fact, drill it into their DNA -- their own 
and that of the organization.26 They must encourage both hitting singles and swinging for 
homeruns. How? By launching experiments that bring incremental and new products, 
services, and processes to fruition. 
 
Visionary leaders who cultivate growth also aggressively seek to grow or improve the 
business by leveraging their unique ideas with those in other departments or divisions. 
They carefully cultivate broad support from internal and external stakeholders. They form 
strategic alliances to accomplish mutually beneficial goals. When I worked for Siemens, the 
executives were weak in these areas. 
 
Speaking of Siemens, surveys rank Siemens between 34 and 38 (depending on which 
survey you read) in innovation among the top global companies.27 The elephant has 
learned to dance. 
 



 

 

You can, too. 
 

10.2 A dozen innovation-boosting strategies 

 
Tapping the innovation well is critical for many other reasons besides boosting the bottom 
line. First, to serve internal or external customers better, organizations need all their team 
members contributing. The individual strands of string may be weak, but -- when twisted 
into a rope -- you have the strength of collective contribution. Second, inviting people to 
share their ideas to improve policies, process, and procedures motivates them. Increasing 
engagement increases commitment. Third, a culture of innovation decreases turnover, 
especially among high-potential employees who see their good ideas brought to life. 
 
To increase innovation so that you can accomplish your growth goals, let's examine how a 
big elephant like Google dances. Google is consistently ranked among the most innovative 
company in the world. Adapt the company's ideas to help your team innovate as a way of 
working.28  
 

10.2.1 Budget innovation into the job description 
 
Google managers are required to spend approximately 20% of their time on personal 
projects that may lead to innovation. Executives hold them accountable for this time in 
frequent performance reviews. Google staff claim that as many as half of their new 
products and features flow from this cultural norm. 
 
How should you increase the time invested in brainstorming, creativity, and out-of-the-box 
thinking -- the precursors of innovation? 
 

10.2.2 Eliminate friction at every turn 
 
Google's approach to innovation is akin to improvisational jazz. Any engineer in the 
company, at any level, can create a new product or a new feature to an existing product. 
One engineer tells the story of his first month on the job. He complained to a co-worker 
about the Google e-mail system. His co-worker told him to fix it himself. The next day, the e-
mail engineering team reviewed his code. A week later, Google incorporated his changes 
into the software. 
 
How open are you and your department to implementing new ideas fast? 
 

10.2.3 Let the market choose 
 



 

 

Google has no grand design for how new offerings fit together. It lets the market decide. 
Google's leaders do not worry about identifying the perfect product mix. Their 132 million 
users are better evaluators of new products. 
 
How could you improve customer involvement in your innovation process? 
 

10.2.4 Cultivate a taste for failure and chaos 
 
Nature teaches us that experimentation is king of the jungle. Google plants a thousand 
flowers and sees which ones bloom. Google executives ignore the fetters of small failures. 
In fact, they perceive most failures as feedback. While Nike encourages everyone to Just Do 
It, Google tells its people to just try it. Google's executive chair, Eric Schmidt, encourages 
this experimental mindset when he says, "Please fail very quickly -- so that you can try 
again."29 
 
How might you encourage this experimental mindset? 
 

10.2.5 Create a collaborative work environment 
 
Google packs offices close together for better communication, conducts all-hands meetings 
every Friday, and maintains a rigorous interviewing and hiring process. 
 
How could you increase the sense of community and collaboration in your work 
environment? 
 

10.2.6 Use feedback to stay on track 
 
Google scores employees on 25 performance metrics. The company systematically models 
the attributes of its highest-performing employees and also continually modifies its hiring 
approach based on ongoing analysis of performance. 
 
What analytics should you use to keep your team on track? 
 
Let's move from Google, one of Silicon Valley's most successful companies, to Hollywood's 
most successful studio for a few more lessons that can help your team innovate. Pixar 
Studios is the creator of extraordinary films such as Toy Story and its sequels, Monsters Inc., 

Finding Nemo, The Incredibles, Ratatouille, WALL-E, and Up, among others. In fact, every 
single one of Pixar's films has been a blockbuster. 
 
What's the secret? Unlike most other studios, Pixar never buys scripts or movie ideas from 
the outside. Pixar doesn't have to import innovation. It has cultivated a community that 
hires and supports artists throughout the entire movie-making process.30 Let's look at how 
Pixar's cultural principles might shine a light on your innovation process. 
 



 

 

10.2.7 Promote creativity in everyone every day 
 
A movie contains tens of thousands of ideas: what the characters say, and where and how 
they say it; the design of the characters, sets, and backgrounds; the colors and lighting; etc. 
Every member of the 250-person production crew needs to make creative suggestions. 
Creativity is encouraged and celebrated at every level of the organization every day. It is not 
a single initiative to capture great ideas in a moment of time -- it's the way they do things 
all the time. Take, for example, how Pixar used this idea to influence Disney (which bought 
Pixar) when Disney added the ride "Luigi's Flying Tires" to its California Adventure theme 
park. Pixar suggested that riders in the flying tires control the ride. Today, riders tip the 
tires by shifting their weight, which affects how the jets of air beneath the tires move. It's 
like an air hockey game with you riding the puck. That's involving everyone in the creative 
process.31 
 
How can you promote creative input every day? 
 

10.2.8 Hire creative team players 
 
Most Hollywood studios search for promising ideas, then assemble a group of people to 
make the movie. Pixar reverses that process. It hires and supports creative people, then 
nurtures their nature. According to Ed Catmull, co-founder of Pixar, "If you give a good idea 
to a mediocre team, they will screw it up; if you give a mediocre idea to a great team, they 
will either fix it or throw it away and come up with something that works." 
 
How do you attract and retain innovative thinking talent? 
 

10.2.9 Gain breakthrough ideas from people, not committees 
 
Pixar executives believe great movies begin with the individuals who come up with a movie 
idea. They give enormous leeway and support to these individuals and then provide them 
with an environment in which they get honest and direct feedback from everyone. While 
the development department in most studios is charged with coming up with new ideas for 
movies, this is not true at Pixar. Pixar executives believe the development department's job 
is to assemble a small incubation team to help individuals refine their own ideas to a point 
at which the team can convince senior executives that their idea has the potential to make a 
great film. Contrast this approach with most organizations, in which only the R&D team 
comes up with and develops great product or service ideas. 
 

10.2.10 Obtain honest and true peer review 
 
Pixar has a brain trust that consists of the co-founders of Pixar and eight directors. When 
directors feel they need assistance, they ask the brain trust (and anyone else they think 
might help) to view their work in progress. The session is a two-hour, lively, give-and-take 
discussion focused on making the movie better. It's not ego-driven, and nobody pulls any 



 

 

punches to be polite. It produces results because everyone trusts and respects each other. 
After the session, the director of the movie decides which ideas to accept or reject. The 
brain trust has no authority to mandate any changes. 
 
How well developed is your culture of candor? 
 

10.2.11 Communicate with anyone, anytime 
 
Members of any department are free to approach anyone in any other department to solve 
problems without having to go through "proper" channels. (As an outside consultant, I'm 
constantly amazed at how internal silos and turf wars block communication.) 
 

10.2.12 Create a unifying vision 
 
A movie needs a coherence that brings together the thousands of ideas that go into a movie. 
Each of Pixar's movies has a unifying vision that focuses all these ideas into clear directives 
that the staff can implement. Yet the vision statements of most organizations are boring 
placards on the wall. The essence of a great unifying vision is one that stimulates action in a 

given direction. 
 
I helped a department within San Diego County create a vision statement (in one hour) 
during a day-long executive retreat. The associate director told me that they already 
printed it on their stationery because it gives them direction and stimulates action. 
(Through committed and innovative services, we help our customers live high quality lives in 

their own homes.) Another executive presented me with a cup that had the vision her 
transportation engineers created during our Lunch-N-Learn session a few months ago 
(Building the foundation for moving experiences.) 
 
Adapting all of the aforementioned lessons -- the ideas from Google and the guiding 
principles of Pixar -- will cultivate both incremental and radical innovation in your 
organization. Using the tools in the next section will nourish your innovative mindset. 
 

Innovation is the central issue 
in economic prosperity. 

Michael Porter 
 

10.3 How executives cultivate an innovative mindset 

 
In a six-year quest to uncover the secrets of the innovator's mindset, Professor Jeffrey Dyer 
and his colleagues studied 3,525 executives and entrepreneurs who had either started 
innovative companies or invented new products within their own organizations.32 Their 



 

 

most startling finding was that innovation cannot be delegated to others or relegated to 
culture alone. 
 
The most innovative organizations -- the top 15% -- have top executives who lead 
innovation by example. These create-value-in-the-market leaders incorporate innovation 
into who they are, how they lead, and therefore what everyone sees. The innovative culture 
within these organizations is a by-product of the entrepreneurial executives, who preach 
only what they practice. The following exercises will help you drive this innovative mindset 
into your DNA so that it also becomes part of your team. 
 

10.3.1 Find associations 
 
Steve Jobs often remarked, "Creativity is connecting things."33 Jobs dedicated a portion of 
his most precious resource, his time on this planet, exploring seemingly non-computer 
interests. Studying calligraphy and meditation allowed him to make connections few of us 
could imagine. Jobs understood that innovations blossom in the fertile soil of great 
associations. What outside interests could you cultivate? How might expanding your 
interests help grow your ability to categorize and synthesize new knowledge? Can you use 
Venn diagrams, pictures, and flow charts to illustrate issues or highlight connections? 
 

10.3.2 Ask questions 
 
Meg Whitman, HP CEO (and former CEO of eBay), has worked with many of Silicon Valley's 
brightest entrepreneurs (e.g., the founders of Skype, PayPal, and eBay). She points out, 
"They get a kick out of screwing up the status quo.... They spend a tremendous amount of 
time thinking about how to change the world. And as they brainstorm, they like to ask: 'If 
we did this, what would happen?' "34 
 
In other words, they ask questions that challenge assumptions. These types of questions go 
beyond those that stimulate incremental improvement (How can we do this better?). 
Instead, they create radical innovation (How can we try an entirely new approach?). 
 
They also know that a point of view is not the only view. And because they aren't attached 
to one perspective, including their own, they find pleasure in playing the devil's advocate 
and inviting the "loyal opposition" to discussions. Their open-mindedness stimulates 
creative ideas and encourages dissent during brainstorming sessions. 
 
Spend a few minutes every day writing down questions that challenge your processes, 
policies, and procedures. Here are several questions to stimulate an open mind: 
 
� What problem is most pressing in our industry? 
� Will solving this problem give us a competitive advantage? 
� How can your organization foster more consistent cross-functional collaboration? 
� Which community of stakeholders could influence our future growth? 



 

 

� Which strategic partners or vendors could help us grow the most? 
� How could a survey of our best customers give us innovative insights? 
� How might we use cross-training to cultivate innovation? 
� What can we learn from the most innovative companies? 
� How can I network more with our company's best innovators? 
� How can we exploit existing products and services even as we explore new ones? 
 

10.3.3 Listen and observe 
 
One of the last meetings I had when I worked for Siemens, prior to accepting a position at 
UCLA, was with a young product development engineer who asked me to preview an 
upcoming software release. She spent a few hours watching me flip through the beta 
version and listening to my feedback. As she shut down the computer and gathered her 
notes, she startled me by saying, "Thanks for the tons of feedback, Dave. I had no idea you 
knew this stuff so well." 
 
I smiled and replied, "I think you'll find that our salespeople stay very close to their 
customers. If you want to know what the market really needs, listen to and watch those 
close to the customer." 
 
Although it took some time for the medical division at Siemens to learn that "observation 
facilitates innovation," it eventually did. That's what the most successful entrepreneurs do -
- they watch behaviors closely. Scott Cook, founder of Intuit, saw his wife was frustrated 
trying to track the family finances. He combined this observation with the insights he 
gleaned from seeing Apple's graphic user interface during a pre-launch demonstration of 
Apple's original Lisa computer. Cook alleviated his wife's pain and captured 50% of the 
financial software market in his first year by heeding the advice of Hall of Fame baseball 
manager Yogi Berra: "You can observe a lot by watching." 
 
How can you make observation part of your work? 
 

10.3.4 Experiment 
 
A decade ago, Honeywell International was a stumbling electronics giant. Today, it is one of 
America's most successful companies. Honeywell's sales and profits have nearly doubled in 
the last ten years.35 One of the reasons for its success is that CEO David Cote believes in 
conducting pilot studies and testing ideas -- or, as I like to call it, experimenting. We're not 
talking about Edison or Einstein-type experiments; we're talking about trying things out 
before rolling them out. For example, when Cote was rolling out Honeywell's 12-behavior 
culture (Honeywell Operating System -- HOS), he tested the program in ten factories, 
learned what worked and what didn't, tweaked the program, and piloted it in five more 
factories before ever rolling it out. 
 



 

 

Jeff Bezos has drilled this experimental attitude into Amazon executives by encouraging 
them "to go down blind alleys and experiment. If we can get processes decentralized so that 
we can do a lot of experiments without it being very costly, we'll get a lot more 
innovation."36 
 
How can you increase your "test it" mindset? 
 

10.3.5 Network 
 
The insights and innovations that solve many industry challenges often come from thinking 
outside that industry. That's why top-down innovation doesn't work well as an isolated 
strategy. Adding an outside-in perspective can help our myopic tendency. Here are a two 
related approaches to encourage outside-in thinking by expanding your network: 
 
� Expand the membership of those in your circle of influence. Poet and philosopher 

Ralph Waldo Emerson met with an elite yet diverse crowd known as the Saturday Club. 
They met once a month for more than 20 years in the Boston area. Members included 
Longfellow, Hawthorne, Holmes, and Whitman.37 In his study of 500 industrial giants, 
Napoleon Hill reminds us that Henry Ford had his most outstanding achievements 
when he began networking with Edison, Burroughs, and Firestone.38 What do you get 
when three media giants (Walt Disney Co., News Corp., and NBC Universal) decide to 
collaborate? Internet television named Hulu and Hulu Plus! 
 

� Develop relationships with people in different industries. The CEO of a large public 
agency in Dallas told me (over lunch) that he frequently lunches with business leaders. 
He believes that understanding their private industry perspective helps him deliver 
better public services. Similarly, every quarter I attend a meeting of diverse 
organizational development (OD) experts at a colleague's home. The group consists of 
leadership professors, best-selling authors, graduate school students, and industry 
executives. We discuss a variety of professional issues and challenges. I always walk 
away with new insights that influence my business. How can you expand your network 
to stimulate more outside-in innovation? 

 
*** 

 
Cultivating innovative growth is critical to survival because it is the very process of creating 
value in the market. Effective executives nurture this "mind to market" mindset by growing 
both the personal (I need to be more innovative in my thinking) and process (we need to 

build innovation into how we work in this organization) aspect of innovation. 
 



 

 

The first step is an intuition -- and it comes with a burst, then difficulties arise. 
The thing gives out and then ... "bugs," as such little faults and difficulties are 
called -- show themselves and months of anxious watching, study, and labor 

are requisite before commercial success -- or failure -- is indeed reached. I 
have the right principle and am on the right track, but time, hard work, and 

some luck are necessary, too. 
Thomas Edison39 

 
Edison, one of the greatest inventors (1,093 patents) and innovators (he brought those 
good things to life), wrote those words in 1878. He exemplifies the lessons we have learned 
in this chapter from Google, Pixar, Honeywell, and the others. Now, contrast these great 
innovators to a market position of AOL, as described by Ken Auletta:40 
 

The company still gets 80% of its profits from subscribers, many of whom are older 
people who have cable or DSL service but don't realize that they need not pay an 
additional $25 a month to get online and check their e-mail. "The dirty little secret," 
a former AOL executive says, "is that 75% of the people who subscribe to AOL's 
dial-up service don't need it." 

 
In our fast-changing world of free wireless Internet access (in fast-food restaurants and 
coffee shops), AOL has represented the polar opposite of growth through innovation. 
Unlike Siemens, AOL is an elephant that has not focused on learning to dance. Nor has AOL 
seemed to inspire creativity and change -- the topic of our next chapter. 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 11 

Think Inside and Outside the Box  
 

Everyone has the spark of creativity in them.
It is the job of the leader to inspire and release that spark.

Paul Sloane
 

 

A financial services firm in Connecticut hired an outside consulting firm to help increase 
efficiency. Employees at all levels of the organization submitted more than 1,000 ideas to 
streamline policies, processes, and procedures. After one of the company's senior IT 
executives expressed her enthusiasm for the initiative, I congratulated her and then asked 
her two questions: 
 
1. Where were those 1,000 ideas prior to the initiative? 
2. How is your company educating the executives to inspire creativity and change daily so 

that you don't need another expensive initiative? 
 
She didn't have any answers. What she did have was an organization with a number of 
well-meaning executives who had inadvertently snuffed out the creative spark in the heart 
and soul of employees. Her executives lacked the third core competency of visionary 
leaders -- the ability to inspire creativity and change. 
 
1. Adapt strategies to meet goals. 
2. Cultivate innovative growth. 
3. Inspire creativity and change. 

4. Imagine broadly. 
 
What's the cost of throwing cold water on employees' creative fire? Increased turnover, 
poor organizational performance, and eventually growth stagnation and death. How can 
organizations grow if their employees do not or cannot share creative ideas to help 
companies adapt to the changes in today's competitive global market? 
 
The answer is, They can't. Just ask Microsoft. Microsoft's stock price has oscillated between 
$25 and $30 a share for more than a decade. Many call it Microsoft's lost decade. The 
company has been a late entrant, often last, in almost every new market -- search engines, 
online and portable music and video, mobile phone software, social networking, tablets, 
and e-books. Apple's iPhone generates more revenue than all of Microsoft's products 
combined. 
 



 

 

What's behind this sluggish performance? According to a behind-the-scenes investigation 
by Kurt Eichenwald, it's a culture that crushes creativity through a management system 
called "stack ranking" -- an approach that forces each unit leader to categorize certain 
percentages of employees as top, good, average, and poor performers.1 That means if you 
are a good employee on great team, you could be ranked as a poor performer. 
 
Can you imagine a worse way to inspire creativity, change, and collaboration among team 
members? 
 

11.1 Inspire creativity and change 
 
A few Harvard Business School professors invited business executives from highly creative 
companies (Google, pharmaceutical leader Novartis, design consultancy IDEO, among 
others) to a two-day symposium to discuss the role of the leader as a catalyst for creativity 
and change.2 Their first conclusion: You can't manage creativity, but you can manage for 
creativity. 
 
In other words, leaders must create an environment that supports the creative process in 
how employees at all levels do their daily work. The company in Connecticut wouldn't need 
a major creativity initiative if inspiring creativity were part of the corporate culture. 
 
Another key point: Leaders must not confuse innovation with creativity. Although 
innovation draws on creativity, innovation (as discussed in Chapter 10) focuses on bringing 
products and services to market. 
 
Inspiring creativity and change, on the other hand, is the ability to transcend traditional 
ideas, rules, patterns, and relationships to achieve a variety of small and big goals. It's a 
separate competency because it requires leaders to unleash employees' novel ideas and 
energy toward daily objectives and long-term targets in all areas of their business. 
 
As my colleague Jodi Walker says, inspiring executives create an environment that 
motivates employees from the status quo to status go! 
 

11.2 Ten tools to inspire creativity 

 
Here are ten tools, adapted from the Harvard conference and my consulting experiences, 
designed at once to help you create an environment that supports the creative process with 
your team and avoid pitfalls such as those experienced by the Connecticut firm and 
Microsoft. 
 

11.2.1 None of us is as smart as all of us 
 



 

 

"Capture every fleeting idea," says Sir Richard Branson, CEO of Virgin Atlantic Airways (and 
hundreds of other Virgin companies). He is reminding us that none of us is as smart as all of 
us. 
 
To test this principle, Google's founders tracked the progress of ideas that they had backed 
compared to ideas executed in the ranks without support from above. They discovered a 
higher success rate among the ideas that emerged from Google's ranks than among ideas 
that emerged from Google's executives. They concluded that executives need to support a 
creative process for everyone. 
 
Leaders must have processes to capture new ideas individually and your team's ideas 
collectively. One of my favorites is to keep a notepad or recording device nearby to capture 
those fleeting, creative thoughts. Otto Loewi, who won a Nobel Prize for his work in cell 
biology, offers another way. He had a brilliant idea in his sleep, so he woke up and scribbled 
his creative insight on a pad. Unfortunately, he could not read his own writing the next 
morning. (This idea works only if you get out of bed and write your ideas clearly.) Luckily, 
his idea surfaced in his dreams the following night and he implemented another idea 
capturing technique -- he got dressed and went to work in his laboratory! 
 
To facilitate team creativity, consider brainstorming during meetings. You can also boost 
group creativity 100% with what Professor Robert Epstein, visiting scholar at the 
University of California at San Diego, calls "the shifting game."3 Here's how to apply it: 
 
� First, give your team members a creative challenge or problem to solve and ask them to 

work together for five minutes. 
� Then shift out of the group and invite team members to work on the problem 

individually for five minutes. 
� Finally, have the group come back together for the final five minutes. 
 

11.2.2 Foster collaborative challenges 
 
The lone inventor is a myth. Linux, Wikipedia, and Mozilla's Firefox web browser are 
illustrations of collaboration both within the organization and with customers. Network 
and social structures that are fluid enable this type of cooperation. An organization 
structure that overemphasizes centralized, top-down hierarchy kills creativity. 
 
Effective executives often give their toughest problems to internal or external social 
networks. A network's broad experiences, interactions, passion, and varied behaviors 
create unique insights seldom seen by the solitary inventor. This is one reason ranking 
employees relative to peers, as Microsoft and many other organizations do, is so damaging 
-- it creates intra-competition instead of fostering cross-functional collaboration. 
 

11.2.3 Celebrate diversity 
 



 

 

Creativity is more likely when people of different disciplines, backgrounds, and areas of 
expertise share their thinking. The most creative companies engage people from outside 
their organization who have and respect different perspectives. 
 
If you are on the outside of a house trying to see what's inside, you can only see through 
your window. If you have different people peer through different windows around the 
house you'll get a more complete picture of what's inside. A single point of view is no way 
to see the world. 
 

11.2.4 Don't kill ideas with process 
 
Dr. Mark Fishman, president of the Novartis Institutes for BioMedical Research, reported 
that when organizations over-focus on process improvement it hurts long-term innovation. 
He recommends that leaders focus their efficiency initiatives in the middle and at the end of 
the creative process. 
 
The fuzzy, initial stages of innovation are places to celebrate creative and novel ideas -- not 
to seek efficiency. 
 

11.2.5 Pass the baton carefully 
 
The most passion for an idea resides in its creators. When it comes time to commercialize 
the idea, the hand-off must be handled with care. The best organizations allow these 
creative idea generators to stay on the team as it goes through the implementation or 
commercialization process. This keeps the enthusiasm for the idea high, but only if the 
tension between the creators and those who commercialize the idea is managed well. 
 

11.2.6 Filter the ideas 
 
For every one idea that generates revenue, nine generate only expenses. Gardens have 
weeds; so do organizations. Merck's R&D chief, Peter Kim, rewards scientists who bail out 
on a losing project with stock options. 
 
Filtering ideas lets the people who generated the idea be involved in killing it. Be wary of 
product evaluation committees, especially if they don't involve the creative people. Their 
only power is in saying no, so that's what committees do. 
 

11.2.7 Provide intellectual challenge 
 
A study of 11,000 R&D employees found that early-stage researchers -- the people with the 
best and brightest ideas -- found their greatest motivation in intellectual challenges, 
followed by a desire for independence and extrinsic rewards (i.e., salary, benefits, job 
security). 
 



 

 

If you want to inspire your R&D team, give them tough challenges, freedom with a few 
clearly defined constraints, and a carrot at the end of the stick. 
 

11.2.8 Encourage the pursuit of personal passions 
 
Encourage your people to spend some of their time on projects of their own choosing. 
While some employees prefer exploiting the present by working on the 42nd iteration of a 
current product or process, others find motivation in exploring the future by searching for 
the next big thing. Nurture their nature. 
 

11.2.9 Applaud effort -- not just results 
 
Professor Kelly Lambert examined the importance of applauding effort, not just results, by 
studying two groups of rats.4 One group was placed in a cage filled with little mounds of 
dirt. Buried beneath these mounds were Froot Loops -- the treat of choice for hungry rats. 
During a five-week period, these "worker" rats learned to dig for their treats. In an identical 
cage, the second group of rats received their Froot Loops free. These "trust-fund" rats 
didn't have to dig or work for their food. 
 
After the five weeks, researchers placed a ball made of screen and filled with Froot Loops in 
each cage. The only food in the cages was in the screen ball. The increasingly hungry rats 
could see and smell -- but couldn't reach -- the Froot Loops. 
 
Which group do you think worked hardest to obtain the food in the cage? The worker group 
spent 60% more time and made 30% more novel attempts to get the Froot Loops 
compared to the freeloading trust-fund group. 
 
The moral of this story: If you want to increase creative thinking and overall persistence, 
reward effort -- a growth mindset -- not just accomplishment. 
 
Praising only goal achievement or talent teaches employees not to try or experiment unless 
they are sure of success. Can you imagine a gymnast refusing to try a new routine because 
she feared failure? Stanford Professor Carroll Dweck summarized 30 years of scientific 
investigation by declaring that we should "teach people to have a growth mindset, which 
encourages a focus on effort rather than intelligence or talent."5 
 
If you want your team to work hard, especially in activities that don't always pay off quickly 
(such as creativity), reward effort and progress. What you appreciate appreciates. 
 

11.2.10 Interpret failure as feedback 
 
Kim Scott, director of online sales and operations for Google, observed that the Silicon 
Valley firms that have had the most difficult time managing creativity are those that have 
been the most successful. 



 

 

 
Why? Because they develop an aversion to failure. 
 
Most company cultures reinforce the belief that failure is bad; when it happens, it is best 
forgotten as quickly as possible. Executives who inspire creativity and change adopt the 
experiment mentality of researchers: The essence of experimentation is trial, feedback, 
learning, next trial. Effective executives foster a culture that doesn't focus on failure -- only 
feedback. They believe that failure happens when they don't learn from the feedback. 
 
The problem with the financial services company in Connecticut was that its leaders acted 
as if creative input was a one-time initiative instead of an everyday way of working. They 
didn't employ many of these top10 ideas for cultivating a creative culture. 
 
How will you adapt these steps to inspire creativity on your team? 
 

11.3 Inspire change by providing stability 

 
The third competency of a visionary leader is not just about inspiring creativity; it's about 
inspiring creativity and change. As a high-tech firm in the Southeast United States 
discovered, there's a big difference between advocating change and inspiring change. 
 
Two weeks after announcing a new change initiative, the CEO of this global, high-tech firm 
conducted an all-hands meeting. He started the meeting by answering a few questions 
previously submitted by employees. When the CEO addressed one of the "negative" 
questions that challenged the need for another major initiative, he actually admonished the 
naysayers for their dysfunctional attitude and declared that he would not tolerate dissent 
about his new initiative. 
 
The collective wind went out of the sails of everyone at the meeting. 
 
Six months after the all-hands-meeting, a mid-level manager who relayed this incident to 
me also reported that trust in the CEO had plummeted and that the change initiative was 
barely limping along. 
 
This disturbing story illustrates one of the many reasons that 70% of all change initiatives 
fail: low trust caused by pushing change instead of inspiring it.6 The actual percentage will 
vary depending on a host of variables (e.g., how one defines success, the scope of the 
change, whether the change is initiated in times of crisis, the level of buy-in from those 
affected by the change). Yet, the ugly reality remains that most change efforts fall short of 
their goals, leaving the slug-like residue of negative consequences (seen in Table 11.1). 7 
 



 

 

Table 11.1 
Residue of Failed Change 

 
Anger 

Lower morale 
Increased stress 

Diminished risk-taking 
Decreased trust in leaders 

Less money for other priorities 
Subtle sabotage of the change effort 

Less commitment to future change initiatives 
 
 
Although entire books are dedicated to the implementation of change,8 this section focuses 
on the essential first step of any successful change effort -- minimizing the resistance to 
change by inspiring employee buy-in. If you gain commitment to change, you have 
overcome the biggest hurdle to achieving that change. 
 
There are many reasons employees don't accept change, including the one illustrated by 
the opening story -- lack of trust.9  Table 11.2 lists the top10 reasons people resist change in 
the workplace. 
 

Table 11.2 
Top 10 Reasons Employees Resist Change 

1. Lack of trust 
2. Economic threats 
3. Relatively high cost 
4. Fear of personal failure 
5. Loss of status and power 
6. Threat to values and ideals 
7. Resentment of interference 
8. Belief that change is unnecessary 
9. Belief that the change is not feasible 
10. Failure to focus on changing employee behaviors 
 

The first responsibility of a leader is to create mental energy 
among people so that they 

enthusiastically embrace the transformation. 
N. R. Narayana Murthy10 

 
 
You can avoid the fate of the CEO at that global, high-tech firm by following the four-step 
process to inspiring change: 



 

 

 
1. Begin the journey on common ground. 
2. Engage others to increase commitment. 
3. Motivate a change in behavior. 
4. Lead the change by managing stability. 
 

11.3.1. Begin the journey on common ground  
 
According to the mid-level manager who told me about the all-hands meeting, passive 
resistance from the silent majority -- caused by low trust -- is what is now killing the CEO's 
change initiative. The CEO chose not to see that the "negative" question was merely 
feedback telling him that he had not taken the first step of inspiring change. 
 
Many change efforts get off on this wrong foot because executives don't realize that "if you 
suppress dialogue, you'll miss opportunities to gain [other people's] buy-in."11 So, if you 
want to take employees on the journey of change, you must first go to them and begin the 
journey on common ground. 
 
Contrast the approach of the CEO in the previous story with the one taken by Xerox's Anne 
Mulcahy when first appointed CEO. She called legendary executive Warren Buffett, who 
recommended that she spend the first three months of her tenure assessing her 
environment. He suggested that she meet with key customers and front-line employees 
before deciding how to implement any change. She followed his advice and earned credit 
for Xerox's dramatic turnaround.12 
 
Lou Gerstner also emphasized the importance of going to others when he took over a 
struggling IBM in the early 1990s. He urged his top executives to get out of their ivory 
towers at least once a month to visit customers. Customer feedback led to strategic insight 
that helped Gerstner right IBM's listing ship.13 
 
Anne Mulcahy and Lou Gerstner understood that the first step in inspiring and gaining buy-
in to change is understanding the current environment.14 That environment includes 
employees' readiness to change, the organization's competitive climate, financial realities, 
and early feedback about the start of change. Thus, the most effective executives begin the 
journey by getting in touch with the rank and file. 
 
Here are some simple and powerful tools to help you begin the change buy-in process by 
staying in touch with your team: 
 
� Increase your management by walking around (MBWA). Listen to hallway, water 

cooler, and cafeteria conversations during the early stages of the change initiative. 
Sometimes, "buy-in can be a simple matter of being heard."15 

� Solicit e-mails directly from employees at all levels. This was essential to Paul Levy as 
he set the stage for change at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center. He personally 



 

 

responded to more than 300 e-mails he received regarding suggestions for 
improvement as he started a major change at that institution.16 

� Invite front-line supervisors to survey their employees regarding the impact of the 
change on them. 

� Encourage your direct reports to create a worry list and an idea list. Discuss the lists 
with other executives. Then, let your direct reports know what you can and cannot 
address on each list. 

� Survey customers and the competitive landscape about the need for change. 
� Send key team members to visit critical customers who understand the need for change. 

Let these customers help sell the need for the change. 
� Conduct fewer all-hands meetings. When Watson Wyatt Worldwide (now Towers 

Watson) investigated 531 organizations that had undergone major changes (many of 
which fell short of their goals), CEOs were asked what they would do differently next 
time.17 The most frequent answer: "The way I communicate with my employees." 
Specifically, the researchers found that conducting fewer all-hands meetings and more 
communication with supervisors worked best. Employees view communication from 
the top with suspicion. They know that messages from senior executives are 
scrutinized, sanitized and pasteurized. So, if you want to inspire employees to change, 
communicate to the people employees really listen to -- their supervisors. Conduct 
frequent face-to-face meetings with small groups of front-line supervisors. 

 
The CEO of the high-tech firm in the Southeast U.S., who admonished employees for 
submitting a negative question at his all hands meeting, yelled "charge" as he raced uphill 
into battle. But when he turned around, he discovered that he was the fool on the hill. He 
didn't realize that he couldn't lead people through a change if he didn't have them with him 
as he started the journey. Use these tools to begin your journey on common ground. That 
way, when you yell charge, your troops will be there when you turn around. 
 

11.3.2 Engage others to increase commitment 
 
An executive in one of our leadership classes stated that the legendary Green Bay Packers 
coach, Vince Lombardi, engaged others all the time. When I asked how he knew this to be 
true, he said that he used to be a ball boy for the Packers when he was a young. He 
explained that Coach Lombardi would frequently ask him -- the ball boy -- what he would 
do to improve or change the team. 
 
According to a survey of 22,451 employees in 2,295 organizations, Lombardi was 
practicing the second principle of inspiring change -- increasing engagement increases 
commitment.18 Psychologists have been telling us for years that the more input people 
have about their journey, the more connected they feel to the trip and the destination. If 
you want your team to commit to the outcome of change, involve them in the process of 
change. 
 



 

 

The former CEO of Electronic Data Systems (EDS), Dick Brown, understood the wisdom of 
engagement when he needed to implement an expense-reduction change several years ago. 
Instead of initiating a board-recommended, top-down, expense-cutting initiative, he "sent 
an e-mail to 120,000 EDS employees ... asked every one of them to save $1,000 [and] saved 
millions."19 Very simple can be very effective when employees are engaged in the change 
process. 
 
Let's review some simple techniques to engage others in the process of change, especially if 
that change is being thrust upon them. 
 
� Focus on influence. Whenever you detect that employees feel that they are victims of 

change, conduct the Stephen Covey exercise called "Circle of Influence and Control."20 
 
Draw a large circle on a whiteboard or flipchart. Inside the circle, near the outer edge, 
write the word concern. Ask team members to brainstorm all their concerns about the 
change. Write their answers in the circle. Do not discuss or analyze these concerns 
during this brainstorming process. 
 
Next, draw a smaller circle in the middle of the big circle. This is your "doughnut hole." 
Write the word influence in this inner circle. Now ask your team members to 
brainstorm all the factors that they can influence with respect to this change effort. 
Again, do not discuss or analyze their input at this time. 
 
Finally, ask them in which circle they choose to spend the majority of their time. Explain 
whichever circle they choose, that circle will expand. Tell the team that although you 
share their concerns, if they spend too much time complaining about things they can do 
nothing about, they will spend less time on things they can do something about. Invite 
them to focus on those things that they can influence. 

 
Carol, an executive in a government agency, engaged her unmotivated managers (who 
felt like victims of change) using this exercise. After they completed the process, her 
team decided that because the change was not going to go away, they were going to 
concentrate their efforts on four tasks they could influence: 

 
1. How to adapt the new budget initiative (i.e., the change) to suit their environment 
2. The nature and timing of training needed to implement the new changes 
3. Creative and constructive ways to provide feedback to the senior leadership team 

regarding the impact of the change on their unit 
4. Their attitude about the change 

 
� Discuss the immaculate reception. If a tree falls in the woods and nobody hears it, 

does it make a sound? I believe that the answer is no to this age-old question. Noise is 
created when a sound wave strikes the eardrum. 
 



 

 

This metaphor teaches us that no matter what change happens in the external 
environment, we can choose how we receive and process it in our internal 
environment. If this were not true, everything would affect everyone the same way. 
 
Here's a simple method to introduce this powerful concept of free will. During a 
meeting of any size (I once used this technique during a presentation to 100 CEOs), ask 
people if they get upset when someone cuts them off when they are driving; then ask 
those people who say yes to stand up. (I find about half of my audience usually stands.) 
Now, ask everyone these three questions: 
 
1. Why isn't everyone standing? 
2. How could the exact same incident affect people differently? 
3. Is it possible that those sitting choose to think about getting cut off in traffic 

differently than those standing? 
 

This simple and profound exercise often leads into a conversation about free will and 
choice. Without choice, we would be leaves in the river of life, victims of current 
circumstances. Choosing to respond, and not react, to change reveals the essence of 
what I believe is the immaculate reception. 
 

It is in the receiving 
that meaning is made. 

 
If employees feel they are the victims of change, they won't change their behaviors to 
support the change outcomes. Discuss this concept at one of your meetings. Ask the 
people on your team if they believe they have free will. Talk about how and when they 
choose to access and not access their freedom to choose. 
 
As part of the circle of concern/influence exercise, Carol and her team chose their 
attitude about change. They chose which circle they wanted to focus on. They chose not 
to be the victims of change that someone else thrust upon them. Expansive executives 
unleash the energy of their teams toward worthy goals by helping them choose free 
will. 
 

� Ask expansive questions. When change hits employees, they often ask disempowering 
questions, such as: 

 
1. Why me? 
2. Who made this dumb decision? 
3. Why can't our leaders get this change right? 
4. When are we ever going to have time to learn this new system? 
 

I even hear executives ask questions like these when change hits them unexpectedly. 
The problem is that these disempowering questions lead to dispiriting answers, thereby 



 

 

perpetuating a victim mindset. Instead of helping employees face the challenge of 
change, these questions let them slip down the deep, dark abyss of woe-is-me thinking. 
 
Disempowering questions leave people in the dark, like an ostrich that sticks its head in 
the sand, where the view is limited. (Never mind what's sticking up and vulnerable 
when the head is in the sand!) 
 

Worry often gives a small thing 
a big shadow. 

Swedish proverb 
 
To inspire commitment to change, ask "expansive" questions. These questions motivate 
employees to move away from victim thinking to meaningful activity because they 
encourage employees to access their free will. Here are those four disempowering 
questions asked earlier turned into expansive questions: 
 
1. How can I make the best of this situation? 
2. What evidence do decision makers need to see that might get this decision changed? 
3. How could my customers show our leaders how to get this change right? 
4. How can we make learning this new system fun? 
 
See how expansive questions lift us out of "sinking thinking" into possibility thinking. 
The view is better and the options more abundant when employees choose to take their 
heads out of the sand. 
 
Here are eight generic expansive questions that increase buy-in to any change that hits 
you or your team during the day: 
 
1. How does this change fit into the big picture? 
2. What does my irritation about this change teach me about me? 
3. How can I choose to see this change differently? 
4. What's my "lesson in this messin'"? 
5. Who can help me deal with this change? 
6. How can I let go of my attachment to the old way? 
7. How can I shine my leadership talents during these dark times? 
8. What expansive questions could I ask myself to feel better right now? 
 
Effective executives are like stars, shining their light at night. Expansive questions 
amplify that light. 
 

The future always begins today. 
 



 

 

� Create a culture using norms. One of my last projects as an executive at UCLA was to 
lead a technology transfer program. The program was designed to exchange our faculty 
know-how for deeply discounted equipment needed to do our research. 
 
After both the equipment vendor and our UCLA team had agreed to the terms, we each 
delivered our agreements to our respective legal departments. A few weeks later, the 
vendor delivered the agreement with the few minor changes requested by its lawyers. I 
forwarded their document to our legal department and waited ... and waited ... and then 
waited some more. 
 
It took a year of phone calls, e-mails, and personal visits for me to extract our 
agreement from UCLA's legal department. Their norms of risk avoidance and poor 
customer service grounded our institute's entrepreneurial spirit. 
 
Norms are the mini-culture of a group. They are "the way we do things around here" 
and consist of the rules of engagement, often unwritten and unconscious, that regulate 
how employees behave within their teams. Our faculty's entrepreneurial norms 
supported the many changes and projects we undertook to achieve our vision. Yet when 
our projects encountered the snail-paced norms of UCLA's legal department, our norms 
caused more friction than progress. 
 
The moral of the story is that norms, like gravity, are always at work; the only question 
is, Are they working for you or against you? Do they support or hinder your change 
efforts? If change affects the entire organization, leaders must ensure that the culture -- 
the company-wide norms -- supports the change.21 On the other hand, if you are striving 
to get buy-in among your own team members in a smaller unit, create behavioral norms 
that support the change locally.22 
 

� Don't just broadcast -- communicate. Don, a mid-level manager in the travel industry, 
lamented that his team felt that company executives were sugarcoating their message 
about a new change initiative. He feared that lack of candid communication from the 
top was decreasing trust below. 
 
An OnPoint Consulting survey of 655 employees concluded that open and honest 
communication from top executives makes change easier, even when the executives 
don't have complete information or good news.23 In my subsequent conversation with 
Don, he indicated that his executives were confusing broadcasting with communicating. 
Broadcasting scatters a message in all directions. Communication, on the other hand, is 
a process by which information is exchanged. The most effective communication 
strategies about change include four critical elements: 
 
1. Open dialogue in small meetings and brief one-on-one encounters 
2. Frequent discussion about the facts 
3. Transparency regarding how decisions are made and applied 



 

 

4. Behaviors by executives that communicate their words in action 
 
Broadcasting and communicating both have their place. Yet leaders must not confuse 
one for the other, as the executives in Don's organization did. 
 

The way to do 
is to be. 
Lao Tzu 

 

11.3.3 Motivate a change in behavior  
 
Joan, a front-line supervisor from a large insurance company, complained to me that many 
of her high-performing colleagues were distraught after a corporate policy change was 
announced. She moaned that the senior executives had no idea how the new policy was 
damaging employees' commitments to a major change initiative that was being 
implemented. 
 
When I quizzed senior executives about the policy change, they asserted that the policy 
change was needed to support the major change initiative. I told the executives that instead 
of motivating employees to change behaviors to align with the major initiative, my 
impression was that their misguided new policy was motivating employees to quit. (Two of 
those who complained the loudest have quit.) 
 
In a survey of 5,100 global business leaders, the American Management Association (AMA) 
found that one of the major reason employees don't buy into change is that the executives 
do not focus on changing those specific behaviors that align with the change.24 Joan's 
leaders were so focused on changing a policy that it blinded them to the importance of 
motivating employees to change behaviors required by their major change initiative. 
 
There is no organizational change without individual transformation. That's because 
organizations don't change -- people do. Unless employee behaviors support the change 
initiative, long-term change is as stable as a house of cards on a windy day.25 Joan's senior 
executives failed to execute the third step of inspiring change -- motivating team members 
to change their behaviors. Here are several tactics to help you construct a solid foundation 
of changed behaviors: 
 
� Communicate a sense of urgency logically and emotionally: Urgency comes from 

the Latin urgentia, meaning pressure. Good leaders increase the pressure to change 
behaviors by sharing with employees the data that proves the need for change. Effective 
executives illustrate logically and emotionally. 

 
Dan Cohen tells the story of the procurement manager whose project team discovered 
that the company purchased 424 types of gloves when the company actually needed 
only three types. To communicate logically and emotionally, the manager collected all 



 

 

424 gloves, put a price on each, and stacked them in the boardroom so that senior 
leadership could tangibly see and feel the cost of this inefficiency.26 
 
Increase the pressure to change behaviors by discussing issues with team members 
affected by change. Use these questions to guide the discussion: 
 
� What if we don't change? 
� Why do we need to change now? 
� What will the change look like? 
� How will this change affect how employees do their jobs? 
� Who are the opinion leaders we need to convince first? 
� How can we help employees feel the negative consequences of not changing? 
� What is our process for celebrating changed behaviors? 

 
� Experiment with small change during major initiatives: Don't fall victim to the 

fallacy of the big bang fix -- the mistaken notion that all change must be big change. 
Nature teaches us that experimentation is king of the jungle. Whenever possible, 
conduct small experiments before rolling out any major initiative or during the change 
itself. Learn from each trial. The knowledge gained from trial and error is the feedback 
that keeps you on track toward your goal. 

 
� Make changed behaviors and progress visible: During the early phase of a major 

change initiative, my colleagues interviewed 64 employees about the upcoming change. 
When asked what would encourage behavioral change, the number-one  
recommendation from the employees was, "Seeing how the new system would actually 
work." 

 
This suggestion takes the experimental approach a step further by inviting leaders to 
make the progress visible. Pat employees on the back when they try new approaches, 
develop novel ideas, remove obstacles, and take small steps toward changing behaviors. 
Employees are inspired when they see progress rewarded. Celebrate these small wins 
to send the signal that management is paying attention to small steps. 

 
� Be the change you wish to see: This statement reminds us that employees comply 

with what they hear, but they commit to what they see. This is especially true during 
crises because heightened emotions anchor the learning people are observing. 

 
For example, when I worked for Siemens, senior executives announced a major change 
initiative designed to increase collaboration among divisions. Yet when I implored my 
boss to solicit cooperation from one of the divisions to help me book a large order, he 
told me that the other division's executives wouldn't collaborate with us because they 
were under too much pressure to reach their own quarterly sales numbers. 
 



 

 

So much for my commitment to the senior executives' "knocking down silos" initiative. 
The company's response under pressure left an impression for all to see. 

 

Every move you make, 
everything you say, 

is visible to all. Therefore, 
the best approach is to lead by example. 

Joseph Tucci27 
 
� Set realistic goals and objectives: I was a member of the dean's goals committee 

when I was at UCLA. The dean wanted us to create a plan to accomplish his vision -- for 
the UCLA School of Medicine to become the preeminent medical school in the country 
by the end of the decade. At the time, UCLA was ranked eight or nine, depending on 
which survey you reviewed. 

 
The dean's goal was so lofty that most of the committee members did not believe it was 
achievable. They therefore did not put forth any serious effort to develop a plan. They 
went through the motions by giving the dean's initiative lip service but very little hip 
service. Nothing ever came of our halfhearted plan to be number one. Last time I 
checked, the school was ranked 13 out of 138 U.S. medical schools. 

 
� Estimate resources accurately: Employees have a specific capacity to handle change. 

Too much change overwhelms them. Yet many organizations push one change after 
another without assessing the ability of people to digest the change. 

 
A middle manager in one of our leadership classes said that her high-tech firm currently 
had three major organizational change initiatives affecting most of its employees. The 
resources required to implement these changes were severely underestimated and the 
capacity for people to absorb them was overestimated. She told senior executives that 
her employees were at the breaking point. They didn't listen. 
 
The middle manager also told me that her company just lost its largest client because it 
didn't pay enough attention to this client's needs. By miscalculating the resources 
needed for all their change initiatives, senior executive failed to consider the impact all 
the change would have on the company's clients. 

 
� Be a meaning-making machine: "We're grateful to the ironworkers for helping make 

our patients' and families' lives just a little bit better, and their stays at the hospital a 
little bit more fun," says Todd Johnson, vice president of facilities at Seattle Children's 
Hospital. "What started out as a simple gesture to one patient family became something 
that touched many people's lives."28 For weeks, ironworkers for Local 86 spray-painted 
children's names on the steel girders being used for the "Building Hope" expansion at 
Seattle Children's Hospital.  



 

 

 
As the construction project neared the end of this phase, the children thanked the 
ironworkers by designing T-shirts for them. Ironworkers returned the favor by 
distributing 400 of their end-of-project T-shirts emblazoned with "I'm on the Beam" to 
the youngsters. 
 
The ironworkers made meaning out of their work. They understood that the why is the 
steam behind the what of change. 
 
John Hammergren, the CEO at U.S.-based healthcare company McKesson, made meaning 
out of one of his company's change initiatives by emphasizing that every employee was, 
or would someday be, a patient in the healthcare system -- in other words, McKesson's 
end user.29  

 
� Focus on what you want: Don't think of a red apple. Don't think of a red apple. 
 

What just popped into your mind? You probably thought of a red apple, right? Why? 
Because the brain cannot work on the reverse of an idea.30 We move in the direction of 
the dominant images that we place (or let others place) in our minds. 
 
Therefore, it is important when communicating change that you focus on what you 
want more than what you don't want. This does not mean you totally ignore problems, 
obstacles, or mistakes. It does mean emphasizing the specific behaviors, skills, and 
outcomes that support the change -- at least according to 127 female bowlers in 
Wisconsin. 
 
Professor Daniel Kirschenbaum and his colleagues at the University of Wisconsin 
studied the importance of focusing on what you want by assessing the impact of 
positive versus negative self-monitoring in novice bowlers.31 In their study, 127 women 
bowlers learned the seven key components of effective bowling (called "Brain Power 
Bowling" in this study). Researchers then divided the women into two groups for five 
weeks, gave them rating sheets, and provided the following instructions: 
 
� Group 1 -- Positive Self-monitoring. After bowling each frame, review the seven 

components of Brain Power Bowling. For those components that you do well, put a 
number from 1 to 3 in the box corresponding to that component (1 = good; 2 = very 
good; 3 = excellent). If you did not do a good job on a particular component, leave 
the box blank. Before making your next approach, remind yourself of the correct 
way to complete the components. 

� Group 2 -- Negative Self-monitoring. After bowling each frame, review the possible 
errors you made by not following the seven component principles of Brain Power 
Bowling. If you made any of these possible errors, put a number from 1 to 3 in the 
box corresponding to that error, denoting how poorly you did (1 = terrible; 2 = very 
poor; 3 = poor). If you did not make an error on a particular component, leave the 



 

 

box blank. Before making your next approach, remind yourself of the errors you 
might make on the components. 

 
Thus, Group 1 (positive self-monitors) focused on getting what they wanted, and Group 
2 (negative self-monitors) focused on avoiding errors. Five weeks later, Group 1 
improved its scores 100% more than Group 2 (an average of 11 pins). 
 
How much more would your team be motivated to align their behaviors with those 
needed to support the change initiative if you consistently focused on what you 
wanted? 

 
� Rewrite the job description: In a rapidly changing environment, job descriptions and 

employment policies should include flexible language that encourages team members 
to develop talents and behaviors needed to support change. During IBM's 
transformation, CEO Lou Gerstner changed IBM's policy of lifetime employment to one 
of lifelong employability -- if employees developed the behaviors and skills mandated 
by their new landscape.  

 

11.3.4 Lead the change by managing stability 
 
The soapy, wet rags danced across my front windshield as I drove into the car wash. 
Instantly, my 90-pound German shepherd leaped from the back to the front seat. His big 
brown eyes screamed at me, "Dad, what's that?" 
 
"It's OK, Comet." I stroked his head as the car darkened. 
 
Within seconds, the gigantic brushes attacked the car from all sides. Comet scrambled from 
the passenger seat onto my lap, shaking. His eyes, glued to mine, cried, "I'm not OK!" 
 
I held him tightly, stroked his head, and sang his favorite song: "That's our good boy Comet; 
Comet is a good boy...." He stopped shaking and panting. 
 
Minutes later, we exited the car wash. That's when it occurred to me that Comet stopping 
shaking and panting because I was able to give him security; he handled change because I 
gave stability. 
 
Old dogs can learn new tricks if given comfort. Stability provides the security needed to feel 
comfortable about change. Therein lies the paradox. The fourth step to inspire change is to 
lead that change by managing stability. All those "change agents" and books telling 
executives to drive change are only half right. Too much change without stability drives 
people over the edge. 
 
If executives don't give employees something to hold onto, employees cling to their old 
habits of thinking and working. When the change is too much, the water cooler talk and 



 

 

social media channels are ablaze with naysayers. These comments are from employees who 
seek a firm foundation because they feel they are on shaky ground: 
 
� It will never work. 
� This too shall pass. 
� Why do they have to hit us with so many changes? 
� Can't we get one right before we start the next one? 
� I won't be able to get my job done without the old system. 
� I'll never learn this new way. 
 

11.3.5 The paradox of growth 
 
Professor Thomas Lawrence and his colleagues summarized 15 years of change research: 
"Initiating and maintaining continuous change in an organization requires a foundation of 
stability. Understanding that paradox is crucial."32 Thus, the final step in inspiring 
employees to change invites executives to construct a platform of stability. One way to 
manage stability is by discussing growth curves with your team. 
 
Professor Charles Handy, from the London Business School, suggests using an S-shaped 
growth curve (or sigmoid curve) to help explain this stability-change paradox.33 I've 
adapted his approach as I've taught the following step-by-step approach to thousands of 
executives during the last two decades. I invite you to try to increase buy-in. 
 
1. Draw a sigmoid (or S) curve on a flipchart or whiteboard, such as the one shown in 
Figure 11.1. 
 

Figure 11.1 
Sigmoid Curve 

 

 
 
2. Label the curves and explain each section of the curve: 
 
� Germination is where new ideas are born and innovation is encouraged. R&D occurs 

here, although it's usually more research than development. There are heavy 



 

 

investments of time, money, and effort with little initial return. This is the work the 
garden needs before the plants can grow. Tilling the soil, planting the seeds, fertilizing, 
and watering are all necessary to move into the next stage. 

� Growth occurs when the product takes off. The market accepts the new product and 
sales are great. When sales blast off, it is often hard to meet demand because the 
process, policies, and people are not in place yet. Production is often strained at this 
time because operations and plans are not fully implemented. Toward the end of the 
growth phase, sales start to slow down. The crop is ready to harvest. 

� Maturity is that time in the product's life when demand levels off. The competition has 
joined the field and affected market share. The crop is harvested and people wonder 
how they'll make it through the winter. 

 
3. Ask the team what to do when maturity is reached. Of course, people will say that a 
new curve is needed. Ask them where this new curve should start. They'll probably indicate 
that this second curve needs to begin during the growth phase of the first curve, as 
illustrated in Figure 11.2. Next, ask the team a series of questions, such as: 
 
� How well accepted is this new, second curve? 
� Is there any tension between the first and the second curve? (When they answer yes, 

draw a line between the curves as seen in Figure 11.2. Label that line Tension, and 
define it as "the state of being stretched.") 

� How have you experienced these growth curves at work and at home? 
 

Figure 11.2 
The Stability-Change Curves 

 

 
 
4. Discuss the two curves and the tension between them, especially as it pertains to 
people's own life experiences. Help them understand certain key ideas using, again, a 
questioning strategy. Don't lecture -- if you say it, they doubt it; if they experience it, they'll 
believe it. 
 
� Referring to Figure 11.2, curve one is the stability curve, while curve two (dotted line) is 

the change curve. 



 

 

� The stability curve funds/finances the change curve. 
� You need both curves to survive. 
� There is a recurring tension between the two curves. We all need to stretch when we 

feel pulled by the stability and change paradox. 
� Different groups in the organization value and defend different portions of the curve. 
� Different leadership styles need to be emphasized at different phases of the curve. 

While visionary and commanding skills (the preferred styles of adventurous pioneers) 
are needed during the germination phase, more rational and empowering skills (the 
preferred styles of organized administrators) are needed during the growth and 
maturity phases. Of course, executives need all four styles, but effective executives 
accent specific styles to meet the unique demands at different phases of growth. 
Context matters. 

� In rapidly changing business environments, the length of the cycle gets shorter. One 
reason is that global competition demands both continuous improvement programs 
(frequent small changes) and major change initiatives (episodic transformation). This 
means that employees are spending more time managing the tension between the old 
(stability) and the new (change). 

� Rigid organizational structures do not function well in dynamic environments. They 
lack the agility to adapt rapidly to a whitewater environment. Professors Christopher 
Worley and Edward Lawler from USC remind us that only organizations built to change 
will last.34 

� Employees stretch toward the new (the future) when they are grounded in history (the 
past). 

� Life is a series of growth curves. Going to college, getting married, having children, 
death of loved ones, children growing up ... all these life transitions are illustrations of 
growth curves. The essence of The Hero's Journey35 is the story of growth curves. 

 
5. Ensure employees understand the need for both stability and change by the end of 
this discussion. The final step is to encourage employees to decide what norms and 
behaviors would give them a feeling of security during the change -- how to build their 
platform of stability. The ten behaviors identified most in our leadership classes are: 
 
1. Align rewards with desired behaviors. 
2. Nurture new norms that support change. 
3. Encourage employees to remove obstacles. 
4. Celebrate short-term and tangible successes. 
5. Develop a vision that gives direction and stimulates action. 
6. Compose an influential team of leaders to provide visible support. 
7. Brainstorm with employees about how they benefit from the change. 
8. Establish clear roles and responsibilities for those affected by the change. 
9. Engage in ongoing communications that emphasize why the change is urgent. 
10. Affirm those values that are grounded in who we are as an organization and make sure 

these values are practiced by all leaders. 
 



 

 

The value of explaining growth curves to gain buy-in to change was best summarized by 
Analog Device founder and former CEO Ray Stata (a recipient of the Annual Creativity in 
Electronics Lifetime Achievement Award), when he explained: 
 

[T]he S-curve is always there. The whole idea of the birth, maturity, and death of 
whether it's technology or whether it's products, or markets, or organizations [is 
about] ultimately companies and people. Right? Everything's got a life cycle.... So I'd 
say that's another key thing about being innovators and staying alive because today 
the record shows that the average life expectancy of Fortune 500 companies in the 
United States is 40 to 50 years. And it has a lot to do with the fact of the S-curve, and 
the fact that business strategies and technologies … are running out of gas, and 
people just haven't anticipated those points of inflections adequately to have 
answers to continue on into the future when death strikes things that had been so 
successful in the past. So, nothing fails like success, so being able to go beyond your 
current success and create new success has always been a challenge for our 
industry, and will continue to be.36 

 
Executives who fail to inspire creativity and change as the norm lead their organizations on 
a Titanic voyage. Their sinking may be slow (Kodak) or fast (People Express Airlines). But 
disaster is assured for those who don't know how to adapt their policies, procedures, and 
products in  stormy seas. 
 
A voyage of discovery awaits executives who tap into the creative talents of their teams. 
Smooth sailing is almost assured if they then inspire employees to change by beginning the 
journey on common ground, engaging them throughout the change, motivating changes in 
behavior, and leading the change by managing stability. Listed below are 13 more tools to 
help you on your journey. 
 

Table 11.3 
13 Tools to Inspire Creativity and Change 

 
1. Encourage entrepreneurial and creative thinking on your team. 
2. Separate idea generation from idea evaluation. 
3. Develop norms to stimulate creativity during your meetings. 
4. Increase the fun factor with your team. 
5. Stimulate brainstorming on your own and with others. 
6. Reward people who challenge the status quo. 
7. Ask them to give you at least three ideas, instead of asking for three ideas. 
8. Encourage a more "what if" mindset with your team. 
9. Give people something to hold onto to get them to change. 
10. Explore unfamiliar areas outside of your comfort zone. 
11. Imagine what the world could look like if it were completely different. 
12. Practice the art of noticing the extraordinary in the ordinary. 
13. Write three pages of non-stop, brain-dump Morning Pages. 
 



 

 

During the decade that AOL Time Warner executives tried to make the merged company 
function well enough to create value for its shareholders and deliver a compelling value 
proposition to its customers. Yet, they inspired neither creativity nor change. The tools 
listed in Table 11.2 are a virtual checklist of everything the company's leaders didn't do. 
The result? The company lost nearly 90% of its market value.  
 
Although AOL Time Warner executives had a big picture in mind, they didn't know how to 
imagine broadly -- the subject of the next and last chapter in this section on the visionary 
leadership style. 



 
Chapter 12  

Go Big or Go Home 
 

They are ill discoverers that think there is no land, 
when they can see nothing but sea. 

Francis Bacon 
 
 
My eyes bulged, I took a deep breath, and -- as calmly as I could under the circumstances -- I 
stated the facts: "Dr. Froelicher, we have multiple PVCs." 
 
He took hold of the patient's arm on the treadmill and barked, "Stop the treadmill -- get the 
crash cart." 
 
As I bolted out of the room to get the crash cart, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the 
patient collapse. Three steps down the hall my brain screamed: The crash cart is in the 

treadmill room with the patient! 
 
I rushed back into the room just in time to see Dr. Froelicher, defibrillator paddles in hand, 
deliver the shock to the patient. The jolt worked, and the patient responded immediately. 
 
After the hospital code team had wheeled the revived patient out of the treadmill room, Dr. 
Froelicher took me aside and asked why I ran out of the room. "I panicked," was my 
pathetic and honest answer. 
 
Instead of firing me (I was, after all, just recently hired), he shocked me by replying matter-
of-factly, "It happens to a lot of people during their first code. What do you think about 
taking a course in advanced life support?" 
 
I muttered how much I would appreciate a second chance. 
 
What happens to you and your team after difficult experiences? How much time do you 
take to reflect on what happened, why it happened, and how to decrease the chance it 
happens again? We don't learn from experience unless we reflect on the experience. 
 

Every emergency is an opportunity  
for leadership to emerge. 

 
After years of working closely with Dr. Victor Froelicher at UCSD, it became clear to me that 
one of the reasons he was so effective as a leader (and cardiologist) was that he possessed a 
broad imagination. By this I mean that he had a helicopter view, valued diverse 



 

 

perspectives, and reflected on experiences. He also had interests in a broad range of topics, 
ranging from the arts and politics to exercise and philosophy. 
 
Dr. Froelicher was strong in the fourth competency of visionary leadership, and this is the 
fourth and final chapter describing those competencies. As a reminder, those four 
competencies are: 
 
1. Adapt strategies to meet goals. 
2. Cultivate innovative growth. 
3. Inspire creativity and change. 
4. Imagine broadly. 

 
 

12.1 Imagine broadly 
 
The importance of seeing the big picture, which includes taking time to reflect, was also 
demonstrated by Dr. Timothy Hoff of the University of Albany, who studied the ability to 
learn from medical errors in three different hospital units (surgical suites, emergency 
rooms, and intensive care units).1 
 
He found that ICUs had the better environment for correcting errors because the physicians 
and nurses used what little downtime they had to step back, listen to a variety of opinions, 
and then decide how to improve. Leaders in the surgical suites and emergency rooms did 
not make the time to make improvements. Their unwillingness to take or make time to 
think about the lessons learned or the long-term consequences trapped them in a more 
error-prone workplace. 
 
Sound familiar? 
 
Executives who fail to take the helicopter view do not see the forest because they often 
over-focus on the trees. They also have limited time horizons (deal only with today) and 
constrained interests (focus only on this issue). Ironically, this narrow-minded thinking is 
evident in the expansion of the specialists. Lawyers, physicians, professors, and many other 
professions celebrate the sub-specialist -- the expert who focuses on the bark on the trees.  
  
I experienced the problem of over-focusing on the part at the expense of the whole when 
my mom was diagnosed with lung cancer. My siblings and I had a terrible time getting the 
all the sub-specialists to agree on which follow-up tests and treatment were best. When I 
complained to one physician about not seeing the big picture, he lamented that he was just 
doing his part. My brain screamed, That's the point. If everybody's only playing their part, 

who's taking care of the whole? 
 
Leaders like Dr. Froelicher, those in the ICU, and you -- that's who. Organizations need 
executives who can zoom in and zoom out, stretching when they feel pulled too much by 



 

 

one or the other. A broad imagination opens the mind to reflect on old experiences and be 
receptive to new information.  
 
GE discovered the importance of executive imagination when it undertook an in-depth 
study of how companies grow organically.2 The company reported that imagination was 
one of the key characteristics of executives in the most successful companies. GE now 
evaluates its leaders on imagination (and creativity) during performance reviews. 
 

12.1.1 The capacity to absorb 
 
A broad imagination is critical because executives need to draw upon practical and 
powerful ideas from a reservoir of knowledge that must be refreshed with a stream of 
diverse experiences and perspectives. Dr. Froelicher was a voracious reader (from science 
fiction to scientific journals), lover of music, avid exerciser, and movie buff. Steve Jobs was 
a Zen Buddhist who studied calligraphy and believed in making time for retreats. Jobs' 
broad imagination reinvented not one, but four entire industries: smart phones, music, 
digital movies, and PCs.3 
 
A breadth of information feeds the depth of the imagination, which leads to a high 
absorptive capacity -- the ability to value, assimilate, and apply external information to an 
organization's internal goals.4 Companies with high absorptive capacity are more 
innovative.5 Their leaders have learned to take in and use new information to conquer their 
challenges and achieve their goals. 
 
The following sub-sections describe how you can broaden your imagination and enhance 
your organization's absorptive capacity. 
 

12.1.2 Broaden your imagination 

 
Here are seven practical tactics to broaden your imagination: 
 

1. Volunteer for a project that will expand your horizons. For example, your 
organization probably supports various charities. If so, why not volunteer to be on 
the committee -- and if not, why not volunteer to start such a program? 

 
2. Travel to unfamiliar vacation spots. Last year my wife and I embarked on our first 

cruise. This was a big stretch for me because I didn't think being on a boat 
surrounded by a sea of food for a week would help me maintain my weight. 
(Surrounded by food, I have the discipline of a polar bear in a fish farm!) Of course, 
we had a great time. We experienced the majesty of the great state of Alaska, hiking 
glaciers and taking a plane to the interior. (And I only gained two pounds.) 

 



 

 

3. Read international publications with global perspectives. Financial Times and 
The Economist are easy to find and digest, and the range of other international 
options is as diverse as the United Nations. Watch the BBC World News on a regular 
basis. 

 
4. Expose yourself to new experiences. In The Artist's Way, Julia Cameron 

recommends that once a week you go on an artist date. Go to a museum or new 
store, or hike new terrain -- anything that gives you a new perspective on what you 
deal with every day. 

 
5. Study a new topic. What have you always been interested in, but not made the time 

for? How could your interest in the arts, a new sport, a particular reading genre, or a 
new hobby expand your horizons? 

 
6. Study the giants. Read about great inventors, thinkers, and leaders such as Darwin, 

Einstein, Edison, Churchill, Gandhi, Curie, or any of the scores of influential people 
who have made an impact by using their imaginations. 

 
7. Study those you would emulate. The list of books and articles about the world's 

most innovative companies6 -- including Google, Pixar, Apple, 3M, Procter & Gamble 
-- is practically endless. 

 

Reflection is the precursor of transformation. 
 

12.2 Successful visionary executives 

 
As you think about the qualities of visionary thinkers, what names come to mind? Who are 
the business, religious, and historical leaders that were and are visionary? Executives in 
our classes often identify Bill Gates, Sir Richard Branson, Steve Jobs, Nelson Mandela, 
Martin Luther King, Albert Einstein, Madame Curie, and other names you'd recognize. 
 
Now, reflect on the responsibilities that you must engage in throughout the day. Which 
duties are associated with a visionary thinking style? In the space here or on another page, 
please brainstorm the answer to the following incomplete sentence for one minute. When I 
say brainstorm, I mean just that: Just write, and don't process, over-think, or let your pen 
stop. Keep your hand moving for one minute. 
 



 

 

I need to use visionary thinking at work when       
             
             
              
 
How did you do? Did you get a feel for whether you use, or need to grow, this visionary 
style? How and when to apply this style depends on your specific responsibilities. Use the 
questions in Table 12.1 to further stretch in those situations where you feel pulled by your 
rational competencies. 

 
Table 12.1 

14 Questions That Expand Big-Picture Thinking 
 
1. How well and how often do you use your intuition? 
2. What can you do to access your internal wisdom more productively? 
3. When can you spend more time in reflection? 
4. How can you stimulate your curiosity? 
5. What can you do to avoid the quick-fix solution when problems surface? 
6. How can you better anticipate what others will think and do? 
7. How can you increase the variety of your interests and experiences? 
8. Which community agency or outside organization might give you a broader 

perspective? 
9. How often do you pause and reflect on the big picture and the long-term before 

expressing an opinion or communicating with others? 
10. How can you explore different cultures through travel, reading, or personal contact? 
11. How might you increase your exposure to a variety of different departments? 
12. What projects might give you wide international experience? 
13. Do you have a meeting-free day? 
14. When will you set aside time to think every day? 
 
Executives who have strong rational leadership styles sometimes find this focus on the 
visionary competencies somewhat uncomfortable. Some of the information in this chapter 
may have seemed fuzzy, especially when you are overwhelmed by deadlines, customer 
expectations, or shareholder demands. That's understandable. 
 
But remember this: It is managing the tension between the visionary and rational styles 
under pressure that helps lopsided leaders stretch when they feel pulled. It's not the 
abandonment of the rational style in favor of the visionary style (or vice versa) that enables 
stretching instead of snapping; instead, it's the judicious application of one when the other 
threatens to take over. This expansion happens when you understand, choose, and practice 
the appropriate competency associated with that style. 
The next two sections explore how to manage the tension between the other two opposing 
and interdependent leadership styles in the XLM -- empowering and commanding.  
 



 

 

SECTION IV 

How Empowering Executives Take Care 
 
On March 11, 2011, Japan experienced an earthquake that was the country's worst disaster 
since the U.S. military dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The 3/11/11 
earthquake, with a magnitude of 8.9, generated a tsunami that, along with the quake, killed 
at least 16,000 people while destroying more than 129,000 buildings and damaging 
another 950,000. 
 
The Fukushima Daiichi nuclear energy generating station, as well as Japan's other nuclear 
generators, survived the quake. It nearly survived the tsunami. But Fukushima Daiichi 
couldn't survive its executives who failed to access the four competencies of the 
empowering leadership style: 
 
1. Engage others. 
2. Motivate teamwork. 
3. Communicate trust and empathy. 
4. Serve ethically. 
 
On every count, executives responsible for ensuring the safety of Japan's nuclear energy 
program and its citizens failed. They did not engage the right people, motivate teams, or 
communicate with each other. Nor did the executives communicate with the citizens of 
Japan, the nuclear energy authorities of other countries, the public safety responders, or 
citizens of countries that would be affected by the meltdown of three of Fukushima 
Daiichi's six reactors. 
 
In those failures, they breached their obligation to serve ethically. Just ask the plant's 
employees, more than 300 of whom received hazardous doses of radiation. 
 
According to physicist Amory Lovins: 
 

[Japan's] rigid bureaucratic structures, reluctance to send bad news upwards, need 
to save face, weak development of policy alternatives, eagerness to preserve nuclear 
power's public acceptance, and politically fragile government, along with TEPCO's 
very hierarchical management culture, also contributed to the way the accident 
unfolded.7 

 
Two weeks after the 3/11 earthquake, elevated radiation levels from Fukushima Daiichi 
were detectable throughout the northern hemisphere. Within a month, monitoring stations 
throughout the southern hemisphere reported elevated radiation. Water used to cool the 
melting reactors flowed back into the ocean; more than 18 months after the disaster, 
radiation continued to leak into the Pacific and tuna caught off the coasts of Washington 
and Oregon showed traces of cesium from Fukushima Daiichi. The area around the 
Fukushima Daiichi station will remain uninhabitable for decades, and scientists expect 



 

 

hundreds of people will die earlier than they otherwise would because of their radiation 
exposures. 
 
Empowering leadership could not have prevented the earthquake or the tsunami. However, 
it could have ameliorated the risks that either would damage Fukushima Daiichi. Since an 
earthquake and tsunami were entirely predictable, applying the competencies of the 
empowering style could have limited the damage, and the resulting meltdown and 
subsequent releases of radiation after the disaster. It's rare that we can point directly at 
leadership as literally making a difference in life-or-death situations. The next four 
chapters will explore how executives can develop four competencies to avoid major, as well 
as everyday minor, disasters. 
 
 



 
Chapter 13 

Love 'em or Lose 'em 
 

Leadership is the art of getting someone else 
to do something you want done 

because he wants to do it. 
Dwight D. Eisenhower 

 

13.1 Engage others 
 
To be successful in a global and competitive environment, executives need to tap into the 
energy, ideas, and expertise of all their employees by empowering them. Jay Conger's 
analysis of 51 studies concluded that empowerment leads to improved innovation, work 
satisfaction, buy-in to change, teamwork, and overall performance.1 
 
The first of the four core competencies of empowerment stresses the importance of 
engaging others, and the risks of failing to engage, as illustrated below by Terry's story. 
 
Terry delivered results. He rose quickly in the sales organization, from district manager to 
regional sales manager to senior vice president. As the senior VP, Terry was not afraid to 
shake things up in the complacent, bureaucratic company known for quality but sorely 
lacking in innovation. He had the power to git-r-dun, and he used it. 
 
Every year, Terry changed the sales compensation plan based on his perception of the 
market and the salespeople's performance. About four years ago, a group of disgruntled 
salespeople met among themselves to discuss how they felt about the compensation plan 
and how they would like to tweak it to make it fairer. 
 
When Terry discovered they had met, he scolded them in front of the entire sales and 
marketing division. He hammered away that he was in charge -- not them -- and that he 
would not tolerate "insubordination." 
 
During the next few years, most of these top salespeople and sales managers chose to leave 
the company. Market share dropped rapidly. Last year, the CEO fired Terry. 
 
The employees who relayed this story to me are convinced that Terry's major problem was 
that he did not complement his command-and-control leadership style with a strong 
empowering style. Specifically, Terry failed to engage others and suffered the cost of 
employee disengagement. 
 



 

 

You do not lead by hitting people over the head -- 
that's assault, not leadership. 

Dwight D. Eisenhower 
 

13.2 The cost of disengagement 
 
Terry's employees told me that they seldom felt engaged when they worked for him. He 
dictated instead of delegated, blamed when he could -- and should -- have coached, and 
rarely involved them in decision-making. While he occasionally asked their opinion, he 
seldom followed through. His direct reports were not fooled by his "illusion of inclusion." 
As meaning disappeared from their work, they quit. 
 
Employee engagement is defined as the connection employees have to their jobs, careers, 
and organizations that leads to value-added effort. When engagement is high, employees go 
the extra mile to get the job done. When this connection is missing, employees comply but 
seldom commit. Executives like Terry, who push for results without engaging others daily, 
are driving with one foot on the gas and one on the brake. 
 
Despite the importance of engaging others, a Towers Watson Global Workforce Study2 of 
32,000 employees found that only 35% are fully engaged in their work -- that is, they go the 
extra mile most of the time. In addition, the study also reported: 
 
� 22% are unsupported: They are often engaged, but obstacles and resources cause 

problems. 
� 17% are detached: Seldom engaged, they rarely go the extra mile. 
� 26% are disengaged: They've already quit, but forgot to tell you. 
 
This means that on any given day, 65% of employees worldwide fall somewhere in the 
engagement gap -- the often-considerable gulf between what employees are capable of 
contributing and what they actually contribute. Terry's low engagement behaviors pushed 
his managers and his top salespeople into this muddled middle of engagement. It cost his 
organization, and eventually him, dearly. 
 
How much does it cost you? 
 
According to Gallup, the cost of lost productivity due to disengagement is $300 billion in 
the United States, $286 billion in Germany, and $6 billion in Singapore.3 Research estimates 
that the U.S. economy runs only at about 30% efficiency because of a lack of engagement.4 
Can you imagine walking into an organization and telling 65% of the employees to go home 
early every day? 
 
That's what executives do when they don't engage their managers and employees daily.  
 



 

 

13.3 Organizational strategies to engage others 

A core set of workplace elements crosses borders and cultures.
5
 It makes a difference in driving 

better employee engagement, regardless of where a company operates. 

 
13.3.1 Development opportunities  
 
One such element is a dedicated emphasis on learning, skill enhancement, and career 
development. If executives could take just one step to increase engagement everywhere 
they operate, this would be it. In every country, virtually without exception, the availability 
of training opportunities and the ability to access such training to improve skills are core 
elements in driving engagement. The equation is straightforward: 
 

Build skills � Advance in one's career � Increase 
pay and reward opportunities � Maximize earnings potential 

 
Employees understand the relationship across these elements. They rely on their employer 
to make that relationship available to them. When it is established, available, and clear to 
them, they increasingly accept their responsibility to develop themselves -- and, therefore, 
their organization's value -- on their own. 
 

13.3.2 Leadership visibility  
 
Another element is visible senior executive involvement. Employees need to see and hear 
from their top executives regularly. They need to understand their organization's mission, 
vision, and growth strategy, and how their efforts and activities contribute to it. And they 
need to believe that their leaders are being forthright in their dealings with them. 
 

13.3.3 Effective front-line management 
 
Part of senior leadership's visible commitment is effective front-line management and 
supervision. Employees turn first to their immediate supervisors for advice, support, 
direction, and help with problem-solving. 
 
If their supervisors cannot deliver, employers are at far greater risk for both higher 
(undesirable) turnover and increased disengagement. Companies that recognize the 
manager's role in delivering results invest significant time and effort in tools to help them 
take on that role effectively. 
 

13.3.4 Equitable compensation and benefits 
 
Another essential element of senior leadership, though less visible, is a well-considered 
compensation strategy. Unlike Terry, effective executives customize "comp and ben" 



 

 

appropriately for different segments of the workforce, and then ensure the effective 
implementation and communication of the strategy.  
 
Employees are far from a homogeneous group when it comes to the specific nature of the 
rewards that matter to them. The values they place on different aspects of their deal -- both 
monetary and non-monetary -- vary considerably, depending on their stage in life and 
career, their personal and professional ambitions, and their culture and geographic 
location, among other factors. 
 
Executives need to understand what different groups of people value, at what points in 
time and why, so they can effectively optimize their investments and ensure they are 
getting the appropriate return in terms of retention and discretionary effort. In the absence 
of senior leadership, reward strategies can become as meaningless as most mission 
statements -- well-intentioned philosophies without teeth in terms of follow-through. 
 

13.3.5 Maintain reputation 
 
Finally, there is the company's reputation as an employer. Think of it as the sum of the 
preceding elements. Companies that invest in leadership, management, career 
development, and relevant rewards will position themselves over time as employers of 
choice. Reputation proved a core driver of engagement and retention in almost every 
country surveyed in the Towers Perrin global workforce research. 
 

13.4 Individual strategies to engage others 

 
As an executive, you may be able to influence the organizational factors described in the 
previous sections. Let us now consider the four individual strategies that you and your 
managers can definitely control in order to engage your employees: 
 
1. Increase meaningful work. 
2. Delegate -- don't dictate -- work. 
3. Involve others in decision-making. 
4. Care about what other people care about.  
 

13.4.1 Increase meaningful work 

 

Don was a successful senior executive with an insurance firm. When I say successful, what I 
really mean is that he had all the appearances of success. He had money, prestige, friends, 
family, and three homes. But he wasn't very happy at work. At age 60, he retired to take 
care of an aging, ailing relative. He told me that he never experienced such fulfillment as 



 

 

when caring for his aunt. Ron had found much more meaning in his new "career" as a 
caregiver. 
 
People spend about one-third of their lives at work. As demographics and the nature of 
work have shifted, many people are reevaluating the role work has in their lives. Compared 
to past generations, employees today search for jobs that have significance -- that provide a 
sense of satisfaction and meaning.6 This is why the correlation between life satisfaction and 
work satisfaction is strong.7 
 
Of course, you don't want your employees to retire or quit their day job to find meaningful 
work (like Ron or those who worked in Terry's organization). The question is, How can you 
help them find more meaning in their current work? 
 
Meaningful work is "the ability to earn a living doing that which satisfies an individual's 
psychological, spiritual, and social sense of purpose and contribution." Table 13.1 shows 
the four key elements of meaningful work, and the respective tactics to achieve each.8  
 

 
 

Table 13.1 
Key Elements of Meaningful Work 

 
The sense of self: 
 
� Bringing one's whole self (mind, body, emotion, spirit) to work 
� Recognizing and developing one's potential 
� Knowing one's purpose in life and how work fits into that purpose 
� Having a positive belief system about achieving one's purpose 
 
The work itself: 
 
� The act of performing -- mastering one's performance 
� Challenge, creativity, learning, continuous growth 
� The opportunity to carry out one's purpose through the work 
� Autonomy, empowerment, and a sense of control over one's environment 
 
The sense of balance: 
 
� The balance of work self and personal self 
� The balance of spiritual self and work self 
� The balance of giving to oneself and giving to others 
� The balance of family self and friendship self 
� The balance of individual self and supportive others 
 



 

 

The sense of contribution: 
 
� Using one's skills, strengths, and talents to serve others 
� Making a difference 
� Making the world a better place 
� Feeling part of something larger than ourselves 
� Experiencing mutual benefit -- "By helping others, I help myself" 
 
Although it is not entirely your responsibility to make work meaningful for employees, it is 
in your best interest to help them put more meaning in their work. I recommend that you 
distribute Table 13.1 to your employees and invite them, individually and collectively, to 
brainstorm ways to increase the meaning in their work. 
 
In a study of 7,700 workers, researchers also found the following techniques to boost 
engagement:9 
 
� Develop a plan with employees to help them master all aspects of the job. 
� Present them with challenging and creative tasks. 
� Provide a sense of autonomy and control. 
� Measure the impact of their work on the organization and various stakeholders. 
� Discuss how their duties affect customers and make the world a better place. 
� Offer diverse and continuous training. 
� Encourage mentoring and sabbaticals when possible. 
� Allow employees to seek fresh assignments and career changes. 
 
These researchers cited above also point out that Marriott International offers leaders 
opportunities to take on a second, lateral role while decreasing a few of their current 
responsibilities. The challenging assignments increase cross-functional collaboration and 
engagement. Other organizations, such as Lincoln Electronic, employ cross-training 
programs that allow employees to change jobs based on factory production requirements. 
Intel's employee database tracks skills learned and needed, which helps match mentors to 
employees who want to grow. Both mentor and mentee take a class to clarify expectations, 
roles, and goals, and then formalize the relationship with a signed agreement. 
 
As you facilitate the process of integrating more meaning in work using these tools, how 
surprised will you be when you can report increased performance and retention based on 
your employees' improved engagement? 
 

13.4.2 Delegate -- don't dictate -- work 
 
Employees who are not engaged don't mind the boss telling them what to do and how to it. 
High-performing, engaged employees hate it. 
 



 

 

One the fastest ways to lose engaged employees is to dictate their work instead of 
delegating it. Dictation subtracts from the power people feel they need in order to influence 
events and circumstances swirling around them. Engaged employees equate dictating with 
micromanaging. It sucks the wind out of their sails. Executives often don't even realize that 
their managers perceive them as occasional dictators. 
 
How do your direct reports perceive you? 
 
To assess the perception of your people, conduct a brief one-on-one meeting with each of 
your direct reports. Ask them to identify their essential job functions (EJFs) -- those key 
responsibilities that are the essence of their jobs. Invite them to tell you where you need to 
let go in each of their EJFs. In addition, ask them where they see you working on tasks that 
you could delegate. 
 
Combine their suggestions with these six fundamentals of effective delegation when you're 
discussing an assignment: 
 
1. Explain what needs to be done. 
2. Discuss why it needs doing, by relating it to the big picture. 
3. Agree on a deadline (when) after discussing employees' current workloads and 

priorities. 
4. Ask if they know how to do it, and with whom to work (if others should be involved). 
5. Invite them to tell you how they want you to check on their progress. 
6. When their assignment is complete, conduct a brief after-action review to discuss 

objectives desired, results achieved, and lessons learned. 
 

13.4.3 Involve others in decision-making 
 
I was teaching a group of middle managers leadership skills when someone asked me a 
question about compensation plans. I replied that it was not my area of expertise and asked 
others in the group if they had any suggestions. Their wonderful insights stunned me. In 
that moment, I realized I needed to ask more questions in class to tap into the wisdom of 
the crowd. 
 
How often do you tap into the wisdom of your crowd? 
 
Executives who increase engagement seldom need to show that they are the smartest 
people in the room (even if they are). They ask lots of questions because they know they 
are not wiser than the collective wisdom of their team. They involve others in decisions, 
and delegate those decisions and the accountability for them to the lowest possible level in 
the organization. 
 
As one of the world's largest power companies, AES owns and operates a diverse, growing 
portfolio of worldwide generation and distribution businesses with the capacity to serve 



 

 

100 million people. In an interview with Harvard Business Review, former Chairman Roger 
Sant remarked that AES fully engages its employees so "they have total responsibility for 
decisions."10 
 
I encourage you to solicit input from others in your decision-making whenever possible, 
especially when it affects them. This approach will boost engagement and yield better 
decisions. And remember -- just because you ask for the opinion of others doesn't mean 
you always have to follow it. 
 

13.4.4 Care about what other people care about 
 
Cavett Robert, the founder of the National Speaker Association, is credited with saying, 
"People don't care how much you know, until they know how much you care." To which I 
add, it's about caring "about what they care about." 
 
I learned that second part from coordinating research for Dr. Froelicher at UCSD. As our 
research grants began winding down (our projects were scheduled to conclude within the 
year), I asked Vic if I could take classes at a local university to prepare me for my next job. 
Unfortunately, I discovered the university offered the classes I needed only during the day -
- conflicting with my working hours. When I told Vic of my dilemma, he said not to worry 
about my work for him and to focus on my classes. He said he knew I would find some way 
to get my work done. 
 
Vic demonstrated that he cared about what I cared about. It was no coincidence that I 
worked extra hours at odd times to fulfill my work obligations. 
 
How could you increase employee engagement by showing your employees that you care 
about what they care about? 
 

13.5 Dead men working 
 
While cycling down a bike path near Venice Beach, California, I saw a group of workers 
from the Los Angeles County Probation Department in orange jumpsuits whacking and 
pulling weeds from the sides of the path. As I slowed down and watched, I couldn't help but 
notice that they all seemed to be going about their tasks in a stupor. It was if I was cycling 
through a movie playing in slow motion -- Zombies at Work. 
 
As I peddled home, I wondered how many employees felt chained to their jobs, complying 
with their boss instead of committing to their work. I wonder how you will use the tools 
discussed in this chapter to engage your employees and avoid the "dead men working" 
syndrome. 

 



 

 

13.6 The engagement payoff 
 
Let's close with the good news about engagement. The Corporate Leadership Council 
surveyed 50,000 employees at 59 global organizations and found that increasing an 
employee's level of engagement improves performance 20% and reduces the probability of 
departure by 87%.11 I encourage you to adapt the ideas in this chapter, summarized in 
Table 13.2, to improve engagement in your organization. 

 
Table 13.2 

Guidelines to Engage Others Organizationally and Individually 
 
� Demonstrate an interest in employee well-being. 
� Help employees improve their skills and capabilities. 
� Emphasize that the organization has a reputation as a good employer. 
� Encourage the appropriate amount of decision-making authority. 
� Do whatever you can to ensure that salary criteria are fair and consistent. 
� Facilitate collaboration across business units. 
� Maintain a focus on satisfying customers. 
� Demonstrate that the organization's long-term success is a high priority. 
 
Sadly, the leadership of the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant failed almost across the board 
on these engagement strategies. Most nuclear energy workers in Japan are contractors 
working for relatively low wages and at relatively unskilled positions compared to their 
counterparts in other countries. Although many plant workers made heroic sacrifices to 
stop the disaster from getting worse, the executives could have done much more to engage 
these employees well in advance. These employees also seldom felt motivated to work as a 
team, which is the subject we explore in the next chapter. 
 
 



 
Chapter 14  

Can't We All Just Get Along? 
  

Teamwork is the ability 
to work together toward a common vision. 

The ability to direct individual accomplishments 
toward organizational objectives. 

It is the fuel that allows common people 
to attain uncommon results. 

Andrew Carnegie 
 

14.1 Motivate teamwork  
 
There's an old story about President Abraham Lincoln once summoning a newspaper 
reporter to the White House. As the reporter entered the Oval Office, President Lincoln was 
petting Fido, the family dog. 
 
After introductions, the president said, "Son, I've been reading some of your reports about 
the Civil War. I don't think you have your facts right." 
 
"Well, Mr. President, that's what my sources tell me," the reporter said. 
 
Just then, Fido sauntered across the room. Lincoln pointed at the dog and said, "If I told you 
that the tail on my dog was a leg, how many legs would my dog have?" 
 
The startled reporter blurted, "Mr. President, if you told me that tail was a leg, your dog 
would have five legs." 
 
"No," replied the president, "Just because I told you the tail was a leg doesn't make that tail 
a leg. My dog would still have four legs. Just because a source tells you something is true 
doesn't make it true." 
 
Just because someone tells you that you have a team doesn't make it a team. A team is a 
group of people working together toward a common goal. If you are not working together 
toward a common goal, you don't have a team. You may have a single-leader work group, 
but that is not a team. 

 



 

 

Effective executives know how to create and motivate teams to achieve the goal. This is the 
second of the four empowering leadership competencies, and the focus of this chapter: 
 
1. Engage others 
2. Motivate teamwork 

3. Communicate trust and empathy 
4. Serve ethically 
 

14.2 Teams and their flavors 
 
The first, and most fundamental, question to ask before putting a team together is whether 
you actually need a group of people to come together to achieve a common goal.1 
 
If you do need to create and then motivate a team, you then must decide what kind of team 
you and your organization need to assemble. The five most common types of teams are 
functional, cross-functional, self-managed, virtual, and top management. Each of the five 
types of teams has a unique place in an organization. 
 

14.2.1 Functional teams 
 
These teams are typically work units (e.g., the sales team, maintenance crew, SEAL Team 
Six). They usually work together for an extended time and have a leader who has direct 
authority over the performance of the team. 
 

14.2.2 Cross-functional teams 
 
These project-oriented teams come together to accomplish a specific goal by a given date. 
They include team members with specialized skills from various functions throughout the 
organizations (e.g., operations, engineering, finance, IT) who must juggle their 
responsibilities to the team with their duties in their functional area. The appointed leader 
of a cross-functional team seldom has direct authority over the team members' other 
priorities. 
 

14.2.3 Self-managed teams 
 
These teams are assigned a specific responsibility, such as producing a product, 
administering a policy, or providing a service. Much like a functional team, self-managed 
team members usually have similar backgrounds. However, their leaders do not have direct 
authority over the team members. 
 

14.2.4 Virtual teams 
 



 

 

These teams are similar to cross-functional teams, but their members work in different 
physical locations (buildings or countries) or at different times (in shifts or in different 
time zones). Virtual teamwork is on the rise because of globalization and organizational 
partnerships. Virtual teams are enabled by technologies (e.g., videoconferencing, low-cost 
conference calling) that facilitate communication anywhere, anytime. 
 

14.2.5 Top management team 
 
The TMT includes the members of an executive team who report directly to the leader of an 
organization. They often assist the leader in making strategic decisions, managing complex 
change, and implementing succession plans. 
 
 

14.3 Why teams fail 
 
The increasing complexity and interdependence of work, as well as the need for flatter and 
more nimble organizations, fueled a dramatic rise in teamwork over the past two decades. 
The vast majority of organizations -- about 80% -- organize employees into teams.2 Yet 
82% of all teams "fall short of their intended goal." 
 
Consider the U.S. government's sluggish responses to the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico and 
Hurricane Katrina, the failure of teamwork to prevent the 9/11 tragedy, or the explosion of 
Space Shuttle Columbia. A survey of 261 nurses at four Midwest hospitals revealed that 
poor teamwork in emergency departments and intensive care units was responsible for 
poor patient safety.3 
 
Why do so many teams fail so often? 
 
Teams of all types fail when they do not address the eight major challenges4 that confront 
teams, as presented in Table 14.1 
 

Table 14.1 
Eight Major Challenges That Confront Teams 

 
1. Align clear team goals and roles with organizational strategies. 
2. Ensure that the team possesses and uses the skills to accomplish the goal. 
3. Overcome internal and external communication barriers. 
4. Obtain continued support from the organization. 
5. Connect effectively with external stakeholders. 
6. Cultivate trust and accountability among team members. 
7. Define effective norms. 
8. Demonstrate leadership. 
 



 

 

To overcome these challenges, the next section discusses what science reveals are the best 
practices of effective teams. 
 

14.4 How to create effective teamwork 

 

Empowering executives understand how to orchestrate diverse individuals into high-
performing, energized teams that work well internally and with other groups. These 
leaders employ a number of specific tactics that help them reach their common goal. Of 
course, it all begins with setting a clear goal. 
 

14.4.1 Set a clear goal 
 
The goal must lead to specific objectives and create a sense of urgency. The more urgent, 
relevant, and meaningful the goal, the more dedicated the team. Linking the goal to the 
organization's priorities creates the laser-like focus that lights a fire within team members. 
 
The mayor of a mid-size city hired me to increase teamwork on the city council. When I 
interviewed the seven city council members individually, I discovered that each of them 
had their own goal for the coming year. However, they had not set a clear team goal. There 
was no teamwork because they all had their own agendas. During a retreat, we set a goal 
that the entire team agreed on: 
 

We will increase economic development 20% by this date. 
 
Once your team has a clear goal, frequently remind them and your internal and external 
stakeholders of the connection between the team's goal and the organization's priority. 
This maintains their focus and the support of the organization. Consider starting your team 
meetings by stating the goal, inserting the goal as a footer in all of your team 
communications, and reporting on the team's progress at executive meetings. 
 

14.4.2 Select the right team members 
 
We form a team because no single person possesses the knowledge to accomplish our goal. 
But what kind of knowledge do we need on a team? Frank LaFasto and Carl Larson did an 
analysis of 6,000 team members and leaders and found that the selection criteria for team 
members should include both working knowledge and teamwork attributes.5 
 
Working knowledge refers to the specific skills and experience needed to solve problems 
and carry out project-related tasks. 
 



 

 

Teamwork attributes include openness, supportiveness, action orientation, and a positive 
personal style. Openness includes the willingness to be on the team only as long as the 
team needs the team members' skills.  
 
Team leaders should also assess the skills of the members throughout the cycle of the team 
and identify opportunities for learning, coaching, or changing team members. At Siemens, 
our sales team constantly upgraded our skills to keep pace with the waves of changes in 
healthcare technology. The few who refused to ride the waves drowned. 
 
MIT Professor Deborah Ancona and her colleagues remind us that it is also important to 
choose team members who are skilled at managing relationships outside the team, 
according to an analysis of 169 teams.6 This external focus is critical in obtaining resources, 
acquiring information, connecting to new initiatives, and linking to other relevant groups 
(e.g., senior management, user stakeholders, other departments, customers). Effective team 
leaders pay very close attention to managing these boundary-spanning, interdependent 
activities. Do you? 
 

14.4.3 Create metrics with the team and each member 
 
You can't manage what you don't measure. The right metrics confine the inevitable conflict 
that arises on most teams to what is relevant and strategic. Conflicts, when they arise, 
should remain cognitive and task-focused, instead of oriented on emotions or relationships. 
 
Metrics also provide a dashboard for team members and senior management to monitor 
collective and individual performance. They facilitate role clarity, prioritization, and 
accountability. 
 
Sharing real-time information related to these metrics during meetings is the feedback that 
keeps teams on track. 
 

14.4.4 Encourage contact 
 
Familiarity breeds compatibility in teams. When researcher Lee Fleming analyzed 17,000 
patents, he discovered that frequent and informal social interactions among team members 
improved the value of a team's output.7 At UCLA, the director of our institute encouraged us 
to celebrate every conceivable holiday as a team and attended our numerous team picnics. 
How can you encourage informal social interactions among your team? 
 

14.4.5 Define norms 
 
A norm is a standard, model, or pattern regarded as typical. In organizations, norms are the 
rules (often unwritten) that dictate how team members behave -- "it's the way we do things 
around here." 
 



 

 

Successful team leaders discuss and define which norms need clarity (e.g., meetings, 
communication, managing conflict, contribution quality, decision-making or problem-
solving processes) and then create specific rules, behaviors, and measures with the team 
for each of these areas. 
 
There are some simple actions you can take to create norms within a team. If done 
throughout an organization, this process can transform an entire culture: 
 

� Engage everyone on the team to brainstorm the answer to this question: For us 
to achieve our goal, what behaviors do we need to demonstrate? 

 
� Select the four to seven behaviors that surface most frequently, such as 

communicate priorities, manage conflict, recognize and reward behaviors, and 
coordinate with others. 

 
� For each of the behaviors identified, invite your team to brainstorm answers 

to this question:  

 
Imagine you're on a team that has excellent    (insert the behavior you 

want to define). What rules are in place and specific actions are people taking? 
 
As they offer answers, write these norms on a flipchart. Don't process the 
information at this point, just brainstorm answers to the question. Process and 
refine their ideas after brainstorming. These norms become the rules that the team 
agrees to follow. 
 
Example: The city council members decided they needed to create norms that 
encouraged respect. Thus, as an outcome of this process, their norms emerged as 
follows: 
 

In order for us to increase teamwork by demonstrating mutual respect 
for each other, we hereby agree to:  
 
1. Pay close attention to, and stay focused on, the goal or issue being 
presented. 
2. Include every member of the council in the process. 
3. Share our ideas openly and invite opposing ideas from others. 
4. Make sure we respond to important inquiries in a timely manner.  
5. Maintain civility in all verbal and nonverbal communications with one 
another, in public, private, and electronic discussions. Be aware that our 
expressions and behavior often communicate more than our words. 

 
� Ask your team members how to measure and celebrate progress as they 

implement the norms. What we focus on expands. Sometimes just going through the 



 

 

process of defining the norms and bringing them to the surface is its own reward. 
Like a thermometer poster that tracks the progress of a fundraising campaign, make 
your goal and the progress toward it easy for everyone to see. Discuss, applaud, and 
reward the baby steps that individuals and the team take on the journey. 

 
� Decide with your team how to recover when someone makes a mistake by failing 

to follow a norm. You don't learn to ride a bike by reading about it, and everyone 
falls when trying something new. How will your team members help each other get 
up when they fall? 

 

14.4.6 Emphasize a learning culture 
 
Teams that train together achieve more. This is one of the keys to team success according 
to Ancona's analysis.8 
 
In addition to learning from each other, challenge the group with information from external 
experts to remind them to search outside their own borders for new ideas, information, 
and experience. Make learning an agenda item at many of your team meetings. Invite the 
team members to come up with different ways to educate one another. 
 

14.4.7 Delegate decision-making 
 
Responsibility without authority is lame. Interference with the team's work is perceived as 
micromanaging and lowers team morale. 
 
Expansive executives leave the authority to decide how to reach the goal with the team. 
Team leaders also need to ensure that team members have the authority to complete their 
tasks. 
 

14.4.8 Develop an environment that supports execution under pressure 
 
In Chapter 13, we were introduced to Terry, the senior VP who was a strong-
commanding/low-empowering leader. Under pressure, he became even more 
commanding, exhibiting what's often referred to as a dominant response pattern. He relied 
on the behavior patterns that were most deeply ingrained in his response repertoire. 
Unfortunately, Terry is like many executives. His lopsided leadership when stressed creates 
a negative impact on teams and their projects. 
 
Think about a time when you've observed people in a stressful meeting with a high-
commanding leader. Every time I've been in that situation, the group defers to the leader. 
Terry's story and the research suggest that's a universal occurrence. 
 
It's like a player who tries to take over the entire game by himself in overtime. He does so 
at the expense of executing plays with his team. Although the media likes to highlight end-



 

 

of-the-game heroics by individual stars, teams that defer to their star players for long 
stretches seldom win championships. Team sports and organizations require both 
teamwork and individual contributions to win. 
 
This isn't to say executives should never access their commanding skills to push the team. 
Just like a star player who occasionally takes over the game, there are times that the leader 
must step up and make difficult or unpopular decisions. That is what American explorers 
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark did in June 1805, when they came to a fork in the 
Missouri River. 
 
Forced by the impending mountain winter to press on, Lewis and Clark determined to "set 
out early the next morning with a small party each, and ascend these rivers until we could 
perfectly satisfy ourselves...."9 When they returned to camp, they met with all their men 
and asked for opinions, as was their custom. The overwhelming team consensus was to 
follow one river. After much discussion, Lewis and Clark overruled their men and made a 
different -- and what turned out to be the correct -- choice. 
 
This is just one anecdote among many to demonstrate there are times to lead by taking 
over. If it becomes your dominant response pattern under pressure, however, you will 
experience a silent mutiny from the neglected majority. 
 

Decreasing involvement  
increases detachment. 

 
Ancona's research shows that the most successful teams develop processes that encourage 
involvement. And they do so not just within the team, but also in the connections to 
important stakeholders outside the team. She recommends integrative meetings that 
access the diverse expertise of the members.10 These effective meetings provide an 
environment in which team members share information, make transparent decisions, 
manage conflict productively, and use scheduling tools to communicate deadlines visually. 
 

14.4.9 Involve the team in implementation 
 
A high-tech firm in Silicon Valley jokingly referred to "throwing the project over the wall." 
Marketing would do its part and throw the project over the wall to the engineers, who 
would then complete their portion and throw the project over the wall to manufacturing. 
 
Multiple hand-offs were killing their projects. There was no team ownership of the overall 
project. Because the nature of their projects required the projects to be handed over to 
different departments, I suggested that they involve a few core team members during most 
phases of the project. The goal would be to increase continuity and the probability that the 
hand-offs, thus implementation, would succeed. 
 



 

 

It worked. Their projects have become much more successful because the firm no longer 
drops the baton during the hand-off. 
 

14.4.10 Pay attention to team achievement 
 
That which is appreciated appreciates.  
 
If you want teamwork, reward team accomplishments, not just individual achievement. 
Brainstorm with your team how to applaud, praise, and reinforce team progress as well as 
individual contribution. 
 
One of the companies at the forefront of teamwork is Cisco. It has gone through a radical 
reorganization to empower leaders and decentralize many decisions.11 Cisco also created a 
network of cross-functional and international councils and boards empowered to fund 
projects and launch new businesses, thereby greatly expediting innovation. The company 
invests heavily in social networking applications. It promotes an open-source culture by 
encouraging employees to blog, upload videos, and tag their strengths in their Facebook-
style internal directory. 
 
"Collaboration this way helps the world community solve big problems," says Cisco VP Jim 
Grubb. "If we can accelerate the productivity of scientists who are working on the next 
solar technology because we're helping them together, we're doing a great thing for the 
world."12 
 
In today's world, collaborating across internal and external borders requires virtual 
teamwork. 
 

14.5 Increase virtual team success 

 
A virtual team is one that has members in different physical locations or working at 
different times. One of the major trends in business is to get more work done via virtual 
teams. If you have not been a leader of a virtual team yet, rest assured -- your time is 
coming. 
 
Despite growing prevalence of virtual teams, studies show that senior managers judged 
only 18% of these teams highly successful.13 
 
How successful is your virtual team? 
 
Although many of the team issues discussed previously affect virtual teams, research 
reveals ten specific tactics (detailed in the following sub-sections) that target virtual team's 
performance. Applying any or all of these ten strategies and tools places virtual teams in 



 

 

the top 18% of teams. How can you adapt them to put your team in this highly successful 
group? 
 
 

14.5.1 Balance the numbers 
 
In a study of 62 six-person teams, Josh Hyatt found that the number of team members at 
different locations affected overall virtual team performance.14 Having an equal number of 
team members at each location had the most positive effect. Having two different-sized 
sub-groups triggered negative dynamics. The investigators explained that imbalance 
breeds instability, except when only one member was physically isolated from the rest of 
the team. In these isolated cases, it appears that having an individual isolated in one 
location produces a positive "novelty effect." 
 
If you need to staff a virtual team, make sure you have equal numbers (unless placing one 
person in a remote location makes sense). 
 

14.5.2 Clearly define the scope 
 
When teams are able to meet face-to-face on a regular basis, it's easier to work out any 
ambiguities in the project. Meeting in person less often, as in the case of virtual teams, 
mandates that the scope of the project, the expected deliverables, and the time frame be 
exceptionally clear. 
 

14.5.3 Create a core team 
 
The optimal size of a virtual team is the one that has the requisite knowledge and skills to 
fulfill the team charter. However, that can lead to a large, cumbersome team. Furthermore, 
the technology that facilitates virtual team interaction (i.e., groupware) can make it too 
easy to add team members. 
 
One option is to create a core group of ten or fewer team members. Then, if this core team 
needs additional knowledge or skills, they can choose to bring others in on an ad hoc basis. 
If the core team needs to be a large, consider breaking it into a sub-teams and assign 
specific aspects of the project to each sub-team based on skills, not personality. 
 

14.5.4 Choose an effective team leader 
 
Effective virtual team leaders must be able to manage the organizational, cultural, and 
physical distances that separate team members and create communication barriers. 
 
Team leaders should also have credibility based on proven skills in leadership, conflict 
resolution, and project management. 
 



 

 

14.5.5 Develop norms 
 
As discussed in Section 14.4.5, norms are the rules that dictate how team members behave. 
Ask your team members to brainstorm areas in which they need to create norms to 
complete the project successfully. 
 
Virtual teams should create norms regarding the use of groupware (i.e., collaborative 
software), etiquette on the Internet ("netiquette"), and which tasks require true 
collaboration versus individual attention.  
 

14.5.6 Adopt data-driven decisions 
 
Without data, we are nothing but wandering opinions. Worse, contrary opinions without 
facts often degenerate into personal attacks. Data-driven discussions allow team members 
to debate facts, not opinions or personalities. 
 

14.5.7 Rotate meeting locations 
 
Rotating locations of face-to-face meetings and the times of conference calls sends the 
message that every team member is equally valued. 
 

14.5.8 Conference-call on your own phone 
 
Have you ever been on a conference call with the home or central office where several 
people are gathered around the speakerphone, but you were at a remote location dialing 
in? How does that feel?  
 
Virtual team members who call in remotely can neither hear the side banter nor see the 
body language of the other people. They often feel left out.  
 
Whenever possible, conduct conference calls in which each and every person on the call is 
on his or her own phone. 
 

14.5.9 Make it visible 
 
Set milestones for the project. When teams reach these milestones, celebrate and make 
their accomplishment visible to others. Put it in your organization's newsletter, on the 
website and bulletin board, and anywhere else your people look. 
 
A great example: A CEO of a multi-billion-dollar construction company showed me his 
company's quarterly milestones brochure, which illustrated graphically the 35 projects his 
teams were currently working on.  
 



 

 

Increasing visibility increases ownership and a sense of teamwork, especially for virtual 
teams. 
 

14.5.10 Learn about each other 
 
Virtual team members need to know a lot about each other to tap into each other's talents. 
Executives must facilitate this learning through meetings and collaborative software. 
 
For example, advertising agency Ogilvy & Mather created an internal online community 
using its own IT-developed software. It contains an updated database of each employee's 
responsibilities and passions, as well as the many projects the company is (and has been) 
involved in. 
 
 

14.6 The keys to effective top management teams 

 
In an increasingly turbulent and complex work environment, the success of any 
organization is more dependent on the team at the top than any one person at the top. The 
heroic executive leading the charge from on high has been supplanted, or at least 
significantly augmented, by the top management team (TMT) in the most effective 
organizations.15 
 
The TMT differs from other teams in that it must manage the conflicting agendas of diverse 
stakeholders, deal with an enormous amount of ambiguous information, and decide on 
specific courses of action (unlike other teams, which are usually given very specific projects 
or tasks). 
 
The TMT's role is to provide the executive talent required to address complex issues, 
stimulate creative ideas, discuss numerous options, decide on the strategic direction, and 
engage managers at all levels of the organization in the successful implementation of the 
strategic imperatives. 
 
Despite the importance of TMTs, considerable research shows that they, like other teams, 
often fall short of executing their duties. Their failures are usually caused by an inability to 
resolve conflicts, avoid groupthink, surface assumptions, share information, manage the 
tension between self-interests and organizational interests, or gain commitment to 
execution.16 
 
For years, researchers looked to understand these problems by studying the diversity of 
the TMT. If the TMT had a better mix of characteristics (e.g., age, tenure, education, ethnic 
background, size, functional experience), perhaps the team would perform better. The 
research tells us that increasing diversity alone seldom increases team effectiveness -- but 
improving the process does. 



 

 

 
The team process is how the team members interact with one another and make decisions. 
The process is very similar to norms discussed earlier. Here are a few tips to help improve 
your TMT's process. 
 

14.6.1 Know when to let the team lead 
 
When members of the team have the same amount of information available to them 
(referred to as symmetric information), the leader should minimize his or her input by 
letting the team lead the discussion. 
 
Executives who reveal their positions during the early stages of discussions inhibit the free 
flow of ideas because team members may defer to the leader's position. If, however, certain 
members of the team have unique information that they do not freely share (one of the 
executives I coach calls it hoarding information), the leader needs to take more control of 
the process by encouraging people to share their information, asking those without 
information to discuss their concerns, and testing for understanding. 
 

14.6.2 Know when to lead the team 
 
If the team members understand how to manage the tension between self-interests and the 
interests of the organization (referred to as symmetric interests), the leader should 
encourage participation in decision-making, problem-solving, and consensus-building. 
 
However, when the leader is dealing with executive team members more focused on their 
own interests than the organization's (i.e., asymmetry), the leader must limit self-serving 
discussions by making it clear that he or she will make the final decision in this situation. 
 

14.6.3 Build transparency and fairness into a decision-making structure 
 
In situations when team members are not sharing information and too focused on their 
self-interests, the leader needs to create a fair, transparent, and structured decision-making 
process. 
 
Effective leaders often assign a devil's advocate to ensure that team members express 
perspectives without feeling pressure to conform to groupthink. Leaders can also create 
cross-functional teams that dismantle natural coalitions. After the Bay of Pigs fiasco in the 
early 1960s, U.S. President John F. Kennedy's administration implemented these tactics. 
They helped him deal effectively with the subsequent Cuban missile crisis. 
 

14.6.4 Develop harmonious working relationships 
 
Not long ago I was coaching a member of a TMT. He complained that one of his colleagues 
had unfairly criticized his team's work during an executive team meeting. 



 

 

 
When I asked him how he handled it during the meeting, he said he chose not to say 
anything for the sake of harmonious team relationships. When I asked him how he was 
going to handle it after the meeting, he said it was "water under the bridge" and that "it was 
time to move on." 
 
I reminded him that water under a bridge rises fast during a storm and can knock that 
bridge down. I suggested that he discuss his concerns with his colleague one-on-one. He 
chose not to. 
 
By choosing not to effectively deal with conflict, this leader is damaging the process of 
behavioral integration -- the harmonious relationship among team members and overall 
group cohesion. In a study of 116 TMTs, Professors Abraham Carmeli and John 
Schaubroeck reported that TMTs with higher behavioral integration made better strategic 
decisions, which led to improved organizational performance.17 
 
I hope to persuade the senior executive I am coaching to work on his process of managing 
conflict for the sake of the TMT and organization. 
 

14.7 The four fundamental drivers of team motivation 

 
As I mentioned previously, my first job after graduate school was coordinating research at 
the University of California at San Diego. I had the privilege of working with an 
extraordinary team led by a luminary leader, Dr. Victor Froelicher. In four years, our small, 
productive, and highly motivated team published 33 major research papers. Several 
members of our team went on to become leaders in their respective fields. 
 
What accounted for such productivity, effectiveness, and motivation? 
 
The latest research in neuroscience, biology, and psychology confirm that Dr. Froelicher 
created an environment that fulfilled the four fundamental drivers of human motivation. If 
you want extraordinary leadership results, you need to satisfy these desires, too. 
 
Professor Nitin Nohria and his colleagues from Harvard surveyed employees at 300 
Fortune 500 companies.18 They found that you can MOTORvate your team if you know the 
ABCDs of what drives them: 
 
� Acquire 
� Bond 
� Comprehend 
� Defend 
 

14.7.1 Acquire 



 

 

 
This driver relates to our desire to acquire physical goods, positive experiences, and social 
status. It is relative -- that is, we compare what we have to others. It's as if we are driving 
down the highway and checking to see how fast everyone else is going. We judge our 
progress toward our goal by looking at those around us. 
 
Many leaders think they are meeting this motivational driver if everyone receives the same 
rewards or perks, regardless of their contribution. 
 
They are wrong. 
 
Treating everyone equally is not fair unless everyone is performing equally. Dr. Froelicher 
succeeded because he clearly connected rewards to performance. For example, we could 
not go to scientific meetings unless the conference accepted our research papers for 
presentation. The rule was clear and fair: If you didn't conduct excellent research, you 
didn't attend scientific meetings. 
 
How could you satisfy the desire to acquire in your high performers? 
 

14.7.2 Bond 
 
Human beings have an internal impulse to connect to others in small groups, such as our 
families, as well as larger collectives, including organizations, associations, and nations. 
 
At work, employees who feel proud of an organization are very motivated. At UC San Diego, 
Dr. Froelicher fostered bonding among co-workers by having Friday afternoon parties and 
occasional picnics at the beach, and encouraging us to exercise together. In addition, we 
frequently collaborated with other divisions. We attended their meetings, invited them to 
ours, and shared best practices. 
 
How might you motivate your team by building more camaraderie, collaboration, and 
cross-functional communication? 
 

14.7.3 Comprehend 
 
We all want to make sense of the world. We become frustrated when things don't make 
sense. 
 
At work, people try to satisfy this desire by making meaningful contributions in areas of 
interest to them. Google allows its people to spend time on pet projects. We satisfied this 
drive at UCSD because Dr. Froelicher gave us wide latitude in the type of research each of 
us could conduct. We were encouraged to investigate areas that we found interesting and 
meaningful. We also contributed to each other's comprehension by educating each other at 
our numerous staff and research meetings. 



 

 

 
How could you increase job flexibility and lifelong learning on your team? 
 

14.7.4 Defend 
 
We all want to defend our property, positions, and accomplishments. This drive is rooted in 
the fight-or-flight mechanism that has evolved during millions of years. In a competitive 
market, knowing what threatens your turf is essential and motivating. 
 
Henry Ford II ran Ford Motor Company for decades after World War II. Unfortunately, he 
almost ran it into the ground by refusing to defend his company against Japanese 
competition well into the 1980s. Xerox committed the same error around the same time. 
You can't defend yourself if you don't acknowledge the competition. 
 
Exceptional leaders don't deride young upstarts and emerging markets. Top leaders, like 
those at P&G and Unilever, defend their turf by exploiting the present and exploring the 
future. At UCSD, understanding that we were competing for very limited research funds 
kept us very motivated. We were acutely aware of what others were doing in our area of 
research. 
 
How can you use market conditions, threats, and opportunities to motivate your team? 
 
One piece of advice: Don't worry if you are unable to fulfill all four of these fundamental 
drivers of human motivation to the degree you would like. Employees understand that 
there are limits to the boss's ability to influence all four of these areas. 
 

14.8 What else motivates employees? 

 
Researchers have studied motivation at work for more than a century. They have surveyed 
hundreds of thousands of workers regarding what factors they consider most important in 
their work. Before I show you these results, let's first assess your knowledge in this area. 
 
Rank the following factors in the order of importance you think your team members would 
put them, with 1 being the most important, 2 being second most important, and so on. 
 
___ Working with people who treat me with respect 
___ Interesting work 
___ Recognition for good work 
___ Chance to develop skills 
___ Working for people who listen if you have ideas about how to do things better 
___ Chance to think for myself, rather than just carry out instructions 
___ Seeing the results of my work 
___ Working for efficient managers 



 

 

___ Challenging job that is not easy 
___ Feeling well-informed about what is going on 
___ Job security 
___ High pay 
___ Good benefits 
 
Did you complete the test? Are you ready to see how your answers compare to hundreds of 
thousands of workers? OK, here are the results.  
 
Read the list from top to bottom. 
 
That's it. The list is already in the order of importance, according to Professor William 
Cohen. 19 
 
Most leaders in my classes rank the last three factors near the top of their list. However, 
when they realize that they can't always guarantee job security, pay, or benefits, it's 
actually better that these factors are at the bottom of the list. The very things executives 
can influence the most are near the top. 
 
How might you use this list to motivate your team? 
 
One executive told me that he asked his team members to rank the items in order of their 
individual preferences. Then, he met with each person and discussed how he, the executive, 
could better meet that team member's individual needs. 
 

*** 
 
The executives at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant demonstrated that their top 
priorities were cozy relationships with their regulators, relative freedom from public 
oversight, and maintaining face instead of being honest. Motivating teamwork to prevent or 
manage the disaster was not even on their list. Nor was communicating trust and empathy, 
the leadership competency we'll explore in the next chapter. 
  
 



 
Chapter 15 

Trust Me 
 

The problem with communication 
is the illusion that it has occurred. 

George Bernard Shaw 
 
"I'll get back to you on that." 
 
I uttered these famous last words to a graduate student at UCLA when I was selling for 
Siemens. I never did get back to him. I don't remember why. I probably just forgot. 
 
Not a big deal, right? It wasn't as if he was the person buying the equipment from us -- he 
wasn't even influential in the buying process. 
 
Two years later, when I became chief administrative officer of an institute at UCLA, my 
failure to follow through came back to bite me. This graduate student became a young 
professor in our institute and told my boss, the director of the institute, that he preferred 
not to work with me on any projects because he didn't trust me. Ouch! 
 
An executive without trust is like a captain with a crew of cynics -- they question every 
decision you make. 
 
How well do you communicate trust and empathy to your team? If you're not sure, this 
chapter is for you. It presents the third of four competencies of the empowering leader. 
 
1. Engage others. 
2. Motivate teamwork. 
3. Communicate trust and empathy. 

4. Serve ethically. 
 

15.1 Communicate trust and empathy 
 
One reason trust is difficult for executives to maintain is that there is more than one kind of 
trust. In fact, there are four categories of trust within any organization:1 
 
1. Strategic: Is there confidence that senior management is setting the right direction? 
2. Organizational: Can employees rely on the organization itself? 
3. Personal: Do employees have confidence in their manager? 
4. Team: Is there trust among members of a team? 
 
If any one of these takes a hit, it often bleeds into the others. 



 

 

 
Trust is defined as the decision to be vulnerable to the actions of others, based on an 
expectation that they will perform a particular action. A careful reading of this definition 
provides another clue as to why trust is slow to build, difficult to maintain, and easy to destroy:   
 
1. Trust is a choice to rely on others.   

2. Trust puts us at risk. Without vulnerability, trust is not needed.  

3. Trust involves a prediction about the intentions or behaviors of another person. 

 

Professor Robert Hurley from Fordham University surveyed 450 executives from 30 global 
companies and found that half of them didn't trust their leaders.2 Another survey of 12,750 
U.S. workers at all job levels and in a variety of industries3 came to these conclusions: 
 
� 39% of employees at U.S. companies trust their senior leaders. 
� 45% of employees say they have confidence in the job being done by senior 

management. 
� 43% of employees say they trust the way their company manages change (e.g., 

restructuring, downsizing, merging, expansion and growth). 
 

15.2 The cost of mistrust 
 
This epidemic of low trust infects employee morale, retention, recruitment, productivity, 
sales, customer service, product quality, and the long-term financial performance of the 
organization.4 Low trust creates deception, opposition, and unhealthy competition within 
organizations. That's why the Bible lectures us that "a house divided against itself cannot 
stand." 
 
Low levels of trust have profound implications for leaders at all levels of an organization. 
When Professors Tony Simons and Randall Peterson studied 100 CEOs and executive 
teams, they found the teams whose members distrusted one another were less effective in 
collaborating and endorsed strategic decisions less strongly.5 Low trust at the executive 
level degenerates into poor teamwork and decreased buy-in, and damages strategic 
implementation. 
 
When trust is low, employees don't work through the everyday disagreements and 
difficulties they encounter. They don't collaborate because they don't think it's worth the 
effort. 
 
Professor Kimberly Merriman and her colleagues studied 49 business-school teams that 
collaborated on four-month projects.6 They found that team members who reported lower 
levels of trust in their colleagues preferred individual-based rewards. People don't want 
their pay based on their colleagues' efforts if trust is low. (Yet 85% of Fortune 1,000 
companies use some form of team-based pay.) If trust is low, individual pay is the way to 
go. 



 

 

 
Speaking of pay, does fostering trust pay off? According to researchers Dennis and Michelle 
Reina, organizations in which front-line employees trust senior executives show a 42% 
higher return on shareholder investment compared to low-trust organizations. In addition, 
when trust is increased, job satisfaction improves and employees equate that with a 36% 
pay increase.7 
 
In an analysis of studies involving 27,103 individuals, Professors Kurt Dirks and Donald 
Ferrin showed that trust correlated strongly with employees' satisfaction with leaders, job 
satisfaction, organizational commitment, turnover intentions, belief in information 
provided by the leader, and commitment to decisions.8 
 

15.3 Common causes of low trust 

 
Let's examine the six most common causes of broken trust and how to repair each. 
 

15.3.1 The undiscussable 
 
Mr. Gerrosi was my eighth-grade science teacher. Before we left school for the summer, he 
had a big nose, like a moose. When we came back, he didn't.  
 
During the first week of class, he commented, oddly, that he did not believe in any medical 
operations. I stared at his downsized nose, still scarred from the surgeon's summer knife, 
and blurted, "Wasn't your nose job an operation?" 
 
I spent the next week staying after school, in detention, contemplating the concept of the 
"undiscussable." 
 
Organizations, like classrooms, have undiscussables. The more there are, the lower the 
trust. One way to measure this enemy of trust is to ascertain if employees discuss sensitive 
issues in meetings the same way they discuss them after work in the bar. 
 
You can increase trust by discussing what was previously undiscussable. One high-
performing management team I worked with actually had a stuffed moose as a mascot. Any 
team member could pick up the moose and plop it on the table during meetings to bring up 
a sensitive issue without any fear of retribution. Unlike Mr. Gerrosi's classroom, the team 
had a process for letting the moose loose. 
 
Do you? 
 

15.3.2 Inconsistent verbal and nonverbal communication 
 



 

 

It happens at all levels of the organization, thereby affecting all four categories of trust -- 
strategic, organizational, personal, and team. When what executives say is not congruent 
with how they act, employees don't feel safe asking questions, speaking their minds, 
challenging assumptions, raising issues, or seeking help. 
 
Researchers at Harvard University surveyed nearly 1,300 employees, customers, investors, 
and suppliers to understand the nature of trust with various stakeholders.9 They found that 
stakeholders' trust goes up when they see espoused values communicated in both words 
and deeds.  
 

15.3.3 Inconsistent standards 
 
After dinner at a national sales meeting, I observed the senior vice president of sales 
leaving the hotel with a first-year salesperson. One of the other first-year salespeople, Don, 
told me that although he had sold more than that departing peer, he was confident that the 
senior vice president was going to select his dinner buddy as rookie of the year. 
 
During the awards ceremony, Don cynically smiled at me when his prediction came true. 
Later, Don told me that the company never published the criteria for selecting who 
received the sales awards. Therefore, he and his sales colleagues believed politics and the 
good-old-boy network was the process used for awards. 
 
When people do not believe in the process, they'll never believe in the outcome of that 
process. 
 
Light is the best disinfectant. The best way to avoid Don's (and his colleagues') perceptions 
of inconsistent standards would have been to publish standards by which the company 
made its sales awards. 
 
This is why Forbes turns to Audit Integrity, an independent financial analytics company, 
when compiling its annual lists of "Most Trustworthy Companies" and "Least Trustworthy 
Companies." One of the key measures Audit Integrity uses to assess organizations is based 
on the transparency of publicly filed documents. Audit Integrity's rating system identified 
problems at Lehman Brothers, Washington Mutual, and American International Group 
(AIG) years before the financial meltdown of those organizations.10 
 

15.3.4 Misplaced benevolence 
 
It's easy to fire a jerk who underperforms. But have you ever seen well-liked employees 
perform poorly yet keep their jobs? 
 
I can guarantee you that the underperformer's colleagues and direct reports all wonder 
why there's a double-standard. Not applying the same standard of performance to all 



 

 

employees by tolerating incompetent employees, no matter how nice they are, is a trust-
buster.  
 
At one of my consulting engagements, it was a sad joke in the company that managers 
passed around poor performers from one unit to another. This company so over-focused on 
its "culture of caring" at the expense of accountability that the new president asked us to 
focus our leadership curriculum on creating a culture of candor to complement (not 
replace) its caring mores. 
 
Unfortunately, neither the president nor our new leadership program survived. Some 
cultures just can't handle the truth. The company's share price has plunged from $12 to $3 
in the last few years, and many of their executives still don't understand that trust wilts if 
poor performers are not weeded out. 
 
By the way, most poor performers receive false feedback, which is why they are often 
shocked to learn that anyone thinks they have any performance issues. If they ever get 
fired, their most common objection is, "Look at my great performance reviews!" Lack of 
candor is a precursor to low trust. It explains why so many managers find themselves 
sitting in HR offices with lawyers discussing wrongful termination lawsuits instead of 
getting their work done. 
 
Don't let that happen to your managers. Employees will not trust you or your organization 
unless you honor the company's performance review systems by telling the truth. 
 

15.3.5 Failure to delegate 
 
Allowing employees to work independently is difficult for some executives, especially if the 
boss has a tendency to be a perfectionist, workaholic, or micromanager. High-performing 
employees often interpret this as a lack of trust in their skills. 
 
A senior executive I coach, Casey, had this exact problem. One of his high-performing direct 
reports, Douglas, actually told me that he did not trust Casey because he felt 
micromanaged. Casey later told me that he received an e-mail from Douglas praising 
Casey's improved delegation skills. Trust is being rebuilt as Casey learns to delegate instead 
of dictate. 
 
It's not your mediocre performers who leave when they feel micromanaged -- it's your best 
performers. 
 

15.3.6 Consistent corporate underperformance 
 
If a company does not meet the financial expectations set by its executive team, investors 
lose confidence, stock prices plunge, and employee trust falls. Set realistic expectations and 
communicate the why behind those expectations. 



 

 

 

He who does not trust,  
will not be trusted.  

 Lao Tzu 

 

Beyond these six most common causes of mistrust, researchers have identified a number of 
other factors (listed in Table 15.1) that damage trust.11 Ask your team members if any of 
these issues affect your organization. 
 

Table 15.1 
10 Other Trust-Busters 

 
1. Changing values to get things done 
2. Randomly changing goals without explaining why 
3. Eliminating office desks for those who travel 
4. Making claims that are not likely to happen 
5. Taking actions that are judged unfair 
6. Treating goals as more important than values 
7. Over-focusing on superstar performers or charismatic leaders 
8. Not demonstrating commitment to organizational values 
9. Not holding all personnel accountable for mistakes 
10. Failing to provide honest feedback about job performance 
 

15.4 How to build and maintain personal trust 

 
Actions speak louder than words. This section details ten actions you can take to become 
more trustworthy.  
 

15.4.1 Don't gossip 
 
In surveys of more than 100 organizations, researchers found that gossip was the number-
one killer of communication trust.12 
 
Here is a rule of thumb: If you are talking about someone and you're not discussing specific 
performance issues or complimenting him, you are probably gossiping. If someone comes 
to you and starts gossiping about another employee, I encourage you to tell that person to 
work it out with that other employee. 
 
The president of a healthcare group once told me that his job demands that he talk about 
others because he needs to discuss the medical performance of colleagues. He also said that 



 

 

he hates gossip. So he tried an experiment of not sharing the names of the doctors whose 
performance he was discussing -- that is, he kept the conversations anonymous. 
 
It worked. He felt that if he didn't use their names, it wasn't gossip. Perhaps there are times 
when you, too, need to talk about an employee and can avoid using that person's name. 
 

15.4.2 Improve the right competencies 
 
Employees trust executives who have managerial competence, while customers and 
suppliers award increased trust when they perceive technical proficiency. Which 
competencies are you working on to boost trust? 
 

15.4.3 Keep personal information confidential 
 
Ask people if they want information to be confidential at the beginning of private 
conversations. Honor their wishes. 
 

15.4.4 Demonstrate loyalty 
 
Give credit to others frequently, and take the responsibility when it's yours to take -- 
especially when the finger is pointing at someone innocent. 
 

15.4.5 Admit mistakes 
 
Do it early and take ownership of the consequences of your mistakes. 
 

15.4.6 Don't oversell 
 
Enthusiasm to please or persuade often causes executives to over-commit and under-
deliver. Pause to consider the consequences before committing to another task, project, or 
initiative. 
 

15.4.7 Share information ASAP 
 
Tell your team everything you can, as soon as you can. When you can't tell them, tell them 
that you will tell them as soon as you can. 
 

15.4.8 Increase the right kind of transparency 
 
Transparency usually increases trust. However, transparency can actually diminish trust if 
inappropriate information is disclosed. For example, disclosing executive bonuses to front-
line supervisors may hurt trust, especially if there is no perceived link between pay and 
performance. 



 

 

 

15.4.9 Create trust norms 
 
Ask your team to brainstorm responses to this challenge: Describe what a team with high 
levels of trust would look like to you. 
 

15.4.10 Talk about me and we 
 
Count the number of times you say I/me instead of us/we. By focusing on us/we, you'll be 
demonstrating empathy, another essential leadership skill (discussed in Section 15.6). 
 
And a bonus practical tip to increase trust: Next time you utter those famous words, "I'll get 
back to you," make sure you do. 
 

15.5 How to repair strategic and organizational trust 

 
If, despite all your efforts to maintain trust, you discover trust has been damaged in your 
organization, follow these principles.  
 

15.5.1 Prescription without diagnosis is malpractice 
 
First, find out what happened: 
 
� When did it happen? 
� Who knew what, when? 
� What caused the drop in trust? 
 

15.5.2 We see only the tip of the iceberg 
 
The mass of the iceberg and the currents that control it are beneath the surface. What we 
don't see controls what we do see. Therefore, find out the depth and breadth of the loss of 
trust. Is it isolated to a particular person, unit, or event? 
 

15.5.3 Personal responsibility increases "respond-ability" 
 
Most Americans never forgave former U.S. President Richard Nixon because he never took 
personal responsibility for the loss of trust he caused (in him, the presidency, and the 
government) during the Watergate scandal. 
 
Once you know what has caused the drop in trust, quickly tell your employees that you 
accept responsibility for allowing this trust-busting incident to occur. You don't need to 



 

 

have a complete plan in place at this point; however, it is critical to tell people what you 
know, that you accept responsibility for it, and when you expect to know more. 
 

15.5.4 Create your trust-building plan 
 
Determine the changes that need to take place to restore trust. Start by answering six 
questions: 
 

� Who needs to be involved in these changes?  
� What difficult conversations need to occur, and who needs to talk to whom?  
� How will you make decisions differently?  
� How might you make information or processes more transparent?  
� Do reporting relationships need to change?  
� Which of the norms need tweaking? 

 

15.5.5 Implement your trust-building plan 
 
Use the answers to the questions in the previous section, and the numerous ideas discussed 
throughout this chapter, to put your plan into action. 
 

15.6 Communicate empathy: Do you feel like they do? 

 
We had already biked 120 miles through Sequoia National Park in two days. I was shocked 
that my legs felt strong as we made the final dusty push through 20 miles of hot, windy 
roads to our hotel in Exeter, California. I took the lead to be the "windbreaker" for my 
friend Mike. (In cycling, the lead rider works a lot harder.) 
 
I heard his labored breathing as I bolted by, my resilient legs urging me to stay up front for 
a long time. Two minutes later, Mike passed me. I thought, What's he doing? I know he's 

really tired. I feel great. Why doesn't he let me do more of the work at the front? 
 
As I started to move to the front again, Mike barked at me to stay back and let him do the 
work. I backed off, shocked at his overreaction. Why is he pissed at me?  
 
A few miles later, I found out. 
 
We stopped to refill our water bottles. Although he was dead tired, Mike said he needed to 
spend time in the lead. I told him my legs felt strong and I didn't mind letting him draft as I 
stayed in the lead. Mike replied that he didn't feel good about himself unless he was 
contributing by doing his fair share of the work.  
 



 

 

He apologized for yelling. And I apologized for being clueless about his need to share the 
load by being at the front. I had not exhibited empathy. 
 
How empathetic are you, especially when you and your team are working hard? Do you feel 
what they feel? 
 
The dictionary defines empathy as "the ability to identify with and understand somebody 
else's feelings or difficulties." The quintessential example of empathy was Counselor 
Deanna Troi, a character on the award-winning TV series Star Trek: The Next Generation. 
She was an empath -- a person highly skilled in identifying and understanding feelings. Her 
role was to help the officers and crew understand what was going on within themselves 
and others so that they could make better decisions. 
 
Leading researchers in the field of emotional intelligence (EI) have found that social 
intelligence, especially empathy, is critical to effective leadership.13 Unfortunately, high-
level executives -- typically hired for their strong self-discipline and drive -- often get fired 
because they lack empathy under pressure. 
 
Have you ever watched a leader drone on in a meeting as the attendees become 
increasingly detached? Have you seen executives texting away in meetings, oblivious to 
what is being discussed or the impact their behavior has on others? Have you ever tried to 
have a conversation with a someone, only to shuffle away knowing that his cup was so full 
with his own issues that he didn't hear you? Did you hear about the top performer who 
shocked her organization by announcing her resignation? 
 
Each of these common scenarios illustrates lack of empathy. Leaders who drone on or text 
during meetings are not in touch with what others are feeling. Leaders who do not pay 
attention to subtle emotional clues during conversations also fail the empathy test. And 
people seldom quit their job -- they usually quit their boss. Research on more than 4,000 
leaders teaches us that when peak performers leave unexpectedly, their boss is usually an 
empathetic lightweight.14 
 
Empathetic executives recognize and meet the emotional needs of diverse stakeholders. 
They work hard to understand how their customers, colleagues, and employees feel. Here 
are specific ways you can enhance your empathy skills. 
 

15.6.1 Develop a personal vision for change 
 
Write a clear picture of the empathetic person you want to become. Describe in rich 
sensory detail what it means to be a more empathetic person. The more sights, sounds, 
smells, and feelings you use to paint your picture of empathy, the better. 
 



 

 

Answer these additional questions to paint your empathetic self-image: What will you 
observe at work as you become more empathetic? How will people respond to you? How 
will that make you feel? 
 

15.6.2 Become a better listener 
 
When stressed, people seldom hear us unless they feel heard. Most executives who want to 
improve empathy need to develop better listening skills. Leaders often receive low scores 
from peers and subordinates on behaviors such as "encourages others to express their 
views, even contrary ones" and "patiently listens to other opinions, perspectives, and 
beliefs without prejudgment." To be heard, listen well. 
 

15.6.3 Watch your words 
 
How often do you end your meetings (with individuals or groups) with this question: "Is 
there anything else you want to discuss?" If you want to be more empathetic, change the 
word "anything" to "something." 
 
In a clinical environment, medical researchers found this simple change eliminated more 
than 75% of all unmet patient concerns, and the amount of time the patient spent with the 
doctor was not affected by asking the better question.15 
 

15.6.4 Keep a log of your daily successes and failures 
 
Use it to help you notice when and how you practice new empathy behaviors. 
 

15.6.5 Work with a mentor 
 
Identify someone at work perceived as very empathetic. Ask if you could work with that 
person during the next several months to grow your skills. Executives I coach often have an 
internal mentor at work also -- a coach and a mentor is a great one-two punch. 
 

15.6.6 Use daily reminders 
 
Identify current habits that you can link to the new behaviors you want to augment. For 
example, if you take notes during meetings, you might write the word empathy at the top of 
your notepad to help remind you to be empathetic during meetings. Every time you look 
down to scratch a note, you'll see your reminder. 
 

15.6.7 Celebrate small successes 
 
Reward yourself whenever you experience small progress using or growing your new skill. 
One medical director that I coach rewards her progress by walking to the cafeteria for a 



 

 

frozen yogurt. Another leader at a Hollywood studio takes a mid-afternoon nap after she 
makes progress toward her goal. That which gets rewarded gets repeated. 
 
Empowering executives communicate trust and empathy in thought, word, and deed. They 
listen patiently to other's opinions, maintain confidentiality, and promote candid dialogue. 
Trusted and empathetic leaders withhold their comments until the end of discussions 
because they "seek first to understand, then to be understood," as Stephen Covey 
recommends. 
 

**** 
 
We've seen that blatant failure to communicate trust and empathy can have dire 
consequences. Few things are as terrifying to humans as the idea of radiation exposure. 
From the post-war monster movies to comic-book superheroes, we are constantly exposed 
to the message that radioactivity is a silent and horrible killer.  
 
The executives at Fukushima Daiichi demonstrated no greater failure of leadership than 
their failure to communicate trust and empathy to the people most affected by the 
meltdown of the reactors.  
 
Many of the executives I have coached have also had "trust issues." However, they 
successfully used the tools in this chapter to boost trust and empathy. Things got better 
because they got better. The same will be true for you. 
 
Unfortunately, the executives at Fukushima Daiichi also missed several chances to do the 
right thing before and after their disaster. They failed to serve ethically, which is the last 
competency of the empowering leader and the subject of last chapter in this section. 
 



 
Chapter 16 

Do the Right Thing 
 

The leader is the servant of his followers 
in that he removes the obstacles 

that prevent them from doing their jobs. 
In short, the true leader enables his or her followers 

to realize their full potential. 
Max De Pree 

 

16.1 Serve ethically 

 
The colossal failures of Enron, WorldCom, Tyco, Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, and the many 
financial institutions responsible for the economic tsunami that swamped the world were 
all failures of ethics. Although it's popular to blame the leader at the top, it was not one 
person who made one error, at one point in time, creating these disasters. Many corporate 
and public leaders at numerous levels made countless unethical decisions, over extended 
periods, to produce a flood of financial calamities. 
 
These leaders created cultures that permitted and often supported unethical approaches to 
work. Executives who do not dedicate themselves to constructing ethical environments are 
building castles in the sand at low tide. 
 
The dictionary defines ethics as "the study of the general nature of morals and of the 
specific moral choices to be made by the individual in his relationship with others." 
 
My definition is a lot simpler: Ethics is what we should do. 

 
When we discuss what executives should do, ethics is elevated from merely following the 
law to doing the right thing. Just because something is lawful does not mean it is ethical. 
Before the Civil Rights Act of 1964, discrimination based on race was lawful in the United 
States. It was lawful -- not ethical. Presently, it is also lawful to gossip, give a lousy 
performance review, and lie at work. 
 



 

 

The law is the floor of ethics: It's necessary for a firm foundation. Effective executives 
aspire higher. They stretch to serve ethically, the fourth core competency of empowering 
leadership: 
 
1. Engage others. 
2. Motivate teamwork. 
3. Communicate trust and empathy. 
4. Serve ethically. 

 

16.2 The high cost of low ethics 

 
I attended a one-day class on ethics at a local university to hear how others teach this topic. 
The professor made the point that leaders fail ethically because they put their own 
interests above the organizations -- they're greedy. He asserted that self-interest was the 
cause of our current "corruption eruption" (as Moises Naim, editor in chief of Foreign Policy 
magazine, called it). 
 
I asked how self-interest could be the cause of ethical lapses when it leads to self-
destruction. I pointed out that the professor's argument was contradictory.  
 
Executives who act unethically do so because they act only on their short-term self-
interests. Their failure is of time, not of focus. Leaders who act unethically seldom consider 
the long-term negative consequences of their behavior. If they did, they would see that it is 
in their self-interest to do the right thing -- to serve ethically. 
 
One reason it is in an executive's self-interest to serve ethically is that good employees 
leave if executives exhibit low ethics. A global study of more than 9,700 employees in 32 
countries confirmed this high cost of low ethics.1 Researchers were able to separate 
employees into four major categories: 
 
� Loyal (34%): Loyal employees demonstrate behaviors that make your organization 

successful. They work hard, stay late, do whatever it takes to serve customers, and 
recommend your organization to their friends and family as a great place to work. 

� Accessible (8%): Accessible employees tend to demonstrate the same behaviors as loyal 
employees. However, for reasons unrelated to loyalty, they often leave within two years 
(e.g., because of a spouse's job transfer, childcare needs, or other personal issues). 

� Trapped (31%): Trapped employees want to leave their jobs, but for a variety of 
reasons (e.g., no other job opportunities, children in school, lack of confidence) feel they 
can't leave. 

� High-risk (27%): High-risk employees are actively seeking other jobs during work 
hours. It's probably no surprise that 60% of this high-risk group would not recommend 
their organizations as good places to work. 

 



 

 

Of the all employees who described their organizations as ethical, 55% were loyal, while 
only 9% of those who questioned their companies' ethics were in the loyal group. High 
ethics lead to loyalty, which decreases turnover. Put another way, one of the high costs of 
low ethics is employee churn. 
 
What does it cost to replace an employee? Depending on the position, the cost of recruiting, 
interviewing, hiring, and training an employee is usually between $5,000 (to replace a 
front-line employee at a retail store) and $100,000 (to replace that must-have IT manager). 
 
But turnover is only one of the many costs associated with low ethics. There are also huge 
legal, productivity, reputation, morale, sales, and opportunity costs. How much time, 
money, and effort did U.S. President Bill Clinton have to spend defending his unethical, 
although perhaps not illegal, affair with Monica Lewinsky? He could have invested the same 
resources in achieving his ideological and political goals, rather than helping his 
competitors achieve theirs. 
 

16.3 Put ethics to work for you 

 
Uncle Burt reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He fumbled for another 
five-dollar bill and then slapped it on the bar. He directed his soft, raspy voice toward the 
bartender and said, "When you get a chance, get my nephew another beer." 
 
As he settled back onto his stool at the bar, I blurted out, "Burt, I got my draft card 
yesterday." It was 1973, and though the Vietnam War was winding down, the draft was 
alive and well. 
 
"Well, what are you going to do?" The war-decorated Marine's blue eyes stared at me. 
 
He was a second father to me. I didn't want to disappoint him. Yet, I had to tell him the 
truth. "Uncle Burt, I don't want to go to Vietnam and die. Don't we have relatives in Sweden 
or Denmark?" 
 
"You're not going to go to Sweden or Denmark, Dave." 
 
"I'm not? Why?" 
 
"Because" -- he put his muscular left arm around me, squeezed hard and smiled -- "I know 
what kind of kid you are. The kind that will always do the right thing." 
 
I wish I could tell you that Uncle Burt was right, that I've always done the right thing. I 
haven't. I've tried to do the right thing, but -- as most of us do -- I've made a few mistakes 
along the way. (It turns out I never had to make a decision about the Vietnam War because 
the war ended before my draft number was called.)  



 

 

 
I'm convinced that one of the reasons I've been able to do the right thing most of the time is 
because of my lifelong love of practical philosophy. There are three practical and ethical 
philosophies -- utility, duty, and virtue -- that can help you serve ethically. 
 

16.3.1 Utility 
 
One approach to making ethical decisions is to emphasize actions that provide the most 
good and least harm for the greatest number. 
 
This utilitarian approach asks you to weigh the impact of your decisions on the many 
stakeholders who often have conflicting interests, such as your customers, employees, 
shareholders, the community, and the environment. 
 
Utilitarian executives consider the consequences of decisions by asking, "How can this 
decision produce the greatest good and least harm for the most people?" 
 

16.3.2 Duty 
 
Philosopher Immanuel Kant emphasized ethics based on our duty to our fellow humans. 
The Kantian approach asks us to do the right thing using principles as the criteria for 
action. It invites you to answer this question: "If everybody was compelled to practice the 
principles I'm using to make this decision, what kind of environment would we have?" 
 

16.3.3 Virtue 
 
This approach to ethics teaches us that a leader's decision should be consistent with 
specific virtues or values that provide for the development of humanity. These values 
enable us to act according to the highest potential of our character. 
 
A virtuous leader asks, "What kind of person will I become if I do this?" or "Is this action 
consistent with my highest values?" 
 
All three of these philosophies can help increase ethical behavior. Yet, I have found the 
virtue approach is what helps executives the most. The next section summarizes the 
research showing how four specific and practical values can help you serve more ethically. 
 

16.4 The four profitable and practical values 

 
Executives who educate themselves and their employees about the importance of ethics 
benefit by focusing on virtue. Professor Kim Cameron from the University of Michigan 
Business School and his colleagues surveyed 804 individuals from 18 U.S. organizations, 



 

 

representing 16 different industries. All but two of these organizations had downsized 
within the previous three years. They found that organizations that scored higher in 
virtuousness achieved significantly better organizational performance, despite 
downsizing.2 Specifically, they reported that organizations driven by core values 
experienced greater innovation, improved customer retention, higher product quality, and 
lower employee turnover -- all leading to greater profitability. 
 
In addition, research by the World Bank found that contrary to the "efficient grease" theory 
(i.e., pay bribes to increase efficiency), leaders who pay bribes actually spend more time 
negotiating regulations with bureaucrats and eventually pay higher costs.3 
 
There are many values you could, and probably should, embrace based on the objective 
evidence that values are a precursor to executive success.4 My review of the research 
reveals that you will get the biggest return for your effort by focusing on these four: 
 
1. Honesty 
2. Integrity 
3. Equity 
4. Humility 
 

16.4.1 Is honesty still the best policy? 

 
Honesty is defined as "freedom from deceit" and "adherence to facts." Professor Robert 
Cialdini and his colleagues at Arizona State University found that the cost of dishonesty is 
very high.5 They reported that 80% of consumers surveyed said that their perception of the 
company's honesty had a direct impact on their decision to purchase goods or services 
from the firm, while 76% indicated it would affect their decision about accepting a job 
there. 
 
The researchers also found increased illness, absenteeism, and turnover in cultures when 
employees perceived a mismatch between the values claimed and values demonstrated. 
Instead of practicing what we preach, the data tells us to preach only what we practice. 
 
You can avoid these high costs and create a culture of honesty in your team by learning 
from Ginger Graham.6 Shortly after she was named president and CEO of a $300 million 
medical device manufacturer, the entire U.S. sales force was waiting for her presentation at 
the national sales meeting ... and they were angry. Revenue and market share were 
declining, while manufacturing and customer costs were on the rise. Spirits were down and 
trust in management was nonexistent in this once-stellar company. 
 
As she approached the podium, Graham decided to take a different approach to her 
presentation. She opted to talk honestly about what everyone else was discussing at the 
water cooler: "I've always heard about what a wonderful company this is, but frankly, that's 



 

 

not what I see. What I see is deteriorating morale, disillusioned customers, and finger-
pointing. I see a place where R&D and manufacturing are practically at war. You folks in 
sales blame manufacturing, while R&D blames marketing. We're all so busy blaming each 
other that nothing gets done. No wonder our customers are furious with us." 
 
The initial response to the new CEO's frank comments was shock. Then emotions changed. 
People began nodding in agreement. By the time Graham finished, they were shouting their 
approval and giving her a standing ovation. It was the beginning of her odyssey of honesty. 
Ginger Graham used seven powerful practices to inspire more honesty: 
 
1. Assign employee coaches to executives. 
2. Report the whole truth. 
3. Ask the rank and file for help. 
4. Tell stories. 
5. Solicit honesty feedback. 
6. Illustrate the cost. 
7. Show you care. 
 
Our own odyssey of honesty begins by seeing how each practice works. 
 
1. Assign employee coaches to executives: Graham assigned each of her executives a 
coach from the non-managerial ranks. She asked these rank-and-file coaches to uncover 
employee perceptions about the executive's honesty, approachability, responsiveness, and 
other qualities. The coaches met with the executives quarterly to deliver their reports. The 
executives then met with each other to hold each other accountable to act on this honest 
feedback. 
 
Who should coach you? 
 
2. Report the whole truth: Despite what Jack Nicholson's character testified in A Few 

Good Men, most employees can handle the truth. Not only can they handle it, they hunger 
for it. Graham's team began talking with -- not at -- employees about everything that 
previously was discussed only in senior management meetings. Topics included sales goals, 
financial performance, product milestones, key competitive information, market trends, 
problems, opportunities, successes, and failures. The company disseminated information 
and discussed it at all-hands meetings, as well as staff meetings throughout the 
organization. 
 
How can you communicate more directly and honestly with your team? 
 
3. Ask the rank and file for help: When employees have the right information, they can 
come up with very effective and efficient solutions to difficult problems. Graham gives the 
example of a product launch that went so well that the executive team was on the verge of 



 

 

asking people to work seven days a week, three shifts a day, including Thanksgiving and 
Christmas, to meet the explosive demand. 
 
Instead of making this unreasonable demand, the leaders called a meeting of all their 
employees. They discussed their success by relaying powerful stories about how their new 
product delighted patients and physicians. Then they asked the employees how to meet the 
extraordinary production demand. When the possibility of working long hours throughout 
the holidays came up, one woman asked: "Could you wrap our Christmas presents?" 
 
"We'll do more than that," the executives volunteered. "Give us your lists and we'll hire 
people to shop for you." 
 
Graham reported that within half an hour, the employees came up with a variety of ways to 
manage the tension between meeting production goals and meeting their family needs 
during the holidays.  
 
What difficult problems could -- and should -- your team solve with you? 
 
4. Tell stories: The "hire people to shop for you" story became a powerful tale about 
asking others for honest input, subsequently repeated in other company meetings and 
private conversations. Retelling emotional stories weaves the lessons into the very fabric of 
an organization. That is a story's higher purpose -- to create cultural norms. 
 
Winston Churchill was famous for promising "blood, toil, tears, and sweat." If you want 
more honesty, tell stories about people who deliver honest messages in tough times. In 
addition, encourage people to discuss their own standards of honesty (by, for example, 
recalling the Ten Commandments or signing an honor code) to decrease dishonest 
behavior.7 
 
What stories should you tell? 
 
5. Solicit honesty feedback: If you want to ensure that honesty is alive and well in your 
team, use feedback to stay on track. Graham implemented the "hot seat" feedback session. 
Each member of the executive management team sits on a tall stool in front of peers. One 
by one, these peers bring up the shortcomings they had observed in the other executive 
and offer suggestions for improvement. 
 
Graham points out that, initially, these were very unpopular sessions. Over time, people 
came to understand that feedback is neutral. Feedback literally means "information 
returned to the source." It is up to the leader to choose how to think about it. Graham 
concluded that the hot seat was the most powerful tool for building mutual accountability 
and honest communication that she had ever seen. 
 
How might you adapt this tool to increase honesty on your team? 



 

 

 
6. Show the cost: Why do people steal supplies, time, and other non-money assets? 
Researchers tell us that "non-monetary exchanges allow people greater psychological 
latitude to cheat" because they don't see these assets as having real value.8 Stealing 
supplies, backdating stock options, falsifying financial reports -- these unethical practices 
seem like Monopoly money to many people. They don't seem to be wrong because the 
people seldom see the true cost of their behavior. 
 

How could you illustrate the true cost of a dishonest action so that others care about it? 
 
7. Show you care: Caring about what is important to your team has a side benefit: When 
caring goes up, dishonesty goes down.9 
 
Researchers studied 768 employees of a U.S. telemarketing company, each of whom called 
potential donors to request contributions for a non-profit organization. To make sure 
employees did not inflate donation pledges (on which their bonuses were based), 
managers monitored the employees by contacting a fraction of the donors to confirm their 
pledges. Although employees received bonuses for exceeding their pledge targets, they also 
had "bad calls" (unconfirmed pledges) deducted from their pay. During the study, 
researchers manipulated the amount of monitoring reported to the employees because 
they wanted to know if dishonesty increased when monitoring decreased. 
 
The short answer is yes. 
 
The long answer is also yes, but a substantial number of telemarketers did not cheat even 
when they were monitored less frequently. When investigators then measured employee 
attitudes toward their employer, they found that those employees who had poor attitudes 
about the company logged 79% more bad calls than those who had positive attitudes about 
the company. The employees who had positive attitudes scored higher on statements such 
as, "The company cares about me." Employees who feel cared for were more honest. 
 
How can you show your team that you care about what they care about every day? 
 
If honesty is not the best policy, at least it is a very profitable one -- as is integrity. 
 

16.4.2 Psst! Your integrity is showing 

 

An insurance company executive once told me that he believed his team members 
demonstrated high integrity because they talked about issues during meetings the same 
way they talked about those issues at the bar at night. 
 



 

 

I applauded this state of affairs and reminded him that transparency is only the first step of 
integrity. If leaders don't follow lip service with hip service, they are transparent 
hypocrites. Honesty asks for the truth, integrity demands transparency and consistency. 
 
Although people have talked about the importance of integrity for centuries, Professor 
Tony Simons from Cornell University actually measured the impact of integrity on the 
bottom line.10 He and his colleagues surveyed more than 6,500 employees at 76 hotels to 
assess the consistency, or lack thereof, between what a leader said and did. They evaluated 
integrity by asking questions such as, "Does my manager deliver on promises?" and "Does 
my manager practices what he/she preaches?" They correlated the employee responses 
with the hotels' satisfaction surveys, personnel records, and financial records. 
 
They discovered that an improvement of a mere 0.125 points on the hotel's 5-point 
integrity score (that's one-eighth of a point on this 5-point scale) increased the hotel's 
profitability by 2.5% of revenues. This translated to a profit increase of more than 
$250,000 per year per hotel. No other aspect of manager behavior had as large an impact 
on profits. It pays to walk the talk. 
 
The researchers pointed out that although integrity is a simple concept, improving and 
maintaining integrity is a challenge for a multitude of reasons.  
  

� Sticky labels. It takes a long time to earn the reputation as a straight shooter, but 
only one misstatement to get labeled a hypocrite. 

 
� Conflicting stakeholders. Constantly managing the competing, and often 

contradictory, demands of numerous stakeholders can create the perception of 
inconsistency. For example, you might be working with your front-line supervisors 
to improve quality while at the same time discussing staff reductions with your boss 
to meet financial objectives. When word gets out to the rank and file, all they see is 
low integrity. 

 
� Change. When people are bobbing around in a sea of uncertainty, they look for 

stability. They cling to the security of the old, the tried and true, and the way we 
were. New policies, initiatives, management teams, and other changes often feel like 
inconsistencies (i.e., low integrity) to employees. 

 
� Management fads. One CEO told me that he refuses "to lead by bestseller." He said 

too many of his CEO colleagues jump on the hottest management trend -- and he's 
right. The average U.S. company committed to using between 11.4 and 14.4 of the 
popular management tools and techniques during the 1990s.11 Yet 82% of the 276 
executives surveyed agreed that "most tools promise more than they deliver." These 
fads fade fast: 90% of Fortune 500 companies adopted quality circles when they 
were popular, and 80% abandoned quality circles within five years. Employees 



 

 

question integrity when leaders endorse unproven "flavor of the month" 
management fads. Healthy skepticism succumbs to employee cynicism. 

 
� Shifting priorities. Adjusting to a complex, dynamic economic environment is 

critical to a leader's success. Unfortunately, when executives do not communicate 
the changing priorities well, employees do not perceive the changes well. 

 
� Blind spots. A vice president of safety told me that his CEO always tells him that 

safety is a top priority. Yet, he lamented, safety is never discussed at the CEO's 
senior management meetings. We seldom see our own inconsistencies. That's 
because we have a natural tendency to view our behaviors as consistent with 
espoused values. If there is an inconsistency, we rationalize to diminish it. This is 
the essence of the theory of cognitive dissonance, which states that people are 
motivated to reduce any disconnect between what they do and their attitudes, 
beliefs, and values. 

 

Employee actions are echoes  
of executive communication. 

 
Now that we know why maintaining integrity is a challenge, here are six tactics you can 
apply to build and sustain your own, and your team's, integrity: 
 
1. Create a straight-shooting team. Invite your team members to help define what 

integrity means and looks like from their point of view. Involve them in the 
establishment of integrity norms and procedures that promote consistent high 
standards and accountability. Strive for transparency in what you do and the processes 
used to make decisions. 

 
2. Communicate. Use all forms of communication to inform your team that they must not 

compromise their or the organization's integrity to meet goals. Discuss difficult issues 
that could cause lapses in integrity in your meetings on a regular basis. 

 
3. Discipline consistently. Employees must see that leadership holds senior executives, 

middle managers, and front-line employees to the same high standards. Reprimand 
anyone who violates established standards. 

 
4. Reward frequently. Applaud those who successfully meet difficult challenges or crises 

with integrity. Discuss integrity issues during performance reviews. Use bonuses and 
pay raises to reinforce the importance of integrity. 

 
5. Establish systems. Make it easy for employees to anonymously report financial, legal, 

and ethical concerns. In addition, conduct an annual employee survey that asks 
questions such as: 
 



 

 

� Is integrity compromised by business pressures? 
� Are company leaders' verbal commitments to integrity reflected in their actions? 
� Do leaders discuss ethical issues at regular division/department meetings? 

 
6. Minimize change. Employees suffer from change fatigue when leaders flood them with 

new policies, initiatives, or management fads. Although waves of change are necessary 
in  a competitive and global marketplace, ensure that your changes are strategic. 
Remember, strategy is as much about saying no as it is about saying yes. If everything is 
important, nothing is strategic. 

 
Finally, it is important to understand that integrity requires authenticity. It's no use faking 
transparency -- leaders who try to "fake it 'til they make it" seldom make it over the long 
haul. Scientists at the University of North Carolina, Harvard, and Duke conducted a 
fascinating series of studies demonstrating that people who try to fool themselves often lie 
to others.12 
 
These researchers recruited 85 women to participate in four experiments involving 
counterfeit consumer products. In one experiment, all subjects were given expensive Chloé 
sunglasses. However, half of the women thought they were wearing fakes. When the 
women then performed tasks that provided opportunities for lying and cheating, the 
women who thought they were wearing fakes (even though they were authentic) cheated 
70% of the time. By comparison, the group that knew it was wearing authentic sunglasses 
cheated "only" 30% of the time. 
 
In the other experiments, researchers discovered that the effects of deceiving oneself 
extend beyond the self. It turns out that the more we try to fool others, the more we also 
believe others are trying to fool us, even when they are not. Those who commit a fraud 
assume everyone else is engaged in the same kinds of deceptions. 
 
Maintain your integrity by being authentic in all you think, say, and do (and even in what 
you wear). 
 

16.4.3 The equity in your process 

 
Consider two companies experiencing layoffs. Tyrell Corp. provides a safety net for laid-off 
workers that includes a generous severance package, extensive outplacement counseling, 
and continuing health insurance for a year. Yet senior management never fully explains the 
rationale behind the layoffs or the process used to eliminate jobs. Nine months later, Tyrell 
is mired in numerous wrongful termination lawsuits and another round of layoffs due to 
low productivity. 
 
Cyberdyne Systems Corp. does not spend nearly as much money providing a safety net for 
its laid-off workers. However, senior management explains the strategic reasons for the 



 

 

layoffs on many occasions prior to implementation. Managers at all levels make themselves 
available to answer questions and share their concern for all those affected by the layoffs. 
Management also works closely with HR throughout the process. Nine months later, none 
of the laid-off employees at Cyberdyne has filed a wrongful termination suit and 
performance is better than it was before the layoffs. 
 
What made the difference between these two companies? Although Cyberdyne did not 
spend as much money on the severance package as Tyrell, Cyberdyne invested heavily in 
process equity. 
 
Equity, the third value required to serve ethically, is "the quality of being fair or impartial." 
Cyberdyne employees felt the company had treated them fairly -- that there was equity in 
the layoff process. Professor Joel Brockner points out that when leaders practice process 

equity, often called "process fairness," employees support new strategies, promote 
innovation, and boost the bottom line.13 When companies fail to practice process fairness, 
they pay the high cost of low ethics. 
 
Professor Brockner cites a study of nearly 1,000 people that found only 1% of laid-off 
employees who felt that they were treated with a high degree of process fairness filed a 
wrongful termination lawsuit. In contrast, 17% of those who believed they were treated 
with a low degree of process fairness sued. The researchers calculated the cost savings of 
practicing process fairness is about $13,000 per employee. 
 
In addition to keeping companies out of legal hot water, paying attention to process equity 
in decision-making cuts down on employee theft and medical malpractice suits. 
 
People don't retaliate because they don't get what they want. They lash out because they 
don't receive adequate explanations about the process that led to those undesired 
outcomes. To increase equity in your team, it is important to address the three components 
of fairness: 
 
1. Input fairness: How much input do employees feel they have in decision-making? Do 

their opinions count? 
2. Decision fairness: Are decisions based on accurate and unbiased information? Is 

adequate notice given? Is the process transparent? Are decisions consistent with 
espoused values and previous decisions? 

3. Implementation fairness: Does management explain why it made a decision? Does it 
treat employees respectfully by listening empathetically as leaders execute the 
decision? 

 
There are actions you can take to address all three components of process fairness 
whenever you implement a major decision: 
 



 

 

� Engage employees early in the process. Select a group of well-respected 
managers and ask them to interview a large number of employees from different 
parts of the company to learn about the pluses, minuses, and consequences of 
implementing the major decision. Increasing engagement increases commitment. 

 
� Show the data. Show the employees the data used to make a decision. The more 

transparent the process, the more buy-in to the outcome of that process. 
 

� Explain the why behind the what. Let employees know why the organization 
made the decision and what other alternatives leaders considered. Employees may 
comply when they know the what, but they'll commit when they know the why. 

 
� Practice two-way communication. I once consulted with a $20 billion company 

whose CEO stated, "Anything worth communicating is worth over-communicating." 
Unfortunately, he confused communicating with broadcasting. He had no 
mechanism to detect responses to the signals he sent. His major change initiative 
failed miserably and he was fired. Feedback keeps you on track because it allows for 
early and frequent course correction. Effective executives find multiple channels to 
listen to the employees' perception of fairness during any change. 

 
� Warn and educate leaders. Executives who deliver difficult news must be warned 

about the negative emotions employees will feel and educated as to how to manage 
these emotions productively. Educating leaders at all levels about process equity is 
critical -- both for the leaders and their employees. 

 

Process equity is how employees view the fairness of an organization's decisions. In 
addition to looking at the overall organization, employees also peer over their cubicles to 
judge the ethics of equity related to others -- what I call person equity. 
 
Equity theory as it relates to individuals was originally presented as a theory of motivation 
by behavioral psychologist John Stacy Adams in the early 1960s.14 His theory explains how 
employees compare what they get (outcomes) to what they give (inputs) in relation to their 
colleagues. It's illustrated by the following equation: 
 

my outcomes      = your outcomes 
my inputs  your inputs 

 
The theory states that I am motivated, often subconsciously, to resolve any discrepancy 
when I compare my ratio of outcomes (salary, perks, recognition, job security, promotions, 
responsibilities, etc.) to input (effort, time, loyalty, personal sacrifice, etc.) to your ratio. 
 
For example, assume my outcome is 100 (an arbitrary number representing what I get out 
of my job) and my input is 120 (an arbitrary number representing what I put into my job). 



 

 

Furthermore, I perceive your outcome and input to be 100 and 80, respectively. Thus, my 
perception of the ratios would be as follows: 
 

100    = 100 
120  80 

 
The first observation I make is that I perceive that we both receive equivalent outcomes -- 
we both get approximately the same salary, perks, recognition, etc. However, my 120 input 
compared to your 80 -- a discrepancy of about 40% in the ratio -- tells me that I believe I 
am putting more effort, time, and personal sacrifice into the job than you are. 
 
Equity theory and common sense tell us that I am motivated to resolve this discrepancy 
(i.e., make the ratios equal) by executing one or more of the following tactics: 
 
� Ask for a raise, flexible hours, better responsibilities, or recognition to increase my 

outcomes. 
� Ask you to work harder and to put in more time (to "do your fair share") to increase 

your input from 80 to 120. 
� Decide to work less myself to decrease my input from 120 to 80. 
� Decide to leave. 
 
Here are a few practical tips to put this theory to work for you and your team: 
 

�  Employees tend to think in terms of total input and outcomes. This means you 
need to find out what is most important in each of these categories for each of your 
team members. For example, I'm coaching a mid-level manager who just agreed to 
receive lower pay in exchange for more flexible work hours. 

 
� The value employees place on different inputs and outcomes is quite varied. 

This is another reason for obtaining frequent feedback from your employees 
regarding their perceptions on inputs and outcomes. Cultures in different countries 
also value equity differently. For example, researchers have found that, in general, 
Eastern European countries value "ascribed status" more than achieved status. 
Thus, employees in Eastern European countries accept nepotism and paternalism 
more than in the West.15 

 
� Executive compensation deserves a close look. CEO pay in the United States was 

42 times that of the average employee in 1980. It has since risen to approximately 
364 times the pay of the average worker. Workers at all levels think of the equity 
ratio, usually subconsciously, when they see these numbers and shake their heads in 
disbelief. 

 
� Individuals who feel they receive more outcomes than they deserve seldom 

seek to decrease their pay or perks. More often, they inflate their perception of 



 

 

their inputs. This is why you may see highly paid executives defend their pay by 
comparing what they do to top athletes or popular musicians. 

 
� The comparisons employees make are not just between themselves and their 

co-workers. They also compare themselves to external influences, such as 
employees in other companies and industries. Knowing what your competitors and 
complementary industries pay is important for this reason. 

 
Remember that equity comes in two flavors: 
 
� Process equity is the manner in which employees evaluate how fairly the organization 

implements major decisions and initiatives. 
� Personal equity is how individuals compare their ratio of outcomes/inputs to someone 

else's ratio. 
 
Ethical leaders keep both in mind to guide their fair treatment of their team members. 
 

16.4.4 Humility -- wimp, whiner, or winner? 

 

Humility, a sense of reverence before the sons of heaven -- 
of all the prizes that a mortal man might win, 

these, I say, are wisest; these are best. 
Euripides 

 
George Harding, a renowned patent attorney had been hired by the John Manny Company 
of Rockford, Illinois, to defend its reaping machine against a charge of patent infringement. 
Harding thought it best to hire a local lawyer who understood the Chicago judge who would 
try the case. He picked a young, ambitious lawyer named Abraham Lincoln. 
 
It was a poor choice. 
 
Lincoln was delighted to accept the work in the summer of 1855, six months after losing 
the race for U.S. Senator from Illinois. He was paid a retainer and promised a substantial fee 
when he finished the work. He was also excited to have the opportunity to practice law 
with well-trained, highly educated East Coast lawyers. 
 
Within weeks of hiring Lincoln, Harding received word that the case had been transferred 
from Chicago to Cincinnati. This allowed Harding to team up with the lawyer he had 
wanted all along -- Edwin Stanton. Unfortunately, Harding did not tell Lincoln about hiring 
Stanton. So, Lincoln devoted himself to developing his case throughout the summer. 



 

 

 
Lincoln arrived in Cincinnati in late September, with his lengthy brief in his lanky hands. 
When he met Harding and Stanton as they left the court, Stanton pulled Harding aside and 
whispered, "Why did you bring that long-armed ape here? He does not know anything and 
can do no good." Stanton and Harding turned away and walked on down the court hall. 
 
During the next several days, Stanton made it perfectly clear that Lincoln was to remove 
himself from the case, which Lincoln did. Nevertheless, he remained in Cincinnati for a 
week to hear the case. Although Lincoln stayed and ate at the same hotel as Stanton and 
Harding, they never asked him to join them for a single meal or to accompany them to or 
from court. 
 
As he prepared to leave Cincinnati, despite suffering what anyone would consider a 
supreme insult at the hands of Harding and Stanton, Lincoln told one of John Manny's 
partners that he was so impressed by the two lawyers' sophisticated arguments and 
thorough preparation that he was going back to Illinois to "study law." 
 
Besides re-dedicating himself to studying law, Lincoln had another response to Stanton's 
insults. Six years after the trial, and the first time Lincoln had seen Stanton since the trial, 
President Lincoln offered Edwin Stanton a cabinet position as his Secretary of War. 
 

How would you have responded to such mistreatment? 
 
Lincoln's humility helped him achieve extraordinary results. Author Doris Kearns Goodwin 
asserts that every member of Lincoln's administration was better known, better educated, 
and more experienced than he was. In addition, Lincoln placed all three of his rivals for the 
1860 presidential Republican nomination in his cabinet.16 
 
Are you humble enough to surround yourself with superior people? 
 
Humility is a "modest opinion or estimate of one's own importance or rank." It helps 
leaders direct their ego away from over-focusing on the "me" and toward the greater cause 
of the "we." Humble leaders, like Abraham Lincoln, are able to subjugate their ego for the 
good of the team.  
 
In his groundbreaking book Good to Great, author Jim Collins revealed that only 11 CEOs of 
the 1,435 companies studied possessed what he called "Level 5 leadership." A Level 5 
leader is one who "builds enduring greatness through a paradoxical blend of personal 
humility and professional will."17  
 
Level 5 leaders demonstrate personal humility through: 
 
� Compelling modesty: They shun public adulation and seldom boast. 
� Quiet, calm determination: They rely on inspired standards, not charisma, to motivate. 



 

 

� Channeling ambition: They prioritize the company's success, not their own. 
� Spending more time looking out the window than in the mirror: They properly 

apportion credit for the success of the company to the leaders, managers, and front-line 
employees who are responsible for it. They do not allow deflated self-esteem or an 
inflated ego to shut down their openness to feedback. 

 
How can you apply Collins's research to consistently demonstrate humility? 
 
The opposite of humility is arrogance. During the Great Recession, while millions of 
Americans suffered on Main Street, many leaders on Wall Street didn't seem to understand 
the importance of humility. The former CEO of Merrill Lynch, John Thain, resigned after 
media reports that he spent $1 million to decorate his office and paid billions of dollars in 
executive bonuses just days before Bank of America bought his shattered firm on the 
orders of the Federal Reserve.18 
 
Contrary to Thain's example, many leaders act with great humility. John Edwardson, CEO of 
CDW, an $8 billion company that sells to IBM, HP, and other computer manufacturers, 
demonstrates his humility by not taking himself seriously. He makes regular bets about the 
company reaching certain goals and, if he's wrong, he has been known to shave his head 
and grow mutton-chop sideburns.19 Edwardson's humility also translates into visibility and 
availability. His office has a large picture window through which employees can watch him 
work. 
 
Former UPS CEO Mike Eskew captured the spirit of humility when he often reminded 
everyone that he was only one of 360,000 people who worked at UPS. Similarly, the chief 
executive of W. L. Gore & Associates, Terri Kelly, lives her multibillion-dollar company's "no 
titles" policy by describing herself as an associate when asked what she does. 
 
Humility is the ability to keep your accomplishments in perspective. It is, as Pastor Rick 
Warren says, "not thinking less of yourself; it is thinking of yourself less." 
 
As you travel your path of extraordinary leadership and develop the four fundamental 
values of serving ethically, you will be humbled by the number of ethical dilemmas you'll 
face. I encourage you to use the XLM as a practical tool that integrates the diverse 
philosophical approaches of the four leadership styles into an ethical decision-making 
process, as seen in Figure 16.1. Think of it as a moral compass to guide your journey. 
Asking these questions when you face an ethical dilemma will not tell you what to do. The 
answers, though, can help you frame the conversation, illuminate your options, and 
consider the consequences. 
 

Figure 16.1 
An Ethical Decision-making Process 



 

 

 

 
 
We have learned that the empowering executive is one who engages others, motivates the 
team, communicates trust and empathy, and serves ethically. As you reflect on this 
description, what will you do to increase your skills in these areas? Table 16.1 lists 17 
actions that executives have taken to expand their empowering leadership. 
 
Which of these recommendations could help you? 
 

Table 16.1 
17 Actions That Expand Your Empowering Skills 

 
1. Encourage employee career development with specific goals and plans. 
2. Ensure that team members have the tools to do their best every day. 
3. Demonstrate that you care about what others care about. 
4. Ask employees how you can help them make progress on their tasks, projects, and 

priorities. 
5. Avoid blocking your employees' progress by changing goals, being indecisive, or 

withholding resources. 
6. Involve employees in decision-making whenever possible and avoid micromanaging. 
7. Foster two-way communication with employees about organizational issues. 
8. Recognize the contribution each team member makes at least once per week. 
9. Hold all employees accountable for the quality of their work. 
10. Delegate tasks and conduct after-action reviews to help others grow. 
11. Make time to coach your high-potential employees. 
12. Celebrate success after completing major projects. 



 

 

13. Encourage team learning as part of the culture. 
14. Be compassionate and learning-oriented when mistakes occur. 
15. Walk the talk by preaching only those things you already practice. 
16. Ask more questions and listen patiently to diverse perspectives. 
17. Become more of who you really are. 
 

*** 
The nuclear tragedy following Japan's earthquake and tsunami demonstrated in the most 
powerful terms possible that dedication to learning and employing the competencies of an 
empowering leader is essential. 
 
However, this servant-style of leadership is not the only kind of leadership required to 
address the multiple paradoxes of 21st century executive. The next section of this book 
describes how to apply the four commanding competencies in a manner that complements 
your empowering style. 



SECTION V 

 

How Commanding Executives Take Charge 
 
Case studies about the mortgage-driven collapse of the global banking industry in 2008 will 
be researched and written for decades to come. The bankruptcy of iconic global brands, the 
widespread consumer pain, the massive government intervention, and the failure of public 
institutions to punish the irrational financial exuberance are too big a collection of targets 
to pass up. 
 
One example has already been studied in detail by government regulators, politicians, and 
news reporters: Washington Mutual, better known as WaMu. It grew from a modest, stable 
regional institution to the country's largest savings and loan on the basis of mortgages of 
such questionable value that when the bank failed, it was the largest bank failure in 
American history. WaMu's investors lost every penny they'd sunk into it when it was sold 
to JPMorgan Chase, shortly after WaMu was forcibly taken over by the federal government. 
 
The person widely considered responsible for WaMu's explosive rise and collapse is Kerry 
Killinger. His performance as WaMu CEO offers a cautionary tale about the problems 
associated with taking one leadership competency to its most extreme without accessing 
opposing and complementary competencies. This section describes the four core 
commanding competencies: 
 
1. Execute with passion and courage. 
2. Embrace ambiguity and paradox. 
3. Regulate the emotions. 
4. Choose responsibly. 
 
Killinger was certainly passionate and courageous. He believed so passionately in the 
power of unconventional loans to earn a return for the bank's shareholders that his 
mortgage brokers aggressively marketed such loans -- so aggressively, in fact, that a 2003 
audit found fewer than 25% of WaMu's loans were secured adequately.1 
 
Unfortunately, Killinger did not excel in the other three commanding competencies. His 
inability to manage the risk and profit paradox was instrumental in the WaMu collapse. His 
ability to regulate his emotions was so limited that his bank's "long-running marketing 
campaign -- 'The Power of Yes' -- came to define the bank's culture and establish it in the 
minds of consumers as the lender that never said no."2 
 



 

 

And as for not choosing responsibly, it is perhaps best demonstrated by the fact that 
Killinger boosted his own compensation to more than $100 million, even while, according 
to the Washington Post's Steven Pearlstein: 
 

[T]ime and again, subordinates warned Killinger about ridiculously risky lending 
practices, poor mid-level management, inadequate information systems and risk-
management controls -- even widespread fraud. And time and again, Killinger failed 
to take interest in these problems or insist that they be fixed. His way of dealing 
with them was to refuse to acknowledge them for as long as possible and then 
declare that they had been dealt with, eventually cutting himself off from anyone 
who insisted on bringing them up.3 

 
Of course, our goal in this section is to help you avoid Killinger's fate by developing and 
applying the four competencies of the commanding style, while keeping an eye on the 
opposing and complementary empowering style.   
 
 



 
Chapter 17 

Git-R-Dun 
 

Come to the edge, He said. 
They said: We are afraid. 

Come to the edge, He said. 
They came. He pushed them, 

And they flew ... 
Guillaume Apollinaire 
Greg was organized, likable, and communicated well. He earned a promotion to director of 
finance after three good years as a mid-level manager. When I interviewed his direct 
reports, they indicated that they always knew what to do because Greg excelled at 
clarifying objectives and expectations. Team meetings ran like a Swiss watch. He included 
his managers in decision-making and delegated well. He also fostered an environment of 
creativity and openness to change. 
 
As the economy worsened, strategic priorities changed and the CEO required more 
productivity from the finance department. Greg's weaknesses began to show. Three of his 
middle managers failed to improve productivity. They also missed project deadlines, 
became less responsive to their colleagues' needs, and failed to engage their own team 
members in dealing with the difficult times. Complaints about poor leadership from Greg's 
front-line supervisors escalated. Employee turnover skyrocketed as morale plummeted. 
 
Greg eventually counseled his three managers individually, but they didn't improve 
because he didn't hold them accountable for implementing any improvement plans. Greg's 
colleagues became increasingly agitated about his inability to generate the new analysis 
and reports required to deal with the tough times. He was also slow to address his peers' 
concerns and the contagious, emotional conflict within his own team. 
 
Six months later, Greg was fired (deselected is the fashionable term these days). 
 
What do you think his major problem was? 
 
If you guessed that he lacked a few of the four critical competencies of a commanding 
executive, you get a gold star. 
 
Unlike Greg, executives highly skilled in this leadership style work extremely hard to fulfill 
commitments, especially under pressure. They drive for results by pushing themselves and 
others to accomplish tasks on time and take calculated risks. Their straightforward and 
candid approach feels like a spring morning after a cleansing rain the night before. These 
are the keys to executing with passion and courage -- the first competency of the 
commanding leadership style.  



 

 

 
 

Getting things done through others is a fundamental leadership skill. 
Indeed, if you can't do it, you're not leading. 

Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan1 
 

17.1 Execute with passion and courage 

 
Greg's major problem was that he failed to execute. The word execute means "to perform; 
to carry out; to put into practice." This leadership competency is concerned with being 
conscientious about getting the job done, accomplishing goals every day -- and every week, 
month, and year -- through others. Greg was unable to focus his team's work on the CEO's 
new strategic priorities. 
 
How well do you execute your boss's priorities? 
 
To execute strategic priorities means different things to executives at different levels of the 
organization. If you are a senior executive, it means implementing your strategic plan. (We 
will discuss that topic later in this chapter.) On the other hand, if you are a mid-level 
executive, execution means focusing your team's efforts on those activities your boss says 
are most important to the organization (which, of course, should relate directly to the 
organization's strategic priorities). If your boss fails to specify his priorities, it's your job to 
discover them by asking questions such as: 
 
� What is most important to you regarding my team's performance?  
� What metrics will you use to evaluate me/us during my performance review? 
� How does your boss measure your success? 
� What must my team accomplish to help you achieve your goals? 
 
Only after answering these questions do you have the necessary information to become a 
laser beam whose energy and time are focused on strategic priorities. 

17.2 Get more done with less? 

The essence of daily execution is self-management -- how we choose to use our time. Notice 
that I didn't say time management. We cannot manage time -- we can manage only 
ourselves. If we want to execute well, we must manage ourselves well. 
 
The following sub-section details six simple yet powerful steps to daily execution. This six-
step process is a summary of the best self-management tips gleaned from decades of 
absorbing time-management books, seminars, and programs, as well as listening to 
practical tips from thousands of leaders who have shared their ideas during my classes.  
 



 

 

I'm confident the process will work for you and your team, because when I analyzed a 
decade of feedback from participants who told me which ideas from our classes helped 
them the most in the workplace, these six self-management tools were at the top: 
 
1. Look at your GPS once a week. 
2. Write one SMART goal for the week. 
3. Prioritize your to-do list every morning. 
4. Block out time to work on your B priorities every day. 
5. Manage your energy -- not just your time -- every day. 
6. Adapt -- don't adopt -- these steps to your system. 
 

17.2.1 Look at your GPS once a week (every Monday morning -- two minutes) 
 
A GPS gives direction by providing an overall picture of the journey. Every Monday 
morning -- and only on Monday morning -- invest two minutes reviewing a document that 
provides the overall direction of your department, division, or unit. This document could be 
the executive summary of your department's strategic plan, business plan, or operations 
plan. 
 
If you are not able to obtain this type of document, then review your boss's priorities. It's 
critical to remind yourself what is strategic at the start of the week because it's too easy to 
get caught up in the urgency of the day and lose focus on what is most important. For 
example, if your leader has told you that retention is her priority this year, reminding 
yourself of this fact every Monday morning will help you focus some of your energy in that 
direction throughout the week. In practical terms, this may mean investing the time to 
coach one of your top performers or preparing fully for a performance review. 
 

It's easier to say no 
when you have a compelling yes. 

 

17.2.2 Write one SMART goal for the week (every Monday morning -- two 
minutes) 
 
Every Monday morning -- and only on Monday morning after reviewing your GPS -- write 
one SMART goal that you will accomplish this week. A SMART goal is one that is: 
 
� Specific 
� Measurable 
� Attainable 
� Responsible 
� Timed 
 



 

 

Of course, you will accomplish a lot more than just this one goal during the week. However, 
writing a SMART goal after you've just reviewed your GPS will encourage you to make 
progress on an important goal during the week. This simple technique minimizes the 
tendency to get caught up in the crisis of the day without making progress on what is 
important. 
 
If we continue with our example of focusing on retention as an important goal, examples of 
your SMART goal for the week might be: 
 
� I will ask a star performer to facilitate this week's staff meeting and conduct an after-

action review with her. 
� I will complete the performance review of Lee Jones by this Friday. 
 

17.2.3 Prioritize your to-do list every morning 
 
When you walk into your office Tuesday through Friday, the first task (but third on 
Mondays) is to prioritize the day's to-do list. I recommend using the ABCD designation: 
 
A = Important and urgent (a critical report your boss needs today) 
B = Important but not urgent (a critical report your boss needs by the end of next week) 
C = Urgent but not important (a colleague's urgent voicemail begging you to attend a last-
minute meeting ... of the annual picnic committee) 
D = Not urgent and not important (a colleague's voicemail inviting you to attend next 
month's meeting ... of the picnic committee, if you have time) 
 
To decide whether a task is important, answer this question: Does it lead you down the 
path displayed by your GPS? In other words, is the task related to your boss's or your unit's 
strategic priorities? 
 
To decide whether a task is urgent, consider this question: Is it highly time-sensitive? A 
task is urgent if it is pressing from a time perspective. 
 
Labeling a to-do list this way forces you to recognize every day that there are critical 
distinctions among your tasks. Consider the difference between As and Cs. Do you ever 
confuse the important with the urgent? 
 
For example, a mid-level IT manager at the Federal Reserve Bank announced in class that 
all of his internal customers were important. I asked him if he had any Chicken Little 
internal customers, who are always running around saying that the sky is falling if his IT 
support people didn't call back immediately. He answered yes. 
 
I then asked him if these Chicken Little requests should be treated the same as the needs of 
internal customers working on his boss's critical project. He shook his head no. In fact, the 



 

 

entire class agreed that some of their internal customers were more important than others. 
If every demand is important, none is strategic. 
 
The failure to distinguish between As and Cs also rears its ugly head when we arrive at 
work early, find ourselves staring at a long to-do list or full e-mail in-box, and then decide 
to tackle a number of urgent items just to get them off the list or clear out our in-box. A 
half-hour later, we've crossed six items off our list, but haven't done anything important. 
We have confused activity with accomplishment. 
 
Effective executives who execute with passion and courage are not seduced by checking 
things off a long to-do list. In fact, they seldom look at a long list. 
 
Effective executives stay focused on important tasks by creating a daily to-do list from their 
long to-do list. They then label each task on their daily to-do list A, B, C, or D. They seldom 
look at that long list. Mack, a mid-level executive who learned this approach in class, told 
me later that labeling his daily to-do list has significantly increased his effectiveness and 
dramatically decreased his stress. 
 

Time is not money; 
results are money. 

 

17.2.4 Block out time to work on one B priority every day (Monday through 
Friday -- one minute) 
 
I met with a CEO a few weeks ago who reported that an action we agreed he should take 
was on his "to do" list. I told him I'd be happier when I saw it on is calendar.  
 
Once you know your ABCs, you must find at least one hour/day of uninterrupted time to 
focus on a B priority. Block out this time on your calendar. It is critical to work on your Bs 
before they become As -- otherwise, they become emergencies (another name for As). 
 
It is much more expensive in terms of time, money, and stress -- not to mention quality -- to 
work in emergency mode. That's one of the main reasons you need to block out time every 
day to make progress on your B priorities. 
 
It is often difficult to find time to work on Bs, as opposed to As and Cs, because the urgent 
nature of As and Cs cause them to act upon us. Conversely, we need to "be proactive," as 
Stephen Covey says, if we want to make progress on Bs. Covey places B tasks -- those tasks 
that are important but not urgent -- in Quadrant II, which he calls the Leadership Quadrant. 
 
If you need to convince yourself of the importance of uninterrupted time, think about this: 
Have you ever lost track of time as you were working on an important project? You've done 



 

 

that, right? Of course -- we all have. You had the mental momentum of a snowball rolling 
downhill. 
 
Now contrast that with a time you were trying to make progress on an important task but 
were constantly interrupted by instant messages, e-mails, phone calls, or co-workers 
stopping by to chat. Every time an interruption ended, you asked the exact same question 
as you restarted the task: 
 
Where was I? 
 
You then had to backtrack, review what you had previously accomplished, and try to get 
back in the flow again. Intuitively, you already understand that it takes more effort to get 
going than keep going. 
 
How much does each interruption actually costs? Researchers at Microsoft were surprised 
to discover that it took 15 minutes for employees interrupted by an e-mail to return to the 
suspended task because of the tendency to wander off and browse the Internet or reply to 
other messages. Professional workers spend 28% of their time handling these 
interruptions, at a staggering cost of $650 billion per year in the American economy alone.2 
 

Effective executives do first things first 
and they do one thing at a time. 

Peter Drucker3 
 
Speaking of interruptions, remember the HP researchers (in Chapter 8) who found that the 
IQ scores of multitaskers dropped 10 points?  
 
In fact, neuroscientists tell us that there really is no such thing as multitasking. When you 
attempt to multitask, what you are doing, actually, is moving from one task to another 
rapidly, says Rene Marois, a neuroscientist and director of the Human Information 
Processing Laboratory at Vanderbilt University.4 You are not doing multiple things at the 
same time; you are doing multiple things in rapid succession. 
 
And you are usually doing them poorly. 
 
Of course, not all tasks have the same degree of complexity. You can talk on the phone with 
friends while cleaning dishes or folding laundry without either task suffering. However, if 
you try to watch television and listen to your spouse at the same time, you probably have 
discovered that you do neither well. 
 
This illusion of multitasking applies not only to daily activities, but also to the number of 
projects or major priorities employees can handle. In a study of executive recruiters, 
researchers at MIT, New York University, and Boston University concluded that the 
optimum workload was four to six projects that lasted between two and five months each. 



 

 

 

17.2.5 Manage your energy -- not just your time -- every day 
 
The problem with most time-management advice is that it only helps you maintain your 
schedule. It seldom helps you maximize your energy. It's like planning a trip using your GPS 
without paying attention to how much gas you need to get where you're going. 
 
Imagine an athlete who routinely shows up for games tired, hungry, or thirsty, and then 
proceeds to play the entire game without any time-outs. What kind of performance would 
you expect? How well would that athlete perform under pressure? What might be the 
impact of this dysfunctional behavior on the athlete's career and team? 
 
If you and your team fail to maintain your energy throughout the day, you are running the 
race without the energy reserves needed to hurdle those daily obstacles. Over time, you 
will experience a drop in productivity, morale, and employee retention.5 
 
If you want to execute with passion and courage, you need to manage your schedule and 
yourself by maintaining your energy. This requires that you replenish your mind and body 
throughout the day. Listed below are several practical tips to help you "mind your mind" 
and "nourish your body" so that you have the energy to meet the challenges of your day. 
 

Finally, brothers, whatever things are true, 
whatever things are honest, 

whatever things are just, 
whatever things are pure, 

whatever things are lovely, 
whatever things are of good report; 

if there be any virtue, 
and if there be any praise, 

think on these things. 
Philippians 4:8 

 
1. Mind your mind: Have you ever seen a star athlete conduct himself poorly off the 
playing field and then apologize to his teammates for being a distraction? Why? Because 
athletes understand their negative behavior may cause their teammates to take their eye 
off the ball -- to lose focus. Athletes know how important concentration and mindfulness is 
to execution. They realize that there is a strong mind-body connection. (Reflect on a recent 
dream or nightmare you had to convince yourself of the impact your mind has on your 
physiology.) 
 
The editors of Investor's Business Daily (IBD) have spent years analyzing leaders in all walks 
of life. They report that the number-one trait responsible for turning dreams into reality is 



 

 

how leaders think. Be positive, think success, and avoid negative environments is how IBD 
describes minding the mind.6 
 
In his study of 500 industrial leaders such as Henry Ford, Thomas Edison, and Harvey 
Firestone, Napoleon Hill discovered that a positive mental attitude was critical to success.7 
Executives who execute with passion and courage seldom focus on what they do not want. 
Like athletes, they maintain their energy by placing their attention on their intention. They 
engage in a number of daily, mindful behaviors that keep them focused on what they do 
want. 
 

Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, 
but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. 

Romans 12:2 
 
Here are some tactics that will help you keep your mind focused and renewed. Pick a few 
that will work for you. 
 
� Review your values and big-picture goals daily. Your values and goals set your 

rudder for the day. Keep the big picture in mind to take the sting out of those little 
pinpricks we all experience every day. 

� Make positive connections. The people who surround you influence how you think. 
Spend time with those who tell you the truth and lift you up. They are the ones who 
leave you thinking, I like me when I'm around them. Select your friends and social media 
connections carefully. Limit the time you spend with people who are optimistically 
challenged (what some call "negaholics"). 

� Keep learning. Successful leaders are lifelong learners. They take courses, read books, 
subscribe to their customers' magazines, join professional associations, and ask lots of 
questions. Your customers, products, and environment are constantly changing. Spend 
an hour a day soaking up new information to stay current and positive. Father Anthony 
deMello, a Jesuit priest, writes, "The one thing you need most of all is the readiness to 
learn something new."8 Stay motivated by being open to most things, attached to few. 

� Tell stories. At one executive retreat, the CEO kicked off the meeting by reading a two-
minute motivational story. I encourage you to occasionally start your meetings (and 
perhaps dinner at home) by reading a humorous or uplifting story. 

� Be thankful. Several years ago, I woke up in my hotel room in Anchorage, Alaska, 
feeling exhausted and emotionally drained from traveling and teaching all week. I 
decided to go for a short, early morning jog before my last Friday class in an effort to 
recharge my batteries. Within minutes of leaving the hotel, I found myself jogging 
alongside a cemetery. As I passed row upon row of tombstones, I realized that everyone 
buried in that cemetery was dead. I was not. It was, in fact, another fine day on the 
planet. I had much to be thankful for. So do you. Make a list of things you are thankful 
for. Whenever you are feeling negative, count your blessings ... or tombstones in a 
cemetery. 



 

 

� Listen to uplifting audio programs in your car. The average commute in the United 
States is approximately 20 minutes each way, which translates to 10,000 minutes (167 
hours) of commute time every year. Are you spending or investing your commute time? 
Investments go up in value over time. Don't let those grains of time slip through your 
hourglass. Review the high-quality audio programs available at sites such as 
http://www.thegreatcourses.com/ . Invest in yourself during a portion of your 
commute time. 

� Write positive affirmations. Write an affirmation or quote on a 3" x 5" index card. 
Keep it with you and read it throughout the day. 

� Turn off the TV earlier. Read an uplifting book for at least a few minutes before you go 
to sleep. You want to have something other than the nightly news dancing around your 
brain all night. 

� Meditate daily. At a recent coaching session, I told an executive named Mitch that his 
team and colleagues were unhappy with his inconsistent emotional intelligence. He 
needed to even out his highs and lows. Those around him, I said, were always trying to 
find the best time to approach him. "Is he in a good mood or bad mood?" was the silent 
question that echoed in halls surrounding his office. My feedback was not well received 
-- but not for the reason you might think. On that day, I had back-to-back-to-back 
meetings and didn't take time to meditate or catch my breath before meeting Mitch. 
Because I was not grounded when I delivered the difficult news to him, I presented the 
message in a way he couldn't hear it. This is a major sin for an executive coach. I am 
convinced I could have avoided this poor feedback incident had I engaged in my normal 
practice of meditating at least 20 minutes a day, which I've done for the last 35 years. 
 
Before you object and say you don't have time to meditate daily, meditate on this: Bill 
George, former CEO of Medtronic, and Bob Shapiro, former CEO of Monsanto, meditated 
regularly throughout their very successful careers. They knew that taking a short break 
every day allowed them to recharge their batteries and increase their effectiveness and 
efficiency. They managed their energy, not just their time. Table 17.1 is a summary of 
the numerous benefits of meditation, according to researchers at the University of 
Redlands.9 
 

Table 17.1 
Why Meditate? 

 
Meditation enhances brain functioning: 
 
� Increases activity in left pre-frontal cortex (seat of positive emotions, happiness) 
� Decreases activity in right pre-frontal cortex (seat of negative emotions, anxiety) 
� Produces high amplitude gamma wave synchrony (expanded awareness, alertness, 

insight) 
� Improves learning and intellectual capacities 
 
Meditation enhances psychological functioning: 



 

 

 
� Increases production of endorphins 
� Decreases stress hormones (cortisol, adrenalin) 
� Eases post-trauma symptoms among military veterans 
� Reduces aggression, hostility, and recidivism among prisoners 
� Alleviates depression 
� Helps in treatment of eating disorders 
� Helps in obsessive-compulsive disorders 
� Contributes to overall sense of happiness (e.g., gratitude meditations and journaling) 
 
Meditation enhances physical health: 
 
� Helps in dealing with chronic pain 
� Helps in weight loss and fitness 
� Helps in alleviating heart problems 
 
Meditation enhances work performance: 
 
� Less absenteeism 
� Greater cooperation and collaboration 
� More focused attention on tasks with increased effectiveness 
� Increased job satisfaction 
 

My life has been filled with terrible misfortune, 
most of which never happened. 

Michel de Montaigne 
 
2. Nourish your body: Trying to execute without maintaining a healthy body is like a truck 
driver pulling his rig with a dilapidated cab that won't shift out of the lower gears. If your 
mind is willing, but your body is weak, you'll find yourself falling short of your destination. 
Legendary football coach Vince Lombardi was right when he declared that fatigue makes 
cowards of us all. Here are several ideas to keep your motor running throughout the day: 
 
� Exercise regularly. A little daily exercise will do wonders for your attitude and weight. 

You don't have to become an Olympian. Top performers stay fit by doing something 
aerobic regularly, even if it's a quick power walk. One mile burns about 125 calories, 
whether you walk it in 20 minutes or run it in ten. There are 3,500 calories in one 
pound. Thus, if you walk one mile a day (at lunch) for 28 days, you lose one pound. A 
mile a day melts the pounds away and keeps you refreshed throughout the day. 

� Sleep well. What happens to you if you only get five hours of sleep? Patti Milligan, 
director of nutrition at Tignum, summarized a sleep study that measured the effects of 
five hours of sleep per night for seven days on blood-glucose metabolism in healthy 
men.10 Results showed that during the one-week study, metabolic changes occurred 
consistent with increased insulin resistance. Insulin resistance is associated with 



 

 

increased risk of diabetes, cognitive decline, joint deterioration, and other degenerative 
diseases. Milligan also pointed out that there's evidence that among those who suffer 
from impaired glucose metabolism, lifespan is reduced by eight to ten years. What 
happens if you only deprive yourself of sleep once in a while? Milligan cites studies 
demonstrating that healthy individuals deprived of a single night's sleep have a 30% 
drop in their immune system activity, while the emotional centers of the brain become 
60% more reactive in those who extend their sleep deprivation to 36 hours. 

� Eat right. A few weeks ago, my cycling buddy Jim and I were sweating our way up the 
Santa Monica Mountains in Malibu. As we reached the top of the 6.7-mile (8% grade) 
mountain road, Jim asked if I wanted to bike down the opposite side of the mountain 
and come up another canyon road. He wanted to do what we called a double. I said sure. 
We had done hundreds of doubles together. Unfortunately, on the second half of the 
climb on that second mountain, I bonked -- an abrupt drop in energy. The stress of the 
second mountain depleted me of fuel needed to do the work, and I was unable to 
perform well. As I struggled up the mountain, I realized why this climb was so different 
from the many others Jim and I had undertaken. This was a very rare spontaneous 
double -- I had not planned to bike for three hours in the mountains. Therefore, I didn't 
eat or drink properly in preparation. When I finally reached Jim, who was waiting for 
me at the top, I asked him if he had prepared for a double. "I always prepare for a 
double, Dave." We laughed all the way down the mountain about my lesson -- we 
perform only as well as we eat. 
 

The stress of today's work environment requires that we all prepare for a double every day. 
Make sure you have the fuel in your body to avoid the leader's bonk. Here are a few 
additional tips to help you execute with passion and courage by managing your energy: 

 
� Keep your blood sugar levels steady. It is nearly impossible to execute consistently if 

you experience a drop in your energy during the day. Most of these low energy dips are 
the result of a decrease in blood glucose. To keep your energy up, experts11 recommend 
that you eat: 
� Several small meals instead of three supersized meals 
� Strategic snacks (nuts, seeds, energy bars) instead of junk food 
� Complex carbohydrates (whole grains, fruits, vegetables) instead of simple 

carbohydrates (white flowers, cakes, sweets) 
� Protein foods (fish, eggs, yogurt, beans) in combination with your complex 

carbohydrates 
 

Also, eat slowly and mindfully. It takes 20 minutes for your digestive system to detect 
that you are eating. If you eat too fast, you'll eat too much before realizing you are full. 
 

� Maintain adequate hydration throughout the day. Drink several glasses of water a 
day. Avoid drinking too many beverages that have a diuretic effect, such as alcohol and 
caffeine. The best way to assess whether you are well hydrated is to note the color of 
your urine. If your urine is colorless or slightly yellow, you're adequately hydrated. 



 

 

� Forget about dieting. If you go on a diet, you'll go off it. The first three letters of the 
word "diet" tell you all you need to know. Instead, modify your eating habits and follow 
the recommendations as outlined here. Stay current on the latest health developments 
by reading The UC Berkeley Wellness Newsletter (www.wellnessletter.com) or 
WebMD.com. 

 

17.2.6 Adapt -- don't adopt -- these steps to your system 
 
The director of communications for a large healthcare firm told me that he did not want to 
incorporate a self-management module in the leadership class I was customizing for his 
team. When asked why, he said that the last time-management course his executives 
attended was not received well because the facilitator pushed his company's products 
(personal digital assistants, software, calendars) as the key to implementing the ideas 
presented. 
 
My philosophy, I assured him, was the exact opposite. This last step in my six-step process 
of daily execution is all about combining what he and his team learned from me with what 
they were currently doing.  
 
This last step invites you to adapt these self-management principles to your current 
approach to time management. When you combine old habits (your current practices) with 
new tools (the self-management tactics you want to try from this chapter), implementation 
is much easier.  
 
For example, I have had executives schedule a recurring appointment in Microsoft Outlook 
that reminds them to use a few of these ideas. Another executive told me that he spent the 
first few minutes every morning writing and prioritizing a short to-do list on paper, which 
he keeps in the center of his desk. A third leader e-mailed me that she now starts her team 
meetings with the team's quarterly goals to keep her team focused on A and B priorities. 
 
You cannot manage time -- but you can manage yourself. If you want to execute with more 
passion and courage, I encourage you to adapt this six-step process to do just that. 
 

17.3 Make progress on your priorities  

 
Leaders, at all levels of the organization, march boldly in the direction of their dreams by 
making progress on their priorities. At higher levels of leadership, the creation and 
execution of the organization's strategic plan are the priority. Unfortunately, the failure to 
translate a strategic plan into desired outcomes is an epidemic in most organizations. 
According to a survey of 1,526 global executives by AMA,12 only 3% of respondents said 
their companies are "very successful" at strategic implementation. 
 



 

 

In this same report, the AMA reported that an analysis of 197 global companies by 
researchers at Marakon Associates found that those failing to bridge this strategy-to-
performance gap realized only 63% of their strategy's potential value. 
 
Take the assessment in Table 17.2 to identify your organization's strengths and 
weaknesses in implementing strategy; then, we'll discuss how you can execute your 
strategic plan. 
 

Table 17.2 
The Strategy Implementation Assessment 

 
 
Use this 1 to 5 scale as a guide in answering ten questions.  
 
 Never  To a To a To a  Always 
 or to a  Small Extent Moderate Extent Large Extent or to a 
Very Small Extent    Very Great Extent 
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
To what extent does my organization: 
 
1. Create a focused strategy with SMART goals while minimizing conflicting priorities? 
2. Develop strategic action plans with specific resources and accountabilities clearly 

defined? 
3. Ensure senior leaders are engaged visibly and fully throughout strategic 

implementation? 
4. Empower first-line supervisors and middle managers to do what it takes to execute 

strategy? 
5. Update performance goals for individuals and units to support strategic 

implementation? 
6. Frequently use a variety of two-way communication tools to explain and evaluate 

execution? 
7. Implement an adaptive organizational structure that facilitates cross-functional 

collaboration? 
8. Align performance measures, incentives, and consequences to strategic 

implementation? 
9. Build new workforce competencies to support the strategic implementation 

requirements? 
10. Fill the talent pipeline by assessing, training, and recruiting leaders capable of 

execution? 
 
Add scores to determine your assessment results: 
� 40-50 = High likelihood of successfully implementing strategy 
� 30-39 = Moderate likelihood of successfully implementing strategy 



 

 

� 20-29 = Low likelihood of successfully implementing strategy 
� Scores less than 20 = The strategic plan is gathering dust on the shelf. 
 
How well did you do on this assessment? Buddha taught that the first step of change is to 
wake up -- to increase our awareness of what is. Now that you are aware of the ten keys to 
strategic implementation (that's really what the assessment is), you can do something 
about it.13 Share the Strategic Implementation Assessment with your team members. Invite 
each of them to take the assessment individually and then discuss the implications 
collectively. 
 
During these discussions, identify those statements that received the lowest scores and 
brainstorm tactics to address them. Because the ten statements in the assessment are also 
the keys for successful implementation, you can use the low-scoring statements as a 
springboard for your conversations. For example, if statement number 5 received a low 
score, brainstorm possible approaches to update performance goals to support strategic 
implementation. Lead a discussion about how to make progress on your priorities. 
 

What is to give light 
must endure burning. 

Viktor Frankl 
 

17.4 How to take calculated risks  

The heat is greatest at the tip of a rocket. When executives choose to be out front, they will 
take heat. Enron didn't fail just because of a few greedy executives at the top; it also failed 
because numerous leaders throughout the organization were afraid to speak up. They 
didn't want to feel the heat if they questioned their dysfunctional culture. 
 
Executives who execute with passion and courage, on the other hand, are not afraid to take 
a stand on important issues. They'll take the heat -- but only after calculating risks. 
Consider the sales manager who refuses to sell outdated products, the accountant who 
writes the memo about the "irregularities" she sees on the books, the supervisor who 
challenges his boss with difficult questions, the researcher who publishes a paper 
contradicting her co-worker's findings, or the manager who holds his team members 
accountable for their performance (unlike Greg, the executive in this chapter's opening 
story). 
 
These acts of everyday courage illustrate what it means to execute with passion and 
courage by taking calculated risks. 
 
Professor Kathleen Reardon of the University of Southern California discovered that the 
heart of courage in organizations is risk calculation when she interviewed more than 200 
courageous leaders.14 Risk calculation is different from the courage we see when 



 

 

firefighters rush into burning buildings or a neighbor leaps into a raging river to save a 
drowning child. Reardon showed that extraordinary business leaders execute bold moves 
by assessing and ameliorating risk using a six-step decision-making methodology: 
 
1. Clarify goals 
2. Evaluate goal importance 
3. Build support 
4. Weigh the risks and benefits 
5. Select the right time 
6. Develop contingency plans 
 

17.4.1 Clarify goals 
 
When you're considering a risky situation, answer these questions: 
 
� What do I hope to achieve realistically? 
� What will success in this scenario look like? 
� What is my ideal outcome? 
 
I once coached an executive who was distraught that one of his colleagues, Chris, might be 
fired. He felt the CEO was acting on false information about Chris. When I asked him what 
he hoped to achieve, realistically, he realized he needed a better understanding of Chris's 
performance from other perspectives before talking to the CEO. 
 
In our follow-up conversations, he told me that his colleagues had information about 
Chris's poor performance that he did not have. Furthermore, once he asked questions 
about his own motives, he realized that rescuing others had been a pattern all his life, 
probably due to alcoholism in his family. Although he thought "saving" others was always 
altruistic, he now knew that it was often self-serving -- and at times risky. 
 

17.4.2 Evaluate goal importance  

 
Do you know people who always speak up in opposition regardless of the issue? They fail 
to pick their battles carefully. They do not consider the value of the goal when deciding to 
present a contrary, and perhaps risky, point of view. They fail to ask the fundamental 
questions: 
 
� How important is this issue? 
� If no one says or does anything, who might get hurt? 
 
Many executives find it helpful to categorize issues according to importance when they are 
deciding if they should speak up. Use these levels to help pick your battles: 
 



 

 

� Of the lowest level of importance are issues that you don't feel strongly about, although 
you may have a preference regarding the outcome. 

� On the second level are issues that you feel strongly about, even though they don't 
involve core values. 

� The third level Reardon calls "spear in the sand" issues: You feel strongly about them 
and they involve values worth fighting for. 

 
 

17.4.3 Build support  
 
Everybody loves the solitary hero who takes risks. Hollywood sells us Spider-Man, Iron 
Man, and Wonder Woman. We place business leaders like Jack Welch, Steve Jobs, and 
Oprah high on their pedestals. But in reality, leaders who take risks successfully are not out 
there by themselves; they build support among their constituencies. 
 
In the early 1980s, our research team at UC San Diego Medical Center used a method for 
calculating the heart's blood volume developed at UCSD by our cardiology colleagues. One 
late night in the laboratory, I observed great variations in blood volumes from the same 
patients. During the next several weeks, I confirmed my initial observations: The technique 
for calculating blood volumes, invented by people I was working with, was unreliable. 
 
Before presenting this data to the director of our lab, I shared the information with a few of 
my trusted team members in one-on-one, confidential conversations. I asked their opinions 
regarding the data, our techniques, and biological variability. It was soon clear to us that 
the technique developed and published by our colleagues did not work. I then took our data 
to Vic, my boss -- the director of our research project. He arranged for us to present our 
findings in front of the entire cardiology department, including those who had published 
reports that the technique did work. 
 
My presentation went well because I minimized my risk by building support. (The primary 
investigator who developed this technique refused to visit our laboratory despite 
numerous invitations before my presentation.) Eventually, we published our findings in a 
peer-reviewed journal that refuted our colleagues' earlier work.15 
 

17.4.4 Weigh the risks and benefits of different approaches  

 
The fourth step in taking calculated risks involves trade-offs. 
 
� Who stands to win? 
� Who stands to lose? 
� What are the pros and cons of the alternatives? 
� What is the probability that your actions will affect a solution or your possible 

promotion? 
 



 

 

Imagine that you are a mid-level sales manager for a $100 million manufacturer. During 
one of your all-hands meetings at a trade show, the vice president of engineering 
announces a forthcoming software release. One of your top salespeople asks to talk to you 
privately after the announcement. She is upset about a particular feature that will be 
included as part of this software release. She tells you that the manner in which they are 
going to display pictures will be very unpopular with customers. 
 
You know that this young, bright salesperson knows what she is talking about because, 
before joining your team, she spent years working with experts at MIT on how to display 
these pictures. Unfortunately, you also understand that in your very hierarchical, silo-
oriented company, the engineers do not like being told how to do their job. In addition, the 
senior leadership in your company does not take kindly to salespeople "interfering" with 
product development. 
 
So, what would you do if you were the sales manager? In this true story, the sales manager 
told the saleswoman that it was too risky because her suggestions would fall on deaf ears. 
The company released the software, customers rejected it, and sales went into a tailspin. 
 
Did the saleswoman and her manager do the right thing? Probably not. Because he sales 
manager did not weigh the risks and the benefits of various options, he did not take the 
appropriate risks -- he failed to execute with passion and courage. A normally well-rounded 
leader became a lopsided leader under pressure. He and his sales colleague could have 
quietly surveyed their customers regarding display preferences. Maybe a few other 
salespeople would have agreed to survey their customers. Armed with data, the manager 
could have called one of his friends in engineering or marketing and asked how to best 
disseminate the findings. Remember -- measurement minimizes argument. Had they 
considered the pros and cons of the various alternatives, they might have executed with 
more passion and courage. 
 

17.4.5 Select the right time 
 
Risky decisions have unique gestation periods. Some situations demand quick thinking and 
action. Other times, the prudent path is deliberate and thoughtful calculation. Answer 
questions such as: 
 
� What are the pluses and minuses of taking my time? 
� Am I emotionally prepared to take this risk now? 
� Can I take a few small steps now that would lead to courageous action later? 
 

17.4.6 Develop contingency plans  

 
Let's say that one of your key customers calls, warning you that he has not been happy with 
your company's service lately. You think about asking Shannon, one of your star managers, 
to meet with the customer (who is also a manager) and handle the situation. After all, he is 



 

 

Shannon's customer. You wonder if Shannon is up to the task, and whether the customer 
will be upset that he's not dealing with you, a higher-level executive. It's a bit risky to give it 
to Shannon. What would you do? 
 
When this situation arose with a leader I was coaching, I encouraged the leader to coach 
Shannon to handle a face-to-face meeting with the customer. When the executive stated it 
was too risky, I asked him about possible backup plans if the meeting started to move in an 
undesirable direction. He discussed his concerns with Shannon, and then they 
brainstormed options. 
 
They decided that they both should attend the meeting, although Shannon would lead it. 
They also determined that the executive could intervene if the meeting started veering in 
the wrong direction. Their contingency plans included the executive asking more questions, 
calling for a break, or gently taking over the meeting. 
 
In a follow-up coaching call, the executive told me that the meeting went well because he 
and Shannon developed contingency plans that enabled them to take a calculated risk -- 
coaching one of his high-performers to handle a strategic customer's difficult issue. 
 

17.5 The famous father who took a big risk 

 
By 1786, George Washington was convinced that the United States was reeling toward 
disunion. Congress failed to retaliate when the British did not give over their outposts in 
the Northwest Territories to the United States, as mandated by the terms of the peace 
treaty. Foreign powers refused to allow American ships in the ports of the West Indies. 
Neither local governments nor America's national government was able to cope when the 
people of western Massachusetts broke out in rebellion. To save the union (again), George 
Washington pondered a great risk. 
 
Washington understood that eight years of bloody battles, ending with the liberation of 
America from the mighty British Empire, had cemented his untarnished reputation and 
high honor in history. He felt that if he now associated himself with a feeble government 
that proved unworthy or incapable of sustaining independence, his reputation would be 
hammered into oblivion. 
 
As Washington calculated this risk, he clarified the importance of the goal, contemplated 
the support of the nation, and weighed the risks and benefits of taking action. He 
understood that it was time to act and that his only contingency plan, should he fail, would 
be to limp home to his Mount Vernon plantation. 
 
In the end, Washington concluded "the good of my country requires my reputation to be 
put at risk."16 He marched off to Philadelphia (Washington, DC had yet to be built) at the 
invitation of Congress, which promptly and unanimously voted him the first president of 



 

 

the United States. Washington's calculated risk saved our fledgling democracy. It is one of 
the reasons presidential scholars continue to assign Washington the highest leadership 
scores of any president in America's history and refer to him as the father of the country.   
 

17.6 How to confront difficult issues  

 
Harry Stonecipher, former CEO of Boeing, interrupted my executive retreat at the Boeing 
Leadership Center several years ago. He said he needed to talk with his executives about 
difficult issues. The essence of his message was that these senior executives needed to 
communicate more directly when dealing with difficult issues such as layoffs, budget 
allocations, succession planning, and conflict. He reminded them that organizations pay 
high-level executives to tackle thorny problems -- not to worry about being liked or 
criticized. He concluded by urging them to lead with courage, candor, and conviction. 
 
To execute with passion and courage, commanding leaders not only manage themselves 
and take calculated risks, they deal directly with difficult issues and conflict. 
 
Carol Bartz, former CEO of Yahoo, would agree with Harry Stonecipher. She tells the story 
of a friend who needed to take a six-month assignment far from home.17 Unfortunately, her 
friend had an old, ailing dog that could not go with her. Other friends recommended that 
she board the dying animal at great expense. Carol told her kindly that putting the animal 
to sleep was better than putting the sick dog in a strange environment for six months. 
Carol's friend was furious at her suggestion and chose to board the dog. Six months later, 
she returned home to find the dog at death's door, and she put the animal to sleep. Soon 
thereafter, the friend thanked Carol for being the only one who cared enough to confront 
her with the truth. 
 
How well do you deal with difficult issues and confront others with the truth? Here are 
several tips to help you and your team handle these situations well, and consistently: 
 
1. Identify your "spear in the sand" issues. 
2. Use your tombstone as a stepping-stone. 
3. Start small. 
4. Involve others. 
5. Respond promptly. 
6. Communicate the what, why, and how. 
7. Confront the right conflict. 
 

17.6.1 Identify your "spear in the sand" issues 
 
To stand up for what you believe, you must be clear about what you believe. Write answers 
to these questions: 
 



 

 

� What is most important to me? 
� What are my highest values and ideals? 
� What is worth fighting for? 
 

17.6.2 Use your tombstone as a stepping-stone 
 
Your legacy is not a name on a building or street. A lasting legacy echoes through time with 
the actions of others who have been inspired by your ideas and behaviors. I encourage you 
to write your own obituary to gain clarity on what you want people to think, say, and do 
because of your time on this planet. 
 
Your life is the dash between two dates on your tombstone. That dash is made up of 
thousands of dots, representing how you choose to live your life every day. Understanding 
that your life is a brief dash between birth and death puts values and difficult issues in 
perspective. Use this view to access the courage needed when your convictions are tested. 
 

17.6.3 Start small 
 
If you shrink from standing tall on difficult issues, practice in small, safe environments first. 
Speak up when friends are having a political debate. Challenge someone who cuts in line. 
Disagree with colleagues at a meeting without being disagreeable. State your opinion 
without apology. 
 

17.6.4 Involve others 
 
If you need to make a tough decision, invite others to the table after you have gathered 
data, analyzed the alternatives, and selected a few options. Ask your direct reports, peers, 
boss, and perhaps even your customers for their perspectives. You gain the benefit of their 
counsel and a greater probability that they will support your final decision. 
 

17.6.5 Respond promptly  

 
Notice I didn't say to react promptly. The difference between a reaction and a response is 
reflection. Leaders who react promptly communicate that issues control them. Leaders 
who respond promptly communicate that they understand that there is an issue, and that 
they are reflecting on the best course of action.  
 

17.6.6 Communicate the what, why, and how  
 
After you make a difficult decision, make sure others know why and how you made the 
decision. The why behind any decision is the steam -- the MOTORvation -- behind what 
needs to be done. People will be fired up to follow through if they understand why you 
chose a particular course of action. The how shows the process you went through in making 



 

 

the decision. Remember, if people don't believe in the process, they won't commit to the 
outcome of the process.  
 

17.6.7 Confront the right conflict  
 
Harry Stonecipher struck me as a leader who was willing to tackle any conflict head-on. 
How about you? Do you always address conflicts directly? When should you avoid it? How 
can you use conflict to achieve positive outcomes? The next section answers these 
questions as it describes how to put conflict to work for you. 
 

17.7 Does your conflict hurt or help? 

 
Randy was under pressure as the product manager for a medical supply company. His team 
needed to design and deliver a new bedside monitor within 12 months. Unfortunately, his 
design team felt that the marketing group hadn't provided adequate information to design 
the monitor. His manufacturing colleagues were angry that his design team was taking too 
long to select lead wires. Project meetings, which often began with minor disagreements 
about specifications, usually degenerated into personal attacks. 
 
Three months into the project, Randy knew his project and reputation were in trouble. 
 
"The absence of conflict is not harmony, it's apathy."18 Managing conflict well begins by 
understanding that the word "conflict" derives from the Latin conflīctus -- a striking 
together. Thus, when two people have a conflict, they can chose to strike each other by 
butting heads like a couple of rams on a mountain, or they can strike the source of the 
conflict together, like two basketball players double-teaming the opposing team's high 
scorer. 
 
The problem with Randy's team wasn't that they had conflict; rather, it was that they didn't 
distinguish hurtful from helpful conflict -- emotional from cognitive conflict. 
 
Emotional conflict involves personal friction, clashing styles, or relationships problems. It 
focuses on personalities and therefore hurts decision-making and decreases a team's 
willingness to collaborate. You've seen this type of conflict at home and at work, haven't 
you? It's not very productive, is it? 
 
Cognitive conflict, on the other hand, arises when there are disagreements about tasks and 
issues. Cognitive conflict focuses on what needs to get done to move things forward. When 
team members feel free to express differences openly and challenge each other's 
assumptions, they identify flawed thinking, flag weaknesses, and contribute creative ideas. 
This is why cognitive conflict facilitates decision-making and goal achievement. 
 



 

 

In summarizing ten years of research on "how management teams can have a good fight," 
Professor Kathleen Eisenhardt reports that the most successful companies use six tactics 
for discouraging emotional conflict while encouraging cognitive conflict.19  
 
1. Gather data and focus on the facts. 
2. Brainstorm alternatives to enrich dialogue and debate. 
3. Discuss, agree on, and share common goals. 
4. Inject humor in decision-making. 
5. Maintain a balance of power. 
6. Resolve issues without forcing consensus. 
 

17.7.1 Gather data and focus on the facts 
 
Years ago, as 15-time All-Star Shaquille O'Neal stepped to the free-throw line in overtime, 
the announcers said, "Although Shaq is only a 50% lifetime free-throw shooter, he usually 
makes them when it counts." I turned to my wife and complained, "These announcers 
always say that." But I had never heard any of them cite statistics regarding his free-throw 
shooting percentage in the final minutes of games.  
 
Have you seen variations of this theme at work? Leaders who argue positions without facts 
make a lot of noise, but seldom bring substance to issues. 
 

An empty barrel 
makes the most noise. 

Proverb 
 
Professor Eisenhardt points out that at one high-tech company, the top management team 
examine a wide variety of operating measures on a monthly, weekly, and daily basis. For 
example, every week they focus on bookings, backlogs, margins, engineering milestones, 
cash, scrap, and work in process. Armed with facts, conflicts are data-driven instead of 
personality clashes. 
 
If you want to minimize emotional conflict, gather and discuss data.  
 

17.7.2 Brainstorm alternatives to enrich dialogue and debate 
 
Executives often tell me that they want their teams to make a decision and move on. This 
can be a mistake if it forces team members to make quick black-and-white choices that 
ignore the paradoxes of leadership, with little room to shift positions or engage in cognitive 
conflict. 
 
When you're dealing with strategic issues, you might instead want to require multiple 
alternatives. Consider the electronics company that faced a cash-flow crisis caused by 



 

 

explosive growth. The CEO assigned a team of executives to look at numerous alternative 
solutions. The team explored a buffet of options such as extending the company's line of 
credit, selling stock, outsourcing, and strategic partnering. 
 
Generating several options actually energized these executives and led to creative 
discussions about how to combine elements of each, which is what they eventually did. 
Commitment to executing their plan was much higher because they discussed and 
considered numerous alternatives. 
 

17.7.3 Discuss, agree on, and share common goals  
 
A project manager at CDG, a Boeing subsidiary, complained during a training class that his 
team had too many emotional debates during project meetings. I suggested that he insert 
the project goal as a header on all his project documents, including meeting agendas and 
minutes. I also encouraged him to start each meeting by stating the overall goal of the 
project. If team members started to become emotional, I suggested that he remind them of 
the project's goal and then ask them to focus on facts and the task at hand. 
 
People marching in the same direction seldom point fingers at each other. 
 

17.7.4 Inject humor in decision-making 
 
Humor is the shock absorber of conflict. As you and your team travel down the bumpy road 
of work, your ride will be smoother if you use humor. Teams that handle conflict well 
relieve the tension of work with the joy of laughter. Notice that I said humor helps handle -- 
not avoid -- conflict. I just conducted a retreat with a group of executives who laughed a lot. 
During the retreat, however, it became clear to them that their over-the-top humor was 
actually hurting their efforts to productively and proactively deal with difficult issues. 
 
To use humor to manage conflict instead of masking it, one computer manufacturer starts 
its meetings with jokes and encourages employees to dress up for every conceivable 
holiday, from April Fool's Day to Halloween. The executives at this company point out that 
their attempts to act like humor beings, rather than human beings, may seem silly. Yet they 
have found it creates an environment that minimizes emotional conflict, promotes 
cognitive conflict, and relieves stress. (These executives contend that it is difficult to have 
an emotional argument with someone who has a fake arrow sticking through his head.) 
 
Interestingly, science says having a sense of humor is more important than laughing. 
Researchers in Norway surveyed 54,000 people to gauge how easily they found humor in 
real-life situations and enjoyed being with those who had a sense of humor. They defined a 
sense of humor as "a particular playful perspective on everyday life."20 Seven years later, 
those who scored in the top quarter for humor appreciation were 35% more likely to be 
living than those in the bottom quarter. Participants who had a cancer diagnosis at the 
beginning of the study were 75% more likely to be alive if they scored higher in the 



 

 

"appreciation of humor" group. If you want to cushion your team from the emotional 
bumps of conflict, invite them to dream up ways to make their work more playFULL. 
 

17.7.5 Maintain a balance of power 
  
My first leader at Holiday Ridge Day Camp was Larry -- a laissez faire, hands-off counselor. 
Our team was disorganized and late to events; we performed poorly when we got there and 
argued among ourselves a lot. On the other end of the spectrum were groups led by 
autocratic leaders like Joel. I stayed away from those kids because they were hostile during 
games and bullied others in the camps many shadows. 
 
At the tender age of ten, I realized that the best leaders were like Rusty. He was organized, 
positive, disciplined, and involved his kids in decision-making. Although they didn't always 
win the games, Rusty's teams always seemed to have the most fun. I had discovered that 
the best counselors balanced power. 
 
What was true at Holiday Ridge many years ago is true for you today. If you want to 
minimize emotional conflict, you need to manage the tension between being too controlling 
(like Joel) and too hands-off (like Larry). To be more like Rusty, evaluate your decision-
making process by surveying your team members. Ask them how engaged they are with 
team decisions. If they feel engaged and perceive that your process is fair, they'll support 
your decisions and execute well. If they feel the process is not fair, they may subtly and 
subconsciously sabotage implementation. 
 
A fair decision-making process includes: 
 
� Defined roles, responsibilities, and authority 
� Written norms for decision-making 
� Opportunities for genuine input before the boss's biases are aired 
 

17.7.6 Resolve issues without forcing consensus  
 
On New Year's Day in 1777, General Charles Cornwallis arrived at the British camp in 
Princeton, New Jersey. He was not a happy camper. George Washington's army had turned 
the tide of the American Revolution by crossing the Delaware River and attacking British 
troops on Christmas. Cornwallis called a meeting of his generals "not to ask what should be 
done as Washington did, but to tell his subordinates what he meant to do."21 
 
Therein lies the difference between the men's methods of resolving issues. Cornwallis 
made all the major decisions by himself and rejected contrary advice from his officers. 
Washington had an improvisational and inclusive approach to command. He met 
frequently with his generals and encouraged the free exchange of views. He created a 
community of inclusion without forcing consensus. Washington's style worked well with 



 

 

America's less stratified society and ideas of liberty and freedom. It led to skillful 
collaboration and minimized emotional conflict. 
 
It will do the same for you with today's diverse workforce. 
 
Of course, having too much input from too many people can bog down decision-making 
process and create emotional conflict. The most effective leaders, like Washington, resolve 
difficult conflict by first discussing the issue and trying to reach consensus with others. If 
they succeed, the decision is settled. If they don't reach consensus, these effective leaders 
make the decision with input -- but no consensus -- from the group. 
 

17.8 Have a good fight 

 
At a meeting in San Francisco, the leader of a not-for-profit organization was encouraging 
her managers to define the norms for their team meetings. One manager suggested that one 
norm be "to make sure that our meetings minimize conflict." I explained the difference 
between emotional and cognitive conflict, and then encouraged them to create norms that 
minimized emotional conflict but would allow for cognitive conflict. Here are a few ideas 
we discussed that you can adapt: 
 
� Encourage diversity. A single point of view is no way to see the world. I asked the 

group to look around and assess the diversity of the room. They saw mostly white 
males. But diversity is not limited to ethnicity or gender. It includes age, backgrounds, 
culture, opinions, educational and occupational experiences, industry expertise, 
leadership styles, and other variables. Diversity improves decision-making if team 
members recognize that different perspectives and open minds yield better results. 

� Meet regularly. Team members that know each other understand the various positions 
people take on certain issues. Thus, they know how to present their ideas in ways that 
are more compelling and acceptable to others. Frequent interaction builds the 
confidence that disagreements and dissent will not damage the relationship. Instead of 
one long monthly meeting, try shorter meetings every other week. 

� Support role variety. Ask team members to play and rotate various roles at your 
meetings, such as the devil's advocate, stay-on-task master, creative visionary, 
customer advocate, and timer. 

� Treat apathy. If disagreements are resolved too quickly, you often end up with 
groupthink and subtle discontent. Don't mistake quick agreement or silence for 
consensus. If you see people jump to agreement too quickly or sit too quietly, ask 
probing questions to make sure they are not just collapsing into consensus. 

 
In the opening story of this chapter, Greg lost his job because he became a lopsided leader 
under pressure. He did not execute the CEO's new strategies. He failed to realize that the 
leader's job is to unleash the energy of people toward worthy goals every day. This requires 



 

 

the ability to execute -- to get things done with and through others -- especially when the 
heat is on.  
 
You now have several tools to help you execute with passion and courage regardless of the 
temperature. Refer to the questions in Table 17.3 to further improve your ability to master 
this competency of commanding leadership. 
 

Table 17.3 
Tips for Executing with Passion and Courage 

 
� What can you do to become more bottom-line/results-oriented? 
� How might you and your team use a "Not To Do" list? 
� How can you make sure that your unit meets its goals and objectives? 
� Where are the bottlenecks, redundancies, policies, and procedures that bog you down? 
� How can you increase your clarity about what is most important to you? 
� Do you need to increase your ability to confront difficult issues head-on? 
� How might you improve your eating, sleeping, or exercise habits to increase your 

energy? 
� How can you and your team better manage the stress and strain of work? 
� How well do you challenge senior management? 
� Are there are ways to improve your ability to take calculated risks? 
� How willing are you can make bold moves? 
� How often do you celebrate independent thinking with your team members? 
 
WaMu's CEO, Kerry Killinger, certainly asked himself many of these questions. Reportedly, 
however, he never had the courage to doubt his answers. He also excluded those executives 
who dared to question his answers. Under the best circumstances, that's a recipe for 
disaster; under the circumstances of the financial collapse preceding the Great Recession, it 
amplified WaMu's disaster globally. 
 
That much is clear. In retrospect, things often are clear -- unlike when looking into the 
future. And, as the next chapter reveals, when the future is foggy the best initial response is 
not to execute but to camp. 
 

 

 
 

Chapter 18 

When the Future Is Foggy -- Camp! 
 

Neurosis is the inability 



 

 

to tolerate ambiguity. 
Sigmund Freud 

 

18.1 Embrace ambiguity and paradox 

 
"Which of these rivers was the Missouri?" That was the question Lewis wrote in his journal 
and discussed with Clark in June 1805. Lewis and Clark had been following President 
Jefferson's explicit orders for more than a year: "The object of your mission is to explore 
the Missouri River." 
 
Now their arrival at a fork in the river left them stumped. They measured the size of the 
two rivers, detailed the characteristics of the water flowing in each, and sent scouts to 
explore the terrain into which each of the rivers flowed. They remained unsure which fork 
was the Missouri. 
 
Faced with ambiguity, these leaders did what all great executives do: They camped ... and 
conducted an experiment. 
 
Lewis wrote in his journal: 
 

Captain Clark and myself concluded to set out early the next morning with a small 
party each, and ascend these rivers until we could perfectly satisfy ourselves. It was 
agreed that I should ascend the right hand fork and he the left. We agreed to go up 
those rivers one and a half day's march, or further if it should appear necessary to 
satisfy us more fully of the point in question.22 

 
Captain Clark was much relieved when Captain Lewis finally arrived back in camp, two 
days late. The captains discussed their incomplete findings, pored over their faulty maps, 
and finally agreed that the south fork was the Missouri River. 
 
The next morning, Lewis tried to convince the men of the expedition that the south fork 
was in fact the Missouri. The men didn't buy it. Every one of these seasoned veterans was 
convinced that the north fork was the way to go. Lewis listened to their arguments, but did 
not put the matter up for vote. The captains had camped, explored, and made their 
decision. 
 
It turns out the captains were correct, perhaps because they had successfully demonstrated 
the second of the four core competencies of commanding leaders: 
 
1. Execute with passion and courage. 
2. Embrace ambiguity and paradox. 

3. Regulate the emotions. 
4. Choose responsibly. 



 

 

 

18.2 The fog of work 

Executives often find it easy to act. Yet they seldom think about how to act when the future 
is uncertain. Because we have defined leadership as the process of unleashing the energy of 
others toward worthy goals, it's critical to apply a process (the how) that works well when 
the terrain is not well known. The story of Lewis and Clark, who spent nearly three years 
charting America's unknown territory west of the Mississippi River in the early 1800s, 
introduces us to a process of addressing these foggy issues. 
 
Foggy leadership issues are those that have numerous interpretations and consequences. 
They are not black-and-white but gray. In business, they are matters that require 
contemplation before decisive action: 
 
� How do we handle this new technology? 
� What's the best way to deal with a complicated personnel issue? 
� When and how should we enter this emerging market? 
 
These decisions leave us feeling a bit unsteady, even lost, at least for a short time. What 
does it mean to be lost, even temporarily? Lost is when the map in your head doesn't match 
your terrain. 
 
Wilderness experts tell us that when people become lost, the Rambo types are the first to 
die.23 The ambiguity button in their mind is pushed, the emotional child who is afraid of the 
dark takes over, and a self-imposed nightmare unfolds because they act too quickly. 
 
If Lewis and Clark made a quick decision (let's choose a route and march quickly) that 
turned out to be wrong, they would have lost considerable time wandering around instead 
of marching toward the Pacific Ocean. Haven't you seen leaders fail because they executed 
plans that no longer matched the terrain? Certainty, without flexibility, becomes rigidity. 
 
On the other hand, if Lewis and Clark were too slow deciding (let's camp until we have all 
the information we want), they would have been trapped in the mountains during the 
forthcoming winter. Haven’t you also seen leaders slowed down because they wanted piles 
of data and mountains of information when they faced uncertainty? 
 
Either extreme -- acting too fast or too slow in the face of a foggy issue -- could have 
jeopardized their mission. One of the reasons Lewis and Clark were effective leaders was 
their ability to make good decisions in unfamiliar territory. 
 
What's your process of decision-making when you face the fog of work? 
 



 

 

Leading by managing ambiguity is essential because 90% of the issues leaders confront 
have several possible meanings or interpretations -- according to the AMA's survey of 
1,573 global corporations.24 Yet few executives are skilled in thinking this way. 
 
In our own analysis of 77 CEOs and executive team members, who were rated by 376 of 
their peers and direct reports using the XLM, we discovered that the leadership 
competency "embrace ambiguity and paradox" correlated highly with leadership 
effectiveness, but was the lowest-scoring of the 16 XLM leadership competencies. (See 
Appendix C.) 
 
As one executive declared, "You mean we're least competent in a critical competency?" 
 
Precisely. 
 
My experience coaching and teaching thousands of leaders tells me that leaders who don't 
pause to reflect on how to decide when the future is foggy fail faster than you can say, "Bay 
of Pigs." 
 
President John F. Kennedy authorized military assistance for the Bay of Pigs invasion in the 
spring of 1961. This was an attempt by 1,400 Cuban exiles to overthrow Castro with U.S. 
support. Within three days of landing, Castro's forces killed or captured most of them. By 
all accounts, the invasion was a complete military and political disaster. 
 
In the wake of this catastrophe, Kennedy had the wisdom to ask how he and his best and 
brightest could have made such a terrible decision. He concluded that his flawed decision 
flowed from a flawed decision-making process. Kennedy came to realize that he needed to 
think differently in the face of foggy issues. Like Lewis and Clark, he learned how to 
embrace ambiguity and paradox, which he then put into practice to lead America 
successfully through his next challenge -- the Cuban missile crisis.25 
 
You can adapt many lessons from Lewis and Clark, President Kennedy, and other leaders to 
facilitate how you think about strategic yet ambiguous issues. A process is outlined in the 
remainder of this chapter. You don't need to use this process for all your decisions, just 
those that involve important action in unfamiliar territory. (Chapter 21 discusses further 
how to improve your general problem-solving and decision-making skills.) 
 



 

 

The map 
is not 

the territory. 
Alfred Korzybski 

 

18.3 How to embrace ambiguity 

 
There are a dozen techniques you can apply when confronted by ambiguous issues or 
challenges. 
 

18.3.1 Create unstructured discussions 
 
President Kennedy abandoned the structured, formal meetings that inhibited candid 
conversations during the Bay of Pigs in favor of informal conversations that ignored the 
etiquette of hierarchies. In other words, dropping rank at the door. Are you strong enough 
to leave your title outside the meeting room? 
 

18.3.2 Invite the rank and file 
 
Author Stephen Ambrose observed that we knew more about the surface of the moon in 
1969 than Lewis and Clark knew about the territory they were exploring in 1805. 
Whenever they were uncertain, Lewis and Clarke asked all 35 men of the Corps of 
Discovery (and later their Shoshone companion Sacajawea) for input. After carefully 
considering the various perspectives, the captains made the decision. 
 

18.3.3 Assign a devil's advocate 
 
President Kennedy divided his Cuban missile crisis team into two sub-groups and charged 
them with developing alternative approaches. In addition, Kennedy assigned the role of 
devil's advocate to make sure that he and his team surfaced and debated every assumption 
and risk. 
 

18.3.4 Analyze probable causes of the problem 
 
Generate a list of the possible causes. Use a rating scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being a slight 
possibility and 5 being a highly probable cause. In a column next to your ratings, write 
what you must do to investigate the cause further. 
 
Then, rate how much effort is required to conduct the investigation. Again, use a scale from 
1 to 5, with 1 being minimal effort and 5 being tremendous effort. 
 



 

 

Finally, weigh the probability of the cause and the amount of time required to investigate 
further and determine how you will proceed. 
 
Review your analysis with the rank and file and those who might disagree with your 
findings. 
 

18.3.5 Minimize unnecessary data collection 
 
Do you ever find yourself collecting data just because it's going to make you feel better? If 
so, ask yourself these questions: 
 
� Is what I'm collecting absolutely necessary? 
� How much value does it really add? 
 
Just being conscious of how much is enough will help limit the amount of unnecessary 
information that crosses your desk. Recognize that you may not have all the information 
you would like when you make a decision in the fog. 
 

18.3.6 Think big and act small 
 
To increase your comfort with uncertainty, keep your overall vision in mind as you take 
small steps. By shuffling along slowly when it's dark, you minimize the risk of stubbing 
your toe. Bart Becht, CEO of global consumer-goods giant Reckitt Benckiser, points out that 
when he has two leaders who passionately disagree, he invites these two mavericks to 
conduct small-scale experiments. This is exactly how the company conducted its most 
successful project launch in history, the Air Wick Freshmatic.26 
 

18.3.7 Prioritize and organize 
 
When your cup is full, carry it even. It's easy to become distracted when dealing with 
uncertainty. Review your priorities with your boss. Set aside a specific time to work 
uninterrupted on your strategic yet ambiguous priorities. Focus on those fundamental few 
issues that matter most, not the meaningless many activities. 
 
Once you think you have clear direction, expect things to change. With ambiguous issues, 
you probably won't be disappointed. 
 

18.3.8 Accept criticism as learning 
 
Executives who are adept at managing ambiguity learn from mistakes. They adopt the 
attitude that there is no failure -- only feedback. You fail only when you choose not to learn 
from the experience. When (not if) you are being criticized by others, choose to interpret 
the criticism as learning for the future. 
 



 

 

18.3.9 Reflect on past success 
 
When have you successfully dealt with a previous ambiguous situation? As you recall a 
specific incident, consider what you were thinking at the time. How did you decide to 
manage that uncertainty? What decision-making process did you employ? How did it help? 
What did others say and do after you succeeded? How might you adapt the past actions to 
inform today's decision? 
 

18.3.10 Model the best 
 
Identify someone you know who is an "eye of the storm" type of an executive. These 
individuals maintain calmness despite the swirling winds that howl around them. Ask them 
how they maintain their composure when dealing with uncertainty. I once asked a 
neighborhood mom who raised several children, worked a part-time job, and managed an 
alcoholic husband how she handled the whirling dervish she called home. Whenever things 
became difficult, she said, she imagined that she was on an ocean liner throwing overboard 
anything that distracted her from the task at hand. 
 
You may also want to watch classic (or soon-to-be classic) movies that demonstrate 
commanding skills during tenuous times: Gentleman's Agreement, High Noon, The Fog of 

War, Exodus, The Lives of Others, All Quiet on the Western Front, Gettysburg, A Man for All 

Seasons, It's a Wonderful Life, Elizabeth I, The King's Speech, Lincoln, and Gandhi. 
 

18.3.11 Participate in ambiguous situations 
 
Volunteer to join working committees or task forces on which you won't have much 
authority. As a volunteer member on the board of directors of an association, I find myself 
in situations when the president's direction is unclear and others are not open to my 
counsel. My comfort with uncertainty has increased and attachment to outcomes 
decreased. I am learning to be open to most things, attached to few. 
 
 

When you stop learning, 
you stop developing 

and you stop growing. 
That's the end of the leader. 

A. G. Lafley27 
 



 

 

Traveling to a foreign country where you don't know the culture or language also helps 
embrace ambiguity. P&G CEO A. G. Lafley stretched his capacity to lead by managing 
uncertainty when, early in his career, he was assigned to India. He demonstrated "curious 
eyes" by immediately "going into somebody's house to watch how they live." Adopting a 
learning orientation was also found to be the most common habit among 250 executives 
who flourished in their overseas assignments.28 
 

18.3.12 Teach others what you don't know well 
 
It's easy to help others on topics at which you excel. However, if you want to increase your 
ability to manage ambiguous situations, teach others skills at which you don't feel you are 
an expert. This helps you become a faster learner and more secure with your insecurity. 
 

He that leaveth nothing to chance 
will do few things ill, 

but he will do very few things. 
George Savile 

 

18.4 Paradox in the White House 

 
"They were born to hate each other."29 Thomas Jefferson was an American aristocrat from 
the agricultural state of Virginia. He was a sloppily dressed visionary philosopher who 
advocated states' rights. Alexander Hamilton was a bastard immigrant from the West 
Indies who dressed meticulously, thought rationally, and argued for a strong federal 
government. 
 
George Washington, the first president of America, appointed both of them to his cabinet, 
managed the tension between these two opposing personalities, and gave birth to a 
Confederation of United States. 
 
Washington's ability to embrace paradox was central to his leadership genius. How 
prevalent is it in yours? 
 

18.4.1 Paradox defined 

Washington's history lesson reminds us that today's whitewater work environment 
requires leaders to manage paradoxical tensions.30 As discussed in Chapter 1, a paradox is a 
statement that seems self-contradictory but in reality expresses a possible truth.  
 
A leadership paradox involves contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist 
simultaneously.31 Unlike a simple black-and-white (either/or) choice, a paradox is a 



 

 

dilemma that pulls in opposite directions at the same time. Specifically, it consists of two 
elements (often described as issues, sides, or poles) that put leaders at RISC because the 
elements are: 
 
1. Recurrent: They keep coming back. 
2. Interrelated: They need each other over time. 
3. Simultaneous: They appear at the same time. 
4. Contradictory: They pull in opposite directions. 
 

18.4.2 Leading paradox at work 

Researchers tell us that the ability to embrace both/and (paradoxical) thinking is a rare yet 
highly effective leadership skill.32 Unlike Washington, many leaders over-focus on one 
element in a paradox instead of expanding their mindset to embrace both simultaneously.  
 
For example, at a session with a group of marketing managers in a large insurance 
company (we'll call it Flex, Inc.), I pointed out that the managers' willingness to take on so 
many projects and agree to numerous project changes was overwhelming their employees. 
The vice president of marketing objected; he believed that saying no to projects or freezing 
scope requirements would limit his team's ability to respond to executive mandates and 
environmental changes. He defended his company's "flexible" approach by pointing out 
that they had just acquired a former competitor (we'll call it Clear Corp.) that had been very 
clear about strategy but lacked flexibility. 
 
I asked him if there was any downside to Clear Corp.'s sharp focus on a clear strategy. 
 
He shot back, "Of course -- it was their rigidity that actually sunk them. They couldn't adapt 
fast enough to a changing market. At Flex, Inc., we can!" 
 
What would you say to this vice president and his team? Was he right? Of course, he was 
correct ... and incomplete. Here's what I did during class: I invited the group to share any 
negative consequences that flowed from Flex, Inc.'s proclivity toward malleability. The 
managers lamented that over-focusing on being super-responsive to every demand was 
creating a chaotic environment, resentment, burnout, and turnover. I then suggested that 
because there were negative consequences of being both too flexible and too focused, they 
consider managing the tension between these two interdependent issues and avoid the 
either/or trap. 
 
We fall into the either/or trap when we pick one side of a paradox in lieu of embracing both 
sides. In the previous example, the VP initially thought I was suggesting that he reject his 
company's flexible approach to embrace the purchased company's clear focus. In fact, I was 
inviting him to be a both/and thinker by embracing flexibility and clarity -- both elements 
of his paradoxical dilemma. 
 



 

 

Jim Collins and Jerry Porras interviewed 165 CEOs as part of their research for their 
groundbreaking book Built to Last: Successful Habits of Visionary Companies.33 In a 
subsequent article, Collins pointed out that executives often "get caught up in what we call 
'the Tyranny of the OR,' the belief that you cannot live with two seemingly contradictory 
ideas at the same time...." It is the belief that you can't have change and stability, you can't 
be conservative and bold, you can't have low costs and high quality.34   
 
The tragedy of either/or thinking reared its head at Xerox when CEO Richard Thoman, 
newly recruited from IBM, embarked on an overly aggressive, global strategy. Mismanaging 
the change and stability paradox doomed the strategy, and his brief tenure put the 
company in the intensive care unit. Fortunately, Anne Mulcahy managed these tensions 
well and built a team that rehabilitated Xerox. It's one of the reasons she was selected CEO 
of the Year by Chief Executive magazine. 
 

In formal logic, a contradiction is the sign of defeat: 
but in the evolution of real knowledge, 

it marks the first step 
in progress toward victory. 

Alfred North Whitehead 
 

18.5 How to lead by thinking paradoxically 

 
How would you describe the best executives you saw at work? Professor Robert Quinn of 
the University of Michigan's Ross School of Business asked 295 MBA students to answer 
this question by completing his competing values assessment.35 He found that he could 
categorize only 5% of the executives as "masters." 
 
Masters are mentors and directors, innovators and coordinators, facilitators and producers. 
Quinn concluded that "perhaps effectiveness is the result of maintaining a creative tension 
between contrasting demands." Masters, in other words, are leaders who manage the 
tension of paradoxical roles. 
 
Maintaining a creative tension between contrasting demands endows leaders with the 
agility to respond to the dynamic demands of a changing environment. Like a lion stalking 
its prey on the African plains, executives who think paradoxically are highly skilled at 
changing gears quickly. One minute they may have philosophical discussions about the 
future, the next they pounce on the details of a project plan. 
 
Professor Wendy Smith and her colleagues' analysis of 132 executives on 12 top teams 
found that embracing paradox is a competitive advantage "as our world becomes more 
global, fast paced, and hypercompetitive."36  
 



 

 

In another study, researchers surveyed 520 business organizations in 17 countries. They 
reported that "when the CEO makes it a priority to balance the concerns of customers, 
employees, and the community while also taking environmental impact into account, 
employees perceived [the CEO] as visionary and participatory." This perception leads 
employees to work harder, thereby improving corporate profits.37 
 
Sustainability is not only about saving the environment; it is about meeting the competing 
demands of conflicting stakeholders. Developing paradoxical thinking skills helps 
executives manage today's whitewater environment while at the same time creating 
conditions to thrive tomorrow.  
 
Embracing paradox is how CEO Gardner Kent was thinking when he came up with his 
competitive strategy. Kent's bus company, Green Tortoise, was having difficulty competing 
with the Greyhound and Gray Rabbit until Kent started thinking in opposites. Instead of 
competing on speed with his bus competitors, Kent decided to add extra days and make 
bus trips more fun. These fun trips led to an entire new market and profit center.38 
 
Professor Donald Conlon of Michigan State University's Broad College of Business and his 
colleagues confirmed the importance of contrarian thinking when they studied 20 British 
string quartets and discovered that the most successful groups recognized and managed 
paradoxes in their work.39 Professor Nic Beech of the University of St. Andrews School of 
Management found what works for musicians also applies to managers when he studied 
400 middle managers in the United Kingdom. He concluded that merely raising awareness 
of the paradoxical tensions leaders feel at work enhanced their ability to manage these 
opposing demands.40 
 
The research tells us that the most effective executives supplement their traditional 
either/or approach to problem-solving with both/and paradoxical thinking. They don't 
replace one with the other. 
 
Harvard Business School's Gautam Mukunda supports our earlier conclusion that Abraham 
Lincoln embraced a critical paradox as he led the United States through its darkest days. 
Lincoln, he wrote, "uniquely combined the highest levels of two seemingly antagonistic 
traits. Lincoln was both supremely confident and supremely humble."41 
 
Although Lincoln might not have recognized this analogy as readily as one of his naval 
commanders would, managing a paradox is analogous to sailing a small boat on a windy 
day. When the wind grabs your sails and starts tipping you over, you don't let the wind 
have its way with you. Instead, you scramble to the other side of the boat and hang over the 
edge while holding the ropes. You get where you want to go by managing the tension 
between your strong hands and the wind in the sails (the two elements of this paradox). 
Harnessing the tension keeps you moving toward your destination. 
 



 

 

Here are ten tools to help expand your paradoxical thinking when you need to harness the 
tension of opposites. 
 

18.5.1 Look through other windows 
 
Understand that how we perceive our business challenge and environment in the present 
moment is not reality. It is our view of reality. Our reality is filtered by our limited mental 
model -- our narrow and biased view of the world. 
 

Our view is shaped by our landscape. 
 
Embrace paradoxical thinking when you have an issue to deal with by pretending you are 
on the outside of a house looking through one window into one room. Assume you do not 
know what is going on throughout the room. You can't see behind the couch or into two of 
the corners, much less the rooms on the opposite side of the house. 
 
This is how Isadore Sharp was thinking as he developed the Four Seasons hotel chain in the 
early 1970s. He was the first to see that hotels did not need to fall into two simple 
categories: the large, luxury hotel that caters to the business traveler or the small, family-
friendly hotel with modest amenities. Instead of choosing one of the existing models, Sharp 
believed that there was something else to see by using his opposable mind. He "combined 
the best of the small hotel with the best of a large hotel."42 He was a both/and thinker in an 
either/or world. 
 

18.5.2 Invite the loyal opposition to your table 
 
Welcome conflicting models, styles, and opinions. A closed mind is a wonderful thing to 
lose. Effective leaders such as Analog Device founder and former CEO Ray Stata invite 
contrary views. This "opposition as resource" style of thinking was behind Stata's decision 
to build a soundproof room next to his office, where he engaged in heated debates with his 
detail-oriented chief operating officer, Jerry Fishman.43 He was strong and smart enough to 
doubt his own opinion, which allowed him to invite those with conflicting views to lively 
debates. 
 
"We are asking the people to be able to pat their head and rub their stomach at the same 
times, and not only continue to be the drivers of technology and product excellence in their 
product silos, but also be contributors at the enterprise level … to the solutions business. 
And it's confusing," Stata said.44 "It's this, what we call ambidexterity, that's required. It 
[takes] a much higher level of sophistication in terms of management skills and business 
processes to pull that off." 
 

18.5.3 Fail fast and small -- and learn 
 



 

 

Executives who embrace contrarian thinking conduct little experiments to test 
assumptions and address challenging issues. When he built his third hotel, the Four 
Seasons in London, with only 220 rooms, Sharp proved that intimacy and luxury could 
coexist happily and profitably. 
 
When Lori, a mid-level manager, complained that one of her colleagues was probably not 
committed to Lori's critical project, and thus shouldn't be given any tasks related to it, I 
invited her to test her assumption by giving her colleague a smaller task. She did. Her 
colleague failed, and Lori took her off the project before she could do further damage. 
 
Bill Sahlman of Harvard Business School observes that the "remarkable increase in the 
degree of entrepreneurial experimentation" in the world is because the Internet 
dramatically lowers the cost of starting many businesses.45 Today's internal and external 
entrepreneurs realize that, to paraphrase Henry Ford, failure is merely feedback that 
allows them to try again more intelligently. Entrepreneurial-thinking executives capture 
feedback by emphasizing learning at multiple levels. IBM created its Strategic Leadership 
Forum to ensure that leaders from across the enterprise "debate and integrate paradoxical 
strategies."46 
 

18.5.4 Make the abstract concrete 
 
Paradoxical thinkers are not dreamers disconnected from reality. They are paradoxical 
thinkers giving birth to a new model of reality, as Kent did with Green Tortoise bus line and 
Sharp did with Four Seasons hotels. They imagine broadly as they monitor closely. They are 
possibility and probability thinkers. Like kite flyers, they let their dreams fly high while 
tethered to the ground. 
 

18.5.5 Appreciate the arduous journey from complexity to simplicity 
 
In the search for opposites, leaders risk getting lost in a convoluted maze of complexity. Yet 
messiness doesn't frighten the opposable mind. 
 
Sharp's experiment in London identified a messy problem called profits. He discovered that 
his new hotel model (deliver intimacy and luxury) would not provide adequate profits 
unless he was able to charge a premium price for the experience. To understand what 
customers would actually pay for, his team dove into the complexity of the customer 
experience. Through extensive interviews and surveys, they were the first to document that 
high-end travelers want an at-home feeling. That's why they became the first hotel chain to 
offer shampoo in the shower, makeup mirrors, hair dryers, 24-hour room service, 
overnight shoe shines, and dry cleaning. Their journey from complexity to simplicity took 
them through the swamp of ambiguity. 
 



 

 

I would not give a fig for the simplicity this side of complexity, 
but I would give my life 

for the simplicity on the other side of complexity. 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr. 

 

18.5.6 Practice shifting gears 
 
To stretch your mind, change the rhythm of your work. Arrange your schedule so that you 
spend time contemplating innovative growth strategies, followed by focusing on 
operational efficiency. Conduct a motivating team meeting after counseling an 
underperformer. Fast-transition activities teach the mind agility. In nature, sports, and 
leadership, it is not the strongest who thrive -- it is the most agile. 
 
Harold Goddijn, CEO of the navigation-device maker TomTom, understands the importance 
of agility when he reminds leaders to negotiate their immediate storms while navigating 
toward their long-term vision. "Your short-term management is about cash, working 
capital, all those things that keep you going -- while at the same time you have to keep an 
eye on the future and keep investing long term. That's extremely challenging in the current 
environment."47 
 
Agility is the ability to respond flexibly to a rapidly changing environment. And paradoxical 
thinking is an essential element of agility. 
 

18.5.7 Adopt the beginner's mind 
 
Zen teacher Suzuki wrote that "in the beginner's mind there are many possibilities, in the 
expert's mind there are few." Avoid the arrogance of excellence by spending a few minutes 
every morning pretending you don't know anything about what you're doing. Assume that 
your window is fogged as you stand outside your own house looking in: 
 
� How can you see through other windows? 
� Who might have different perceptions? 
� What other ways are there to discover what's going on inside? 
� Where might you go for more info? 
 
Peter Norton applied the beginner's mind when he created the famous Norton Utilities 
software (sold to Symantec years later). One of the first innovative, paradoxical utilities 
that he brought to market was Undelete, which allowed computer users to recover files 
they might have erased accidentally. Perhaps the years he spent as a Zen Buddhist helped 
him see the utility of paradoxical thinking: doing by undoing -- the yin and yang of life in a 
simple computer program. 
 



 

 

Yin is loosely translated as "shady place," while yang means "sunny place." We can think of 
yin and yang in terms of how the sunlight illuminates the mountains and valleys. As the 
world turns, the sun appears to move across the sky, and yin and yang trade places. What 
was once in darkness is now seen and that which was seen is now in darkness. The 
beginner's mind embraces the wisdom of both. 
 

18.5.8 Lead with your strengths and manage your weaknesses 
 
We do best what we enjoy most. That's why we should spend the majority of our time 
working in those areas that access our strengths. However, as we learned in Chapter 4, just 
as a bodybuilder who pumps iron but refuses to stretch becomes inflexible, executives who 
overuse their strengths often become strong to a fault.  
 
To expand your paradoxical thinking, spend 20 minutes every day working on a weaker 
competency. In my coaching, I have found that the executives who improve the most are 
those who select a competency that is 1) important to their work and 2) opposite one of 
their strengths. So, if you excel at clarifying objectives and expectations, consider 
improving your ability to adapt strategies to meet your goals, if you scored relatively low in 
that competency. If engaging others is your strength, executing with passion and courage 
may need your attention. 
 
Working outside your comfort zone exercises the agility muscles required to adapt in a 
competitive global environment. 
 

18.5.9 Support the opposition after the battle 
 
Not long ago, I reminded the president of an association that I disagreed with a decision she 
and the board of directors made. I also affirmed that because the decision had been made, I 
would support it. 
 
When your management makes a final decision that you disagree with, support it 
wholeheartedly. When it's time to surrender, demonstrate your commitment to 
management's decision. Let your team know that you now support the decision and expect 
them to execute it. CEOs such as Bart Becht want "80% alignment, followed by 100% 
agreement to implement." 
 

18.5.10 Listen to the extreme 
 
When I was young, we had only three television stations to watch, a few radio stations to 
listen to, and one local newspaper to read. Today, we can easily multiply these few 
alternatives by a hundred or more to understand how fragmented our world has become. 
We have many more choices now; unfortunately, one of the side effects of increased 
fragmentation is that it becomes easier to insulate ourselves from those we disagree with. 



 

 

Comfortably numb in our cocoon, we tweet and text only our inner circle. Our worldview 
becomes our mental blinders. 
 
A politically liberal friend once told me that she listens to conservative talk radio regularly. 
When I asked why she paid attention to the extreme opposite views, she said, "It helps me 
stretch." She taught me to listen to both extremes. I also now read The Week and The 

Economist magazines because of their balanced approach to reporting the news. How are 
you stretching your views and finding the middle ground? 
 
Extraordinary leaders such as George Washington are masters of paradox. Washington 
longed to be seen as a great leader and reluctantly accepted his appointment to lead the 
Continental Army during the American Revolution. He was ambitious and had to be 
persuaded to accept a second term as president of the United States. He was a commanding 
leader who shot deserters and an empowering person who wept at the tragedy of war. 
Washington had "the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time and 
still retain the ability to function." 
 
These ten tools will help you do the same. Adapt them to find your version of what Aristotle 
called the golden mean -- the middle road. The mean between the extreme is always worth 
contemplating, although it is not always the road worth taking. (Ironically, always taking 
the middle road would be extreme!) 
 
Table 18.1 presents a series of questions to help you and your team expand your thinking 
by embracing ambiguity and paradox. Use paradoxical thinking as another arrow in your 
quiver. It should complement your black-or-white (either/or) approach to leadership 
issues -- not replace it.  
 
 

Excellence is a paradoxical phenomenon 
that emerges under conditions of 
uncertainty and creative tension. 

Robert E. Quinn 
 



 

 

Table 18.1 
Tips for Embracing Ambiguity and Paradox 

 
 
� How can you free yourself from the need to have all the data before deciding? 
� What small steps can you and your team take when faced with uncertainty? 
� What do you need to let go of and hold on to in order to embrace change? 
� How can you build the platform of stability to help others deal with constant change? 
� Where can you use flowcharts or storyboards to visualize complex processes or issues? 
� When should you ask more "why" questions to decrease ambiguity? 
� Do you need to applaud progress to decrease attachment to perfectionism? 
� How often do you solicit opposing views when making difficult decisions? 
� To whom can you turn for contrary evidence? 
� What new tasks or responsibilities should you take on to stretch your comfort zone? 
� Where can you add variety to your work? 
� How can you become more comfortable with the complexity needed to embrace 

paradox? 
� In what situations do you need to exhibit more flexibility? 
 

*** 
WaMu's executives failed to embrace ambiguity and paradox: They, like many executives in 
the financial services sector of our global economy, failed to manage the tension between 
profit and risk. WaMu leaders counted on constantly increasing residential property values 
to hide the fact that the vast majority of the bank's customers hadn't the foggiest idea what 
an unconventional loan was or how it worked -- or that most of them had negative equity in 
their properties. WaMu executives over-focused on one side of a paradox (profits), ignored 
the other side (risks), and everyone suffered the negative consequences of their failure to 
stretch when they were pulled. 
 
The effective executives discussed in this chapter -- figures from history (Washington, 
Lincoln, Kennedy) and business (Isadore Sharp, Gardner Kent, even middle-manager Lori) 
did not snap when they felt pulled. Their ability to embrace ambiguity and paradox was 
facilitated by another commanding competency -- their capacity to regulate their emotions 
-- the focus of the next chapter. 
 
 



 
Chapter 19  

Marry Head and Heart 
 

Any person capable of angering you 
becomes your master. 

Epictetus 
 
 
The executive marched into the spacious meeting room. Two hundred journalists and 
editors waited anxiously for him to deliver the news. He confirmed their worst fears: 
Despite Herculean efforts, the company was closing their entire news division. All the 
journalists and editors were losing their jobs. 
 
It was hard to take. The executive who delivered this devastating blow was even harder to 
take. His brusque style and contentious mood triggered a nasty reaction from the crowd. 
He needed security to usher him from the enraged mob. 
 
Another executive visited this same group of reporters and editors on the next day. He took 
a respectful and somber approach to these wounded professionals. He shared stories about 
the importance of journalism in society, his own career struggles, and the layoffs he had 
endured. He closed by telling them that despite the struggles he too had faced, he had 
remained dedicated to the profession. He wished them well. 
 
This second executive did not need a security escort; he left with applause and cheers 
ringing in his ears.1 
 

19.1 Regulate the emotions  

 
How do you leave your employees after a staff meeting, one-on-one session, or all-hands 
meeting? Do you disregard the emotions of the moment and plow ahead with your agenda, 
leaving a flood of negative feelings to wash over them upon your departure ... like the first 
executive? Or do you marry your rational and emotional skills to achieve a more desirable 
outcome ... like the second executive? Stories like these illustrate the importance of 
regulating the emotions -- the fourth essential skill of emotional intelligence (EI), and the 
third competency of commanding leaders: 
 
1. Execute with passion and courage. 
2. Embrace ambiguity and paradox. 
3. Regulate the emotions. 

4. Choose responsibly. 
 



 

 

As discussed in earlier chapters, emotionally intelligent executives perform better, get 
promoted faster, and have lower turnover compared to those who are less emotionally 
intelligent. In addition, according to a study of more than 100,000 executives, EI is a better 
predictor of performance than technical skill or experience.2 As a quick reminder, let's 
touch on the first three skills of EI before we dive into skill number four, which marries the 
head and heart. 
 

19.1.1 Perceive emotions 
 
Are you in touch? Emotions contain data. They are signals telling us that something is going 
on that needs our attention. If we are not aware of this data, we miss an enormous amount 
of feedback necessary for effective leadership. Thus, the first step in being an emotionally 
intelligent executive is to identify what emotions we, and those around us, feel. In the 
opening story, the first executive who spoke to employees either failed to detect the 
emotional smoke signals in others or he ignored them. 
 

19.1.2 Use emotions 
 
Do you have emotions or do they have you? How we feel affects how we think. In fact, our 
emotions are always influencing our thinking. The only question is, How? Emotionally 
intelligent executives use their emotions to facilitate their thinking. They have emotions, 
but their emotions do not have them. 
 
If the first executive had thought about what emotions would best direct his attention to 
the problem of "communicating the bad news" about layoffs, he might have been able to 
deliver the news better. For instance, if he had used a relaxation technique to calm down, it 
might have been easier for him to focus on what others needed from him, which might have 
led to a more empathetic approach than the one he took. 
 

19.1.3 Understand emotions 
 
Can you forecast the emotional future? One of the reasons we need to grow our emotional 
intelligence is to be able to perform better -- to produce outcomes that are more desirable. 
This requires a general knowledge of where our emotions come from, and a robust 
vocabulary to describe them. 
 
These proficiencies allow us to conduct a quick what-if analysis. If the first executive had 
understood that anger is frequently caused by feelings of being treated unfairly, and that 
the elevator to anger begins in the lobby of annoyance, he could have asked himself 
questions such as: 
 
� What might happen if I take a somber tone to my presentation? 
� What's the probable outcome if I share a story of my own struggles? 
� Will it help matters if I let these employees know I believe in our profession? 



 

 

 
Of course, this is not the process the first executive used; he didn't think about how 
different approaches might create different emotional outcomes. What process do you use? 
 

19.1.4 How's your marriage ... between head and heart? 

 
Though we don't know for sure, the second executive probably employed the first three 
skills of an EI leader -- perceiving, using, and understanding emotions -- thereby enabling 
him to regulate his emotions, which is the fourth skill. Leaders who regulate their emotions 
exercise self-control and think clearly even when they are experiencing strong emotions. 
They maintain their cool when situations get hot. You seldom see them become defensive 
or lose their composure under pressure. 
 
They also can "psych themselves up" (and others, too) or be a calming influence. Their 
James Bond demeanor does not mean they don't have passionate feelings -- only that they 
temper passion with reason. They understand that masking emotions is not managing 
emotions. They make better decisions because they marry their heart and their head. 
 
Executives who regulate their emotions create environments of greater trust, fairness, 
integrity, and openness to change.3 That's because politics, infighting, and resistance to 
change decrease when employees know that they can speak their mind and share their 
concerns without the boss losing his or her temper. 
 
A group of researchers at the University of Amsterdam tested the effects of a leader 
displaying anger versus happiness on 140 graduate students under stress. Their 
conclusion: "Our findings suggest that leaders who were capable of accurately diagnosing 
their subordinates and the situation, and of regulating their emotions accordingly, will be 
more successful in effectively managing group processes and stimulating performance."4 
 

Witness is the greatest science 
for an inward revolution. 

Osho 
 

19.2 How to keep your cool when you're hot 

 
A senior vice president grumbled that his team did not come to him with bad news. I told 
him that they were afraid of his emotional outbursts. "But I never shoot the messenger," 
was his quick retort. 
 
"I know, but unless you learn to regulate your emotions, the messengers will never even 
come knocking," was my reply. 



 

 

 
Here are some best practices you can use to keep calm when you feel the heat. 
 

19.2.1 Stay open to your emotions 
 
Because emotions contain information, closing ourselves off to certain emotions decreases 
essential feedback. We seldom shut out positive emotions. Yet all emotions contain 
information. If you find that you typically shut down when uncomfortable situations arise, 
practice this technique: 
 
1. Determine which emotion you would like to work on. 
2. List the various situations tending to cause that emotion. 
3. List the situations from the least to the most emotionally intense. 
4. Use your imagination to relax (focusing on deep breathing, progressive muscle 

relaxation, calmness). 
5. Generate a calm and pleasant mood. 
6. Picture the least intense emotional situation. 
7. When you find yourself becoming tense, go back to the relaxing step (4) and then 

generate a calm mood (5). 
 
The goal is to visualize the emotional situation and stay open to the emotion. You begin 
with the easiest situations and progress slowly toward the more difficult ones. (If your 
emotions are too painful or difficult, please see a health professional.) 
 

19.2.2 Change your emotion 
 
Do you ever wish you could change your emotion in a split-second -- wouldn't that be a 
great skill? 
 
Guess what? You already do it. 
 
What about the time you were really upset and then the phone rang and -- because of who 
was calling -- you had to answer pleasantly? 
 
See, you already exercise this skill. Perhaps not consciously, but you do it. If you want to do 
it consciously and consistently, try the following steps: 
 
1. Determine which emotion you would like to change. 
2. Choose a situation that causes this emotion. 
3. Use your imagination to picture that situation. Make the experience as real as possible. 
4. Bring the emotion that you want to change into the situation you have imagined. 
5. Think of an interruption that could occur realistically in that situation, such as a phone 

call, a knock on the door, an instant message or tweet, someone yelling your name, your 
pet rubbing your leg, etc. 



 

 

6. As the interruption occurs, watch the scene unfold without judgment. Pretend you are 
observing yourself on the movie screen. Don't criticize what you see, just be aware of 
what you see and feel as you watch yourself on the screen. 

7. Replay the sequence until the emotion's intensity diminishes under your detached gaze. 
 

19.2.3 Reason with emotions 
 
Do you ever bring the office home? Something negative happens at work and it spills into 
your home life -- it happens to all of us. We fail to regulate emotions when we allow the 
emotions to extend into other areas of our lives. You can minimize this problem by 
reasoning with emotions. Here's how: 
 
1. Determine which emotion you tend to take home. 
2. Think of a recent, specific situation in which this emotion was aroused. 
3. Write answers to these questions or use Morning Pages to address them: 
 
� Was it reasonable to feel this way in this situation? 
� Do you often feel this way when this situation happens? 
� Why do you feel this way? 
� What truly caused the feeling? 
� Would you like to change the way you feel about it? 
� How would a leader you admire interpret the situation? 
� Would it be beneficial if you chose to think of this situation differently? 
� How could you think of this situation and the emotion differently? 
 

19.2.4 Hug your reptilian brain 
 
Emotions flow from the neurotransmitters of your brain's limbic system, sometimes 
referred to in evolutionary terms as your reptilian brain. It's the seat of feelings, impulses, 
and drives. It's home to your fight-or-flight mechanism. Your limbic system hijacks your 
brain under stress. Your copilot, the analytical neocortex -- the rational thinking portion of 
your brain -- is often gagged and bound when the heat is on. That's why thinking clearly 
under pressure is often difficult. 
 
To improve your capacity to regulate your emotions, engage your reptilian brain in 
training. Listening to a lecture or reading a book (including this one), which is how most 
leadership training is delivered, doesn't enhance emotional intelligence because the 
learning doesn't involve the limbic system. Furthermore, practice does not make perfect -- 
progressive practice, in simulated conditions of reality, makes perfect. 
 
For example, not long ago I interviewed the CEO of a billion-dollar company about the 
emotional growth of one of his executives, whom I had been coaching for the last four 
months. The CEO stated that his executive was "a different guy" because of the dramatic 
improvements he had made in a very short period. The CEO asked me how I did it. 



 

 

 
Of course, my ego wanted to tell him that my weekly coaching sessions made a big 
difference. Instead, I told him that I had recruited people (a few peers and direct reports) 
that the executive surrounded himself with and invited them to be part of my 360-coaching 
process. Thus, the executive's own circle of influence provided timely, frequent, and 
accurate feedback from the trenches. 
 
Leadership coaching is most successful when coaches involve the limbic system in 
progressive practice under real conditions. That's how executives learn to hug their 
reptilian brain when stressed.  
 
Here are key questions to help you hug your reptilian brain by marrying your head and 
heart during taxing circumstances: 
 

� What are you feeling physically? 
� What are you feeling emotionally? 
� What does it make you want to do? 
� What will happen if you do that? 
� Where is that feeling coming from ... really? 
� What is the ideal outcome you desire? 
� What options might lead you toward that outcome? 

 

19.2.5 Say your ABCs 
 
Here are a few other quick tips to help you keep your cool as soon as you start feeling the 
heat. I call them the ABCs of composure: 
 
� Accept the feeling. 

 
Don't deny your emotion. Accept and observe the feeling. Don't judge it, either. See and 
feel it for what it is -- a feeling. 
 

� Breathe to relieve. 
 
Inhale all the negativity that swirls around this feeling. Take this deep, slow breath from 
your belly and let it all in. As the air slowly enters your lungs, imagine that all your 
positive energy envelops this negative situation. Like a bright sunrise, let the core of 
your real self surround the feeling and situation. Then, as you slowly exhale, allow your 
powerful, positive light to flow out as your gift. Imagine this illuminating light of calm 
spreading out in all directions from the heart of who you really are -- from your best 
self. One executive says he imagines the light coming from his heart as sunlight lifting 
the fog. 
 

� Command your body. 



 

 

 
As you release the tension through breathing, show it in your face and speak it in your 
voice. Let your cheeks relax and smile, if it's appropriate. Slow your speech and lower 
your voice. Act as if you feel relaxed and you become more relaxed. 

 

19.3 How would you coach Charlie? 

 
Let's summarize all four emotional intelligence abilities (perceive, use, understand, 
regulate) by inviting you to coach Charlie, the director of operations in your organization. 
Imagine Charlie is one of your direct reports, and he shares this particular challenge with 
you... 
 
The IT department was added to Charlie's responsibilities as part of a reorganization that 
occurred six months earlier. Bob, the long-time manager of IT who is nearing the end of his 
career, now has Charlie as his new manager. Charlie and Bob had been colleagues for the 
last five years. 
 
Since the reorganization, Bob hasn't been much of a team player: He's slow to return 
Charlie's calls and is barely delivering his projects on time. He's not contributing much to 
the important cross-functional teams to which Charlie assigned him. He also seems 
annoyed whenever Charlie asks for status reports. 
 
Charlie's had a few informal conversations with Bob regarding how things are going, his 
role on the team, and the importance of his projects. Bob nodded, smiled, and said he was 
fine with everything. Although his work is still somewhat satisfactory, Charlie is concerned 
that Bob's negative attitude could become worse and/or infect others. Bob's performance 
review is coming up, and Charlie asks you if the review is an opportunity to address the 
issue more directly. 
 
What would you recommend? Would you tell Charlie to have a direct "lay it on the line" 
conversation with Bob? Alternatively, would you suggest that Charlie invite Bob to the 
restaurant they frequented as colleagues to have a gentler dialogue over lunch?  
 
There are no guarantees that a single approach will always work, but Charlie has a higher 
probability of achieving his desired outcome if you coach him to apply the four EI abilities. 
 
Here's how I coached Charlie: 
 
1. Realize that Bob is probably in an overall negative mood because Charlie was promoted 

to be his boss (perceive emotions). 
2. Recognize that Bob's negativity might limit his receptivity to any explanation or 

suggestion Charlie may offer, at least early on in the conversation (use emotion). 



 

 

3. Understand that Bob's feeling of being annoyed could be caused by his belief that he 
was not treated fairly because the reorganization process was never explained. In 
addition, appreciate that this annoyance might escalate to anger, if matters are not 
handled well (understand). 

4. Regulate Charlie's emotion by not reacting to any of Bob's negativity or passive-
aggressive behavior during the performance review. Instead, lead Bob to a better 
outcome by having a direct and difficult conversation during the performance review. 

 
 Here's how the conversation went according to Charlie: 
 
Charlie: It's been six months since the reorganization. Before we talk about your 
performance, I want to know how you feel about us. How are you and I are doing? 
Bob: I think we're doing just fine. 
Charlie: Really? I'm surprised to hear you say that. I've felt that there has been a little 
tension between us since the reorganization. I've noticed that it takes a while for you to 
return my calls. You also seem not to be fully engaged in a few of our projects. So, I'm 
guessing I'm not doing something right. 
Bob: Well, I've been really busy. 
Charlie: Bob, I'm not sure how the executive team decided who went where in the 
reorganization; they've never explained their thinking behind the reorganization. For all I 
know, it could have been either one of us who ended up in my position, but they put me 
here. And I need your help and your experience to make this new organization effective. 
What can I do to improve my communication with you and/or our overall relationship? 
 
According to Charlie, Bob's entire appearance changed when he took this "I need you to 
help me" approach. Bob relaxed, smiled with his eyes (a real smile) for the first time in a 
long time, and opened up in ways he never had before. Although Bob didn't have any 
specific suggestions for Charlie, Charlie told me that the performance issues he had with 
Bob disappeared. Six months later, Bob and his team are still performing well. Charlie 
believes things got better because he became a better emotionally intelligent executive. 
 
Here are some questions to help you grow your and your team's emotional intelligence: 
 
� Which situations tend to affect you and your team members emotionally? 
� Could your internal state be caused by lack of sleep, poor nutrition, or stress?  
� Do you need to decrease how often you jump into conversations? 
� In what situations do you need to use your emotions, rather than allowing them to use 

you? 
� How might you arrange a time-out session when you are feeling emotional? 
� Do you take a few moments to clarify your intention before every communication? 
� Where might you find other daily, healthy outlets for your emotional release? 
� What breathing exercises or relaxation techniques might help you regulate your 

emotions? 
� What questions might you ask to better reason with emotion? 



 

 

� Do you recognize the difference between what happens and your story about what 
happens? 

� How well do you access your free will to choose your response to emotional issues? 
� Who might provide ongoing feedback to help you regulate your emotions better? 
� What techniques could you practice to maintain poise and composure in the face of 

interpersonal threats or challenges? 
� How might you decrease defensiveness during difficult situations? 
 
These questions are good reminders of how emotions influence the ability to apply 
commanding leadership competencies, especially when the heat is on. When Washington 
Mutual experienced a dramatic loss in profits in 2004, the board appointed President and 
Chief Operating Officer Steve Rotella to turn the company around. Rotella was quick to 
dismiss the importance of EI. Of WaMu's five corporate values -- fair, caring, human, 
dynamic, and driven-- he disregarded the first three and emphasized only the last two.5 
Within two years, employee turnover in customer-focused positions increased to 50%, 
consumer complaints skyrocketed, and WaMu's rapid decline accelerated. 
 
One of the lessons we can learn from WaMu's demise is that ignoring emotions at work 
makes it hard to make good choices -- the topic of the next and final chapter about the 
competencies of the commanding leadership style. 



 
Chapter 20 

The Jungle Is Neutral 
 

Between stimulus and response 
is a space called choice. 

Stephen Covey 
 
 
The gods condemned the mythological Greek Sisyphus to spend eternity rolling a rock up a 
mountain, only to see it roll down again. In the final chapter of his philosophical essay The 

Myth of Sisyphus, Albert Camus compares the absurd nature of human life to Sisyphus's 
predicament. Yet his essay concludes, "The struggle itself ... is enough to fill a man's heart. 
One must imagine Sisyphus happy." 
 
How could endlessly rolling a rock up a mountain culminate in happiness? Camus must be 
crazy, right? 
 
Perhaps. 
 
But what if the story is a metaphor about choosing to make meaning out of difficulty? How 
much more effective would we be if we refused to fall victim to the destructive "woe is we" 
mentality, instead choosing to interpret adversity constructively? 
 

20.1 Choose responsibly 

 

My first act of free will 
shall be to believe in free will. 

William James 
 
To choose responsibly is the final competency of the commanding leadership style: 
 
1. Execute with passion and courage. 
2. Embrace ambiguity and paradox. 
3. Regulate the emotions. 
4. Choose responsibly. 

 
Decades of research shows that "influencing followers' perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs 
can strengthen their commitment to their organization's goals, spurring them to embark on 
new directions with enthusiasm instead of resistance."1 That's why making sense of the 
environment by "making meaning" for followers is critical. 
 



 

 

Executives are ineffective when, like former president Richard Nixon during the Watergate 
scandal, they blame others when they fall. You can't help others make sense of difficult 
circumstances if you are wasting time blaming others for those circumstances. Effective 
leaders, like former president John F. Kennedy, take responsibility for their choices when 
they fail (Bay of Pigs), choose to act on what they learn (Cuban missile crisis), and inspire 
others to take action. 
 
Choosing to roll the rock responsibly is important when leaders fail during their workday 
(experience a short-term setback) and when their career hits an obstacle (confront longer-
term adversity). 
 

Failure is only the opportunity 
to begin again more intelligently. 

Henry Ford 
 

20.2 Fail successfully every day 

 
Robert Shapiro, former CEO of Monsanto, was troubled to find that the company's 
organizational culture had conditioned employees to view unsuccessful products or 
projects as personal failures.2 He knew this narrow view of failure was choking his 
innovation pipeline. To encourage an experimentation mindset in their everyday approach 
to work, Shapiro employed a number of tactics. Adapt his techniques so you and your team 
can learn how fail successfully every day, too. 
 

20.2.1 Distinguish between excusable and inexcusable failure 
 
Employees must know that executives encourage learning from excusable failure, but won't 
tolerate sloppy work. You can make this distinction clear by implementing after-action 
reviews (AARs) in your organization. Answer these probing questions after any failure: 
 
� What were the desired outcomes? 
� What outcomes actually were achieved? 
� Why did the failure occur? 
� How well was the effort organized and monitored? 
� Did the leader collaborate and consult with the right people? 
� How was risk assessed? 
� How will the lessons learned be disseminated? 
 

20.2.2 Don't praise too much 
 
Professor Richard Farson and his colleagues (cited originally in Chapter 2) found that 
creativity decreases with praise. Employees actually want their leaders to be more 



 

 

interested in their work and less focused on patting them on the back. Robert Pirsig, who 
wrote Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, was correct when he reminded us that 
caring is the precursor of quality. When the leader takes a nonjudgmental and caring 
interest in the work itself (and the ongoing learning), employees are more willing to 
tolerate failure. This is consistent with the research of Professor Carroll Dweck, as covered 
in Chapter 11.  
 
 

20.2.3 Fess up when you mess up 
 
Executives who candidly admit their own mistakes communicate their desire for their 
organization to experiment and learn. Former Coca-Cola CEO Roberto Goizueta took 
responsibility, and years of ribbing, for the New Coke fiasco that occurred during his time 
at the helm. Admitting his mistake taught employees that tolerance of mistakes was the 
norm. Hundreds of memos and speeches could not have communicated as well. 
 
John Antioco, former CEO of Blockbuster, was also quick to fess up to a few "do differently 
next time," in an interview in Harvard Business Review.3 (The entire issue was actually 
dedicated to failure.) 
 

20.2.4 Share the wealth of information 
 
Sharing information is a critical step in any transformation. Post-it notes might not be here 
today if 3M's Spencer Silver had decided to sit on information regarding the failed adhesive 
he invented. He promoted the concept within 3M without much success until a colleague, 
Art Fry, imagined using it to anchor his bookmark in his hymnbook.4 3M profited from its 
culture of rewarding information exchange. 
 
When you distribute information -- even when it doesn't make you look good -- employees 
learn to collaborate across boundaries, and internal silos melt like snow forts on a warm 
winter day. 
 

The fastest way to succeed 
is to double your failure rate. 

IBM founder Thomas Watson, Sr.  
 

20.3 How top executives manage career adversity 

 
Benedict Arnold was a brilliant, highly decorated leader in the Continental Army during 
America's war for independence ... until he was blindsided by injury and insult (being 
passed over for promotion and colleagues claiming credit for his victories). General Arnold 



 

 

chose to handle his career setbacks by turning his back on his country. In America, his 
name is now synonymous with traitor. 
 
Contrast his failure to manage career adversity with how former U.S. President Jimmy 
Carter recovered from his 1980 reelection loss to Ronald Reagan. Carter chose to dedicate 
his life to the alleviation of human suffering, built The Carter Center, and won the Nobel 
Peace Prize more than two decades later "for his decades of untiring effort to find peaceful 
solutions to international conflicts, to advance democracy and human rights, and to 
promote economic and social development."5 
 
Why do some executives make poor choices when smacked by career adversity while 
others handle this hardship like a rubber ball? Diane Coutu, a senior editor at Harvard 

Business Review, studied resilient business leaders, Holocaust survivors, and children.6 She 
discovered that the most resilient individuals chose to: 
 
1. Accept reality.  
2. Improvise. 
3. Value meaning. 
 

20.3.1 Accept reality 
 
When leadership researcher and author Jim Collins interviewed Vice Admiral James 
Stockdale, held prisoner and tortured by the Vietcong for eight years, he asked Stockdale, 
"Who didn't make it out of the prisoner camps?" 
 
The leader responded, "Oh, that's easy, the optimists. They were the ones who said we are 
going to be out by Christmas. And then they said we'd be out by Easter, then the Fourth of 
July, then by Thanksgiving, and then it was Christmas again." Then Stockdale added, "They 
died of a broken heart."7 
 
Commanding leaders choose responsibly by seeing reality the way it is and having faith 
that it will get better. That's what Collins calls the Stockdale paradox. The sun will come 
out, but maybe not tomorrow. 
 
This is the approach Jamie Dimon chose to take when he was fired as president of Citigroup 
by then-chairman Sandy Weill following 16 years of collaboration. Dimon scanned the 
already-prepared press release and understood that the board of directors agreed with 
Weill. He saw reality staring him in the face and walked out. A year and a half later, he took 
the job of CEO at Bank One. He subsequently took the top job at JPMorgan Chase, which 
later bought Bank One. Dimon took a play out of former GE CEO Jack Welch's playbook:  
Welch taught reality as a value by cautioning leaders to "see the world as it is, not just the 
way you want it to be." 
 

20.3.2 Improvise 



 

 

 
The delivery company UPS considers improvisation a core skill. Executives empower their 
drivers to do whatever it takes to deliver packages on time. This is exactly what they did 
one day after Hurricane Andrew devastated southeast Florida. People were living in 
shelters and cars because the storm had reduced their homes to rubble. Yet the hurricane 
didn't stop the UPS drivers from delivering critical packages to desperate customers. UPS 
improvised by setting up diversion sites to sort packages amid the carnage. 
 
How well do you improvise when you hit a stumbling block? 
 
I spoke with a recently promoted executive, Marsha, who is struggling with her new 
responsibilities. Marsha feels she is not managing her transition well because she hasn't 
found ways to handle the obstacles that accompany her new position. Much like you might 
improvise a dinner today from yesterday's leftovers, Marsha and I are now producing a 
flexible plan that leads with her strengths and manages her weaknesses. 
 

20.3.3 Value meaning 
 
Effective leaders make sense out of their struggles by searching for meaning based on their 
values. Values offer a way to interpret what is going on and where to go. Values are the 
North Star during an executive's "dark night of the soul." The self-serving values of 
Benedict Arnold (arrogant, prideful, victim mindset) contrast sharply with the servant 
leader values of Jimmy Carter (caring, compassionate, humanitarian). 
 
Nelson Mandela is another example of a leader using values to make meaning out of 
adversity. To avert a civil war in South Africa (after spending 27 years in prison), Mandela 
felt he needed to assuage the fears of whites before addressing the many grievances of 
blacks. Because he placed a high value on unity, he chose to symbolize unity by focusing the 
nation on rugby, a sport usually ignored by blacks. 
 
Despite great internal opposition, Mandela persisted in using rugby as a powerful 
metaphor to make unity meaningful for all his people. In the end, South Africa won the 
Rugby World Cup, and millions of black and white fans sang the team song in harmony. The 
nation marched down the path of reconciliation, not retaliation, because a leader chose to 
make meaning out of difficulty by focusing on the value of unity.8 
 
What values are you living that can rally your team in tough times? 
 

We must not let our differences blind us 
from the unity that binds us. 

Huston Smith 
 
Mandela's story also illustrates the importance of choosing to lead by managing meaning, 
not just information. We no longer live in the information age; we drown in the information 



 

 

overload age. Employees flounder in a flood of e-mails, instant messages, and Internet and 
intranet news. Effective executives help their managers focus on what is most important in 
this torrent of information, especially during stressful times.9 
 

20.4 Stay focused during tough times 

 
Answer the following questions to help interpret information in a meaningful way when 
you're faced with hard decisions: 
 
� What are the relevant facts? 
� What's the ideal outcome? 
� How does this ideal outcome relate to our vision and core values? 
� With whom should we brainstorm options? 
� What options create the greatest good for the greatest number? 
� How will we express our core values as we take action? 
 
Choosing to answer these questions will help you see the light during your dark night. 
Choice steers your thinking, thereby determining how well you navigate everyday failure 
and career adversity. As a wise elder once related: 
 

One evening an old Cherokee leader told his grandson about a battle that goes on 
inside all people. He said, "My son, the battle is between two wolves inside us all. 
One is Bad. It is envy, jealousy, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, 
inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego. The other is Good. It is joy, peace, 
love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, 
compassion and faith." 
 
The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather, "Which 
wolf wins?" 
 
The old Cherokee replied, "The one you feed." 

 
Everybody has a rock to roll -- and a wolf to feed. How you choose to push your rock and 
which wolf to feed throughout your day and career is up to you. I encourage you to use the 
tools in this chapter to make the right choices. If you do, I imagine that you, too, may end up 
like Sisyphus: happy. 
 

Choosing responsibly lifts us 
from "woe is me" to "WOW, it's up to me." 

 
 

20.5 Exercise your commanding competencies 
 



 

 

In Section V, we have described the commanding leader as an individual who executes with 
passion and courage, embraces ambiguity and paradox, regulates the emotions, and 
chooses responsibly. Reflect for a moment on historical, business, or military leaders who 
are strong in the commanding style. Who comes to mind? Do names like former British 
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, George Washington, Steve Jobs, or Jack Welch surface? 
 
How does this style relate to your world? In this space below, please make a quick list of 
responsibilities you have that require accessing your commanding leadership 
competencies: 
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
Specific duties that leaders from our classes have identified as requiring commanding 
competencies style are listed in Table 20.1. 
 

Table 20.1 
Duties Requiring Commanding Leader Competencies 

 
� Terminating an employee 
� Standing up to your boss 
� Asserting your own ideas, even if they are unpopular with your team 
� Having a difficult or uncomfortable conversation 
� Delivering bad news to your boss or team 
� Taking small steps when dealing with ambiguous issues 
� Inviting those who disagree with you to the table for honest dialogue 
� Holding team members accountable for their attitudes during change 
� Helping others make sense of, and interpret, difficult events or experiences 
� Refusing to play the victim when unpopular initiatives, policies, or procedures are 

adopted 
� Driving for results, despite obstacles 
 
Table 20.2 lists several questions to help you think about how to grow the four 
competencies of the commanding leader and address many of the duties listed in Table 
20.1. Each question is also a practical tactic that can help you expand your commanding 
skills. You may also want to discuss them with your team members. 
 

Table 20.2 
10 Questions to Help You Choose Responsibly 



 

 

 
1. How well do you distinguish between excusable and inexcusable failure? 
2. What can your team do to decrease the fear-of-failure mindset? 
3. What can your team do to increase the experimental mindset? 
4. How well do you advertise your mistakes? 
5. How do you and your team choose to perceive failure? 
6. Are there situations where you do not see or accept reality? 
7. Are you clear about the core values that drive your choices? 
8. How can you be more optimistic during tough times? 
9. How might you involve your team in choosing to make meaning out of adversity? 
10. What small, daily actions could you choose to take to be more positive? 
 

20.6 What you resist persists 
 
In Chapter 17, you read about Greg, an empowering leader who lacked some of the key 
competencies of the commanding style. He failed to execute with passion and courage by 
refusing to address the poor performance among his team members. He also ignored the 
swelling signs of discontent among his colleagues, who were upset at the poor service that 
their teams were receiving from Greg's managers. 
 
I worked with Greg and some of his team members on their leadership issues. After a two-
day workshop, I told Greg that his three poor-performing managers were the ones most 
resistant to the leadership tools presented in class. I recommended that he employ his 
organization's progressive discipline policy with them and that he and I enter a coaching 
relationship. 
 
Greg showed great discomfort at the thought of holding his non-performers accountable 
and developing other commanding competencies. He said it was "not his style to confront 
people." What he was really saying was that he did not want to learn how to manage the 
tension required to access the commanding leadership skills -- his relative weakness -- 
while still holding on to his empowering leadership style -- his relative strength. In other 
words, Greg did not want to stretch when he felt pulled. 
 
That's what got him fired. 
 
What got Kerry Killinger fired wasn't actually too different, even if the scale was orders of 
magnitude greater. He pushed WaMu into riskier and riskier portfolios of unconventional 
loans even as his risk management and compliance teams repeatedly told him it was an 
irresponsible choice. Instead of stretching when he felt pulled, Killinger systematically 
removed the source of the tension -- the executives at WaMu who questioned him. 
 
Failing to manage the tensions of leadership derails many leaders. Don't let it hurt your 
growth. The management of tension is the essence of growth. 
 



 

 

*** 
We have discussed the two ways you can grow your leadership effectiveness, especially 
when you are pulled by opposing demands. 
 
First, you can develop the weaker competencies that cause you to be a lopsided leader 
under pressure. That's been the focus of chapters 5 through 20 -- to provide you with 
powerful, practical tools for expanding your XLM. By developing a bigger and more well-
rounded XLM, you gain the agility to respond flexibly to your dynamic environment. 
Instead of snapping, you stretch when you're pulled. 
 
The second way to grow your leadership effectiveness is improve the quality and 
consistency of your daily decision-making and problem-solving. Employing the XLM to do 
this is the focus of the next chapter. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

SECTION VI 

 
Use It, Don't Lose It -- How to Apply What You Learn 

 
This final section contains only two chapters. The first will help you apply the XLM as a 
daily decision-making and problem-solving tool. The second will help you implement the 
best ideas you gleaned from the book into actual practice.  
 
 
 



 
Chapter 21 

Quality Decision-making and Problem-solving 
 

The most serious mistakes 
are not being made as a result of wrong answers. 

The truly dangerous thing 
is asking the wrong questions. 

Peter Drucker 
 

21.1 The problem with problems 

 
 
If you had all the time and money in the world whenever you had a decision to make, could 
you make quality decisions every time? Maybe. But that's the problem with problems, isn't 
it? You don't have all the time or money in the world to solve them. As you decide how to 
address any issue, you are -- whether you know it or not -- weighing a trade-off between 
effort and accuracy.1 
 
Failure to find the right balance between effort and accuracy is caused by what Professor 
John Hammond and his colleagues call "the hidden traps in decision-making."2 Like sand 
traps to a golfer, these decision traps influence our thinking, thereby affecting our 
decisions, which impact our actions, thus governing our outcomes. Better outcomes begin 
with better thinking about decisions and problems. 
 
You've read about my million-dollar idea, the interactive CD-ROM Strategy that automated 
medical marketing. I spent two years and a truckload of money creating and marketing this 
innovative product when I started my own company many years ago. It failed miserably 
because, back then, I didn't know about these decision-making traps or how to avoid them. 
This chapter will help you understand and circumvent them. 
 

21.2 The seven hidden decision-making traps 

 
Does it surprise you to read there are only seven decision-making traps? When we're facing 
difficult choices, it can seem as if the traps are innumerable, like playing golf on the beach. 
But in reality, these seven are the most common causes of poor decision-making. 
 

21.2.1 Anchoring 
 
Let me ask you a couple of quick questions: 



 

 

 
� Do you think that the population of Malaysia is greater than 100 million? 
� What is your best estimate of the population of California? 
 
If you're like most people, the information embedded in the first question influenced your 
answer to the second question. This is an example of the anchoring trap -- our tendency to 
give a disproportionate weight to the first information we receive. As Professor Hammond 
and his colleagues reported in the Harvard Business Review, "Initial impressions, estimates, 
or data anchor subsequent thoughts and judgments."3 
 
When do you fall into this trap? How about when creating forecasts? Do you rely too 
heavily on past data? The trap is also frequent during negotiations (opening positions), the 
hiring process (first impressions), and performance evaluations (review last year's 
evaluation). 
 
Much of the misery from the Great Recession is attributable to financial leaders who 
predicted the housing market would continue its meteoric rise. One reason they 
mismanaged the paradoxical tension between risk and profit is because they thought 
information embedded in past housing profits accurately predicted future housing profits. 
Executives who answer today's challenges with yesterday's thinking also fall into this trap. 
 
Avoid the anchoring bias by remembering that although the past may predict the future, it 
does not equal the future. When you review numbers to develop a forecast, question where 
the numbers come from and the motivations of those who provided them. Learn from the 
past without being seduced by it. (By the way, the population of Malaysia is 28.7 million; 
California's is 37.2 million.) 
 

It's okay to look at the past,  
just don't stare. 

Benjamin Dover 

 

21.2.2 Status quo  
 
Please complete this sentence: An object in motion tends to _______________________. 
 
If you answered "stay in motion," you get a gold star. And remember, the flip-side of this 
physics law is that an object at rest tends to stay at rest. 
 
This law is also at work when we make decisions. We have a tendency to stick to the status 
quo -- to leave well enough alone and go with the flow. To get along we learn to go along. 
Just as it's always easier to swim downriver, when making decisions it feels safer not to try 
something new. Often, that's because our organizational cultures have conditioned us not 
to rock the boat. It's less risky to do what is conventional in most organizations because, as 



 

 

Hammond and his colleagues say, "Sins of commission (doing something) tend to be 
punished much more severely than sins of omission (doing nothing)." 
 
Climb out of status quo trap by answering three questions: 
 
1. How would I approach this decision if I were starting from scratch? 
2. What if I acted as if the culture supported an experimental ("let's try it") mindset? 
3. Is there a way to test the idea without a major investment? 
 

21.2.3 Sunk costs 
 
Kelley Knutson, executive vice president of global services for credit card processor TSYS, 
shared one of his painful leadership lessons several years ago when I was working with his 
team in the U.K. He said he was not hurt as much by the "good" employees that got away as 
he was by the "bad" (poor performers) he allowed to stay too long. Kelley learned how the 
concept of sunk costs applied to decisions. 
 
How about you? 
 
Did you ever spend too much time trying to improve the performance of an employee you 
should have fired? Did you ever continue investing in a project that you (or one of your 
direct reports) should have canceled long ago? Have you heard about bankers who 
continued to lend money to a failing business? Or a gambler who kept playing because he 
hoped his luck would change? 
 
These scenarios are all examples of the sunk costs trap -- "the tendency to continue an 
endeavor once an investment in money, effort, or time has been made."4 The primary 
reason I threw good money after bad with my CD-ROM project was that I was reluctant to 
admit errors to myself or others. Don't let this happen to you. 
 
You can step around this trap by asking yourself, If I had not spent any time or money on 
this activity, would I do so now? 
 

21.2.4 Framing  
 
Which of the two middle circles, surrounded by different size circles, is larger? 
 



 

 

 
 
Although it appears that the left-middle circle is larger, both the left-middle and right-
middle circles are the same size. The left looks bigger because it's surrounded by smaller 
circles, thus providing different reference points. Context matters because it influences 
perception. 
 
In decision-making, this is called the framing trap, which we can also illustrate by 
answering two questions: 
 

Would you accept a 50-50 chance of either losing $300 or winning $500? 
 
What if, instead, I asked: 
 

Would you prefer to keep your checking account balance of $2,000 or to accept a 50-50 
chance of having either $1,700 or $2,500 in your account? 

 
If you actually had $2,000 in your checking account, these two questions would pose the 
same problem and risk. From a rational perspective, your decision should be the same. 
However, numerous studies have shown that many people would decide to refuse the 50-
50 chance in the first question, but accept it in the second. This is because of their different 
reference points. The first question emphasizes absolute gains and losses, which triggers 
the thought of losing money. The second question, with its reference point of $2,000, 
frames the decision in a different perspective by emphasizing the relatively minor financial 
impact of losing money when you already have $2,000. 
 
While executives are seldom skilled at framing an issue, politicians usually are. Al Gore was 
able to frame a global warming issue with his book titled An Inconvenient Truth. The title 
says that although the truth may be inconvenient, and it may not be what you want to hear, 
it is the truth and you should listen. Gore also framed the issue as a "moral imperative." By 
linking the issue to people's lives and values, he mobilized the environmentalist movement 
and the mass media. 
 



 

 

You also see the same principle apply in stem cell debates. Pro-life politicians frame stem 
cell research as murder because it destroys human embryos. Stem cell advocates fight back 
by framing the research as our best hope of attacking debilitating diseases affecting 
millions of Americans. Advocates know that it is difficult to call an influential spokesperson 
like actor Michael J. Fox a murderer. 
 

21.2.5 False assumptions 
 
Professors Robert Cross and Susan Brodt tell the story of a Fortune 100 company that 
made a major investment to manufacture and distribute a core product in Asia.5 They 
reported that the project's champion knew very little about Asia, but was convinced he 
could succeed in Asia just as he had in the United States. He held fast to his assumptions 
despite financial, operational, and strategic information that contradicted his views. After it 
became an utter fiasco, the project manager and senior executives realized that their poor 
decision rested on their false assumptions. 
 
Assumptions are the hidden foundations on which we build decisions. If the assumptions 
are shaky, the decisions seldom hold up and the house of cards collapses. Avoid this trap by 
asking your team to surface assumptions in a brainstorming session. Write this simple 
statement -- I assume ... -- on a whiteboard and ask everyone to complete the sentence as it 
relates to a specific decision. Don't discuss any responses just yet. Just write what your 
team is telling you. Ask the team to continue surfacing these assumptions until you have a 
long list. 
 
Then review and discuss those assumptions that are most likely to affect the decision most 
negatively. Make sure you discuss possible false assumptions related to overestimating the 
value of consensus, undervaluing objective assessments, and closing the door on 
constructive feedback. These three false assumptions often lead to poor decisions. 
 

21.2.6 Missed signals 
 
In the mid-1990s, one of England's oldest merchant banks went bankrupt after losing a 
billion dollars on unauthorized trades by a single trader. A government report on the 
collapse of this bank concluded that "a number of warning signs were present, but that 
individuals in a number of different departments failed to face up to, or follow up on, 
identified problems."6 
 
How often do you miss the signals? How can you set up a simple system to track important 
signals as you pursue your strategic goals? 
 

21.2.7 Competition 
 
The emotional urge to win during a competitive challenge often leads to costly decision 
errors. The medical device company Boston Scientific fell into this trap during its 



 

 

acquisition of the medical device maker Guidant. First, Johnson & Johnson announced plans 
to acquire Guidant. Soon thereafter, J&J threatened to pull out and lowered its purchase 
price offer because of Guidant's pacemaker recall. That's when Boston Scientific -- J&J's 
rival -- offered to buy Guidant. The bidding war was on. 
 
Boston Scientific's final and "winning" offer of $27.2 billion was $1.8 billion more than J&J's 
initial bid. Most financial analysts believe that this was a disastrous acquisition by Boston 
Scientific, demonstrated by the drop in its share price. How could smart individuals make 
such a costly error? The emotion of competition played a role in overriding sound decision-
making.7 
 
Any one of these seven decision-making traps can drag us down. As a quick recap, let's see 
which ones I fell into during my CD-ROM disaster: 
 
� I based my early profit projections on optimistic market penetration, thus subjecting 

myself to the perils of the anchoring trap. 
� The status quo trap reared its ugly head when I refused to kill the project when I 

realized the project was in deep trouble. 
� Sunk costs almost buried me because my ego encouraged me to throw good money 

after bad. 
� I fell into the framing trap by comparing my relatively minor losses to the millions of 

dollars Silicon Valley entrepreneurs were losing. 
� I also made a number of false assumptions, including the belief that users would spend 

time entering data and that physicians cared about marketing. 
� I missed many signals, including hints from friends in medicine who were not 

enthusiastic about my product. 
 
Now let's learn how to use four simple questions -- questions that encompass the four 
styles of the XLM -- to steer clear of these traps and make better and more consistent daily 
decisions. 
 

21.3 Four questions that improve decision-making and problem-

solving 

 
Think of a challenge confronting you or your team. We are going to use that challenge to 
discuss a fundamental approach to making decisions. Remember, better thinking leads to 
better decisions; these decisions determine your actions, thereby producing your results. 
Thus, the precursor to quality leadership results is quality leadership thinking. 
 
The XLM is shown in Figure 21.1, with the four fundamental questions that can help you 
make better decisions when confronting everyday challenges. 
 



 

 

Figure 21.1 
Four Fundamental Questions That Lead to Better Decisions 

 

 
 
When you choose to ask these questions, you are actually drawing on the wisdom of the 
ages. That's because these four questions are rooted in philosophy. 
 

21.3.1 Epistemology 
 
This is the branch of philosophy that investigates the study of knowledge -- how we know 
what we know. In decision-making, the first question we must ask ourselves is, "What are 
the relevant facts of this decision?" 
 
This is a rational thinking question because it relates to monitoring our environment 
closely and being in touch with the facts. 
 
For example, when confronted by poor-performing employees, do you gather all the facts 
related to their performance before beginning a counseling session? 
 

21.3.2 Metaphysics 
 



 

 

This branch of philosophy deals with universal truths and ultimate questions -- how it all 
relates to the big picture. In decision-making, the second question we ask ourselves is, 
"How does the challenge relate to the big picture and our ideal outcome?" 
 
This is a visionary thinking question because it invites contemplation of a broad 
perspective, strategic implications, and long-term consequences. 
 
For example, when you are deciding how to handle an employee who made a mistake, do 
you take the time to look at the mistake in the context of the employee's overall, long-term 
performance? Have you considered what the best outcome could be? 
 

21.3.3 Ethics 
 
This branch of philosophy is concerned with the moral code and values we use when 
interacting with others -- how decisions affect others. In decision-making, the third 
question we ask is, "Who should be engaged in brainstorming options and alternatives?" 
 
This is an empowering question because it focuses our attention on involving and serving 
those we lead. 
 
For example, the president of an association, Michelle, was hiring a senior executive. She 
preferred to offer the position to an internal candidate, Bill. Unfortunately, Bill was weak in 
the core competency of communicating trust and empathy. Michelle had talked about this 
weakness with Bill a few times, but hadn't seen much growth. I invited Michelle to engage 
Bill by asking him to create a detailed plan to improve the competency. Michelle did just 
that, and subsequently hired Bill, who is now making great strides in his weaker 
competency and performing well in his new position. 
 
How could you engage stakeholders more fully when you make decisions? 
 

21.3.4 Existentialism 
 
The last major branch of our philosophical tree reminds us that human beings have free 
will and therefore are responsible for their actions. It leads us to the final decision-making 
question based on utilitarianism: "What choice creates the greatest good for the greatest 
number?" 
 
This commanding question compels us to refuse victim thinking and accept responsibility 
for our choices and their consequences. 
 
Answer these four simple XLM questions and you can avoid falling into daily decision-
making traps. As evidence, here's an e-mail I received from one CEO: 
 

Dear Dave, 



 

 

 
Thank you for coaching me to use the XLM as a decision-making tool. This simple 
and powerful approach clarified our current situation and provided direction in 
making a decision that resulted in a savings of $147,000. I now use the XLM as I 
make decisions throughout the day. 
 
Thanks again, 
Jim 

 
As you go about making your daily decisions, I encourage you to keep the XLM in front of 
you and ask the four key questions in Figure 21.1. Use it at your meetings by asking your 
team to brainstorm answers to these questions. Although this process won't tell you what 
to do, it will help frame the discussion. 
 
How surprised will you be when you find yourself making better decisions because you 
seldom stumble into the seven decision-making traps? 
 

Leaders don't tell others what to think. 
They teach them how to think. 

 

21.4 Deep questions for difficult challenges 

 
When your challenges become more difficult, ambiguous, or complex, you can also use the 
XLM as a guide for asking deeper questions. This sub-section includes a series of questions, 
categorized by leadership style, that can improve your decision-making and problem-
solving when confronting these especially difficult challenges. 
 

21.4.1 Rational questions 
 
In deciding how to address a complex challenge, the rational style invites you to be aware 
of the external and internal framework of your decision by asking: 
 
� Have I defined the problem well? 
� Do I have the correct information to meet this challenge? 
� What is my backup plan? 
� What assumptions am I making? 
� How will I monitor the implementation of this decision? 
 

21.4.2 Visionary questions 
 
While rational thinking is related to gathering the facts about your challenge, visionary 
thinking considers those facts in a much broader context. 
 



 

 

Ironically, moving closer to a concrete solution requires that you step back and reflect on 
the big picture. This means evaluating your challenge in the context of your overall strategy 
by answering such questions as: 
 
� How does this challenge relate to the organization's direction? 
� Is this a problem worth investing resources to solve? 
� Have I imagined the downstream negative consequences? 
� When do I really need to decide? 
� Imagine that I am looking back on this decision from the future and it has turned out 

poorly. What went wrong? 
� What might I think when I'm sitting in a rocking chair and reflecting on this issue during 

retirement? 
� Am I too invested in the status quo? 
� How is my ego affected by this situation? 
 

21.4.3 Empowering questions 
 
The third key to meeting a difficult challenge is to think about it from an empowering 
perspective, which requires that you consider such questions as: 
 
� Who are the key stakeholders affected by this decision? 
� How might we engage these stakeholders in exploring alternatives? 
� Have we considered the opinions of those with whom I often disagree? 
� Do we have options that express our core values? 

 

21.4.4 Commanding questions 
 
Eventually you must choose what to do, or what not to do. Here are a few more questions 
that will help you think critically as you access your free will responsibly: 
 

� How risky are my alternatives? 
� Can I test the alternatives on a small scale before I decide? 
� If everyone in this organization had to do exactly what I am contemplating doing, 

what type of organization would we have? 
� What is the best thing to do for the greatest number of people without violating 

individual rights? 
 

21.5 The essence of leadership 

 
A vice president I've been coaching reported that he was very pleased with the work that 
his direct reports were now bringing to him. He had coached them to apply the XLM to 
their decision-making, as I had coached him. His managers no longer brought him 



 

 

problems; instead, they brought well-thought-out options -- what he considers completed 
staff work. 
 
The vice president understood that leadership is the process of unleashing the energy of 
people toward worthy goals. He also realized that the essence of leadership is decision-
making and problem-solving. His management team is now using the XLM as a process to 
improve the quality and consistency of decision-making and problem-solving. You can too. 
 
As Peter Drucker reminds us, leadership used to be about having the right answers. Now, 
it's about asking the right questions. I encourage you and your team to use the XLM to ask 
the fundamental questions in this chapter.  
 

 
**** 

 
Knowledge is not power, applied knowledge is power. Our next and concluding chapter 
shows you how to apply the best ideas you gleaned from this book into a simple, yet 
powerful development plan. It is the most important chapter because the purpose of the 
book is to help you expand your leadership capacity so you can make a bigger and better 
difference in peoples' lives.  
 



 
Chapter 22 

 The Most Important Part of This Book  
 

If your actions inspire others to dream more, 
learn more, 

do more, 
and become more, 

you are a leader. 
John Quincy Adams 

 

22.1 Velcro ... or Teflon? 

 
The world-renowned research cardiologist at UC San Diego marched into my office many 
years ago and announced, "Dave, congratulations! Your abstract was accepted and you're 
going to present our research at the scientific conference." 
 
I gulped, "Okay, Vic." I had finished graduate school only three months before and was 
completing my internship. This was going to be the first scientific meeting I'd ever 
attended, much less presented at. 
 
Vic continued, "We also have a rule here that if you go to a conference, you have to teach 
what you learn to the rest of us when you get back." 
 
"Do you mind if I ask why you have that rule?"  
 
"Dave, the only reason to go to any meeting or conference is to improve things after the 
meeting." Vic smiled. "If you have to teach us what you learn, there's a greater chance that 
the learning will stick." 
 
Ever since that conversation 33 years ago, I have continued to refine a powerful process to 
increase the chance that my learning and teaching sticks like Velcro. This process is based 
on my philosophy that the most important part of any learning is what happens after you 
learn it, what my colleagues at Emory call WISDOM -- What I Shall Do On Monday! That's 
why I think this chapter in the most important part of the book. 
 
The following section describes the process to help you avoid Teflon learning by having a 
Velcro experience. Many executives discover that using this seven-step system delivers the 
greatest return on their training buck. So, feel free to share it.  
 

22.1.1Brainstorm challenges and strategies 



 

 

Begin by answering this question: What major challenges am I facing at work? 
 
Let your ideas flow and keep your pen moving as you brainstorm the answers to this 
question. You might also want to reflect on your goals, your organization's strategy, and the 
paradoxical challenges described in Chapter 1. 
 

22.1.2 Write a SMART goal 

Based on your business challenges, professional goals, and your organization's strategic 
imperatives, write a goal for your executive development plan that is: 
 
� Specific 
� Measurable 
� Attainable 
� Responsible 
� Timed 
 
What skill or competency do you want to improve? For example, one executive stated her 
goal as follows: Improve my coaching skills by mid-year to help my direct reports develop 
professionally. 
 

22.1.3 Meet with your leader 

 
Meet with your boss for a few minutes to discuss your goal. Ask how well you have aligned 
your development goal with your boss's and the organization's overall strategy. 
 

22.1.4 Create an insights, ideas, and behaviors page 

 
What insights, ideas, and behaviors (IIBs) did you gain from the book? If you don't have 
any, go back and review the table of contents and create a list of your favorite ideas from 
the chapter headings. You may also find it helpful to review and adapt the following IIBs, 
which come from leaders who have attended my classes over the years: 
 

� Use the XLM for personal and team development. Ask team members to assess 
their XLM (http://xlmassessment.com/). Then develop ways to leverage the team's 
talents and hold each other accountable for stretching. Meet every two weeks to 
measure progress and celebrate successes. 
 

� Work on a weaker competency. Select a weaker XLM competency to work on 
independent from my team. Adapt a few of the tools (in the chapter describing that 
competency) to strengthen this competency.  

 



 

 

� Improve my emotional intelligence. Use the ideas (in the chapters on EI) to help 
regulate my emotions.  

 
� Focus on what's important to team members. Meet individually with one team 

member every day for five minutes to discuss individual concerns, clarify 
expectations, and applaud small successes. 

 
� Increase two-way communication. Speak last at meetings, ask more questions, 

listen better, and remember that broadcasting is not communicating. 
 

� Conduct after-action reviews. Coach others by delegating small portions of my job, 
and then ask these five questions after completion: 

 
1. What results did we expect and achieve? 
2. Why the difference? 
3. What lessons were learned? 
4. How will we use these lessons in the future? 
5. Who else might benefit from these lessons? 

 
� Make better decisions using the XLM. Access all four leadership styles (rational, 

visionary, empowering, commanding) when making decisions. Ensure that I have all 
the facts, consider the big picture, assess the impact on others, and take action. Use 
this process to encourage my direct reports to bring me completed staff work and 
recommendations. 

 
� Manage anxiety. When stressed, ask the team, How can we view this problem or 

situation differently? Remind them that anxiety is the essence of growth, and that 
great companies approach difficulties as opportunities grow. 

 
� Understand concerns and focus on influence. Use Stephen Covey's circle of 

concern and influence to encourage everyone on my team to choose responsibly. 
 

22.1.5 Review your favorite IIBs with a partner 

 
Review your list of IIBs with a partner or colleague. Focus your discussion on a few IIBs 
that will help you reach your goal. For example: I will coach my direct reports by 
scheduling one five-minute meeting every day with one of them. 
 

22.1.6 Link your new behaviors with an old habit 
 
One of the best ways to remind yourself to practice your new behaviors is to link those new 
behaviors to an existing habit or system (old habit + new behavior = new habit). For 
example: Linking Outlook scheduling (old habit) and coaching (new behavior) will help 



 

 

create the new habit of coaching your direct reports. At a retreat with political leaders, one 
leader indicated that she was going to use her old habit of taking notes in meetings with her 
desired, new behavior of asking more questions by writing question marks at the top of her 
notepad every time she asked questions. Another executive said that placing Post-it notes 
on her phone would be a great reminder. 
 

22.1.7 Review and celebrate progress 

 
Solicit feedback from a colleague or your manager regarding your implementation of these 
behaviors. Ask them to help you monitor your progress. Once a week, report the progress 
and challenges you are experiencing as you use your new behaviors. Make sure you also 
celebrate your small successes. 
 
My first scientific presentation many years ago didn't go very well, but my debrief to my 
colleagues back at UCSD about what I learned at the meeting did. In fact, after that meeting, 
Vic hired me and I spent the next five years as a researcher... and learning how to make 
learning stick like Velcro. 
 
How about you? 
 

22.2 A closing story about you 

 

The sun danced on the stainless steel rails of the hospital bed as the late-afternoon sun 
filtered through the blinds. The orderly, a petite Latina in her mid-50s, placed her polishing 
cloth in the blue plastic bucket. Then, she calmed the sheets on the empty bed with long, 
slow, smooth strokes. She picked up her blue bucket and a clipboard, checked a few items 
off her list, and then turned to speak with the bald patient in the other bed. 
I heard them both laugh as I watched from the hallway. The orderly then walked out of the 
patient's room into the noisy corridor and came face-to-face with me. 
  
"Excuse me, ma'am," I said. "May I ask you a question?" 
 
"Yes," she said, "of course." 
 
"You do such a wonderful job here. What are you thinking as you work?" 
 
A broad smile spread across her face and lit up her big brown eyes. Her machine-gun 
response with a heavy accent came straight at me. "Our department leader told us a long 
time ago to make up the patient's room thinking that the next patient going to be in the bed 
would be our mothers." 
 



 

 

"Thank you," I said, "for making a difference to all the patients in this hospital and their 
families." 
 
She startled me by asking, "How do you know I make a difference to patients?" 
 
"Because the woman dying of lung cancer in the other bed is my mother. And Mom has told 
me all about you. She looks forward to your visits. You mean more to my mom than many of 
the doctors and nurses here." I smiled. "But don't tell them, OK?" 
 
She thanked me for making her day and floated down the hall, about an inch off the ground. 
 
The leader's job is to unleash the energy of others toward worthy goals. The orderly's 
department leader did just that, and it meant the world to my mother and me. I close with 
this story because it illustrates the impact that executives like you have on people's lives 
every single day. You make a huge difference.  
 
As you lead your team, your family, and your life, my hope is that The Executive's Paradox 
helps you stretch when you're pulled, so you make an even bigger difference. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 



 

Appendices 
 



Appendix A 

Desperately Seeking Someone 
 

I am convinced that nothing we do is more important 
than hiring and developing people. 

At the end of the day you bet on people, 
not on strategies. 

Larry Bossidy 
 

A.1 Lincoln's war for talent 

 
When asked why he filled his top three cabinet posts with his opponents from the 1860 
Republican presidential nomination, Abraham Lincoln responded, "I had looked the party 
over and concluded these were the very strongest men."1 
 
Lincoln understood that his performance depended greatly on the team he put together. He 
also knew there was a huge cost if he didn't hire the strongest people for the job. 
 
Do you know your costs of hiring the wrong people? 
 

A.2 Calculate the costs of turnover 

 
A Watson Wyatt survey estimated the total costs of turnover for a typical employee to be 
between 48% and 61% of the person's annual salary.2 The report pointed out that hiring 
costs have three components: 
 
1. Hard dollar costs (e.g., recruiting) 
2. Lost productivity (before leaving, during recruitment, and throughout the on-boarding 

of the new hire) 
3. Other losses (e.g., lower morale, changing priorities to handle other employees' work) 
 
For a firm with 10,000 employees earning an average salary of $50,000 per year (including 
benefits), a 15% annual turnover rate would cost $36 million to $45.75 million annually. 
 
What are your costs? 
 
Another way to look at the financial implications of hiring decisions is to multiply the 
average number of years employees stay in your organization times their salary. For 
example, if you are hiring a mid-level manager with a salary of $100,000 per year and your 



 

 

managers stay for an average of ten years, every mid-level manager hiring decision you 
make is a $1 million decision. 
 
It pays to hire right. 
 

A.3 Finding top talent 

 
How easy is it for you to find good employees to hire? Depending on the position and 
availability of the talent pool for that position, finding good employees may be relatively 
easy (store clerk in a slow economy) to extraordinarily difficult (mid-level IT manager in a 
growing segment of the industry). 
 
One reason it is difficult to find excellent employees is related to the law of averages, as 
illustrated by the IQ bell curve in Figure B1. The normal bell curve distribution tells us that 
34 % of the population is a little above and a little below (one standard deviation of) the 
average performers in most qualities that you might hire for (e.g., intelligence, people skills, 
work habits, personality characteristics). If you want to hire top talent, you are searching 
for them in the right-most portion of the curve (i.e., way above average). This means that 
there are very, very few top performers (2.1%) in your candidate pool. 
 
The left portion of the curve also tells us that there are some poor performers out there. So, 
you'd better have excellent interviewing skills to weed out these low performers. 
 

Figure A.1 
The Bell Curve of Talent 

 

 



 

 

 

A.3.1 How well do you interview others? 

 
How good are leaders at interviewing and hiring the best? 
 
The University of Texas Medical School helped answer this question when its leaders 
interviewed and scored 800 applicants in an effort to admit only the best.3 These ratings 
played an important role in the selection of the students, along with grades and the quality 
of the undergraduate schools the students attended. Thus, the medical school admitted 
only students who ranked high. 
 
In an unexpected twist, the Texas legislature required the medical school to admit another 
50 students. Because competing schools had already admitted all the other top candidates, 
the University of Texas Medical School was forced to admit 50 poorly ranked medical 
students. 
 
The good news was that no one at the school (except a few researchers) knew there was a 
high-ranking and low-ranking group. The startling news was that, four years later, there 
was no performance difference between these two groups. Graduation rates, honors 
received, and grades were all the same. In addition, both groups performed equally well 
during the first year of residency. 
 
So much for the interviewing strategies of top medical schools – and the same can be said 
for most organizations! 
 
Researchers George Hollenbeck and Robert Eichinger of the Lominger group remind us 
that executives in most organizations, commit six common mistakes during the interview 
process:4 
 
Mistake 1. Lack of preparation: You can't hit a target if you do not aim for it. Yet that's 
exactly what executives do when they conduct an interview without clearly defining the 
nature of the responsibilities and competencies needed to fulfill a specific job. 
 
Mistake 2. First-impression bias: Many executives reach their hiring decision within the 
first three minutes of the interview, often subconsciously. They then spend the rest of the 
interview confirming their initial impression. 
 
Mistake 3. Limited note-taking: Failure to take notes during the interview makes it 
difficult to discuss the candidates with colleagues after all interviews conclude. 
 
Mistake 4. Focusing on irrelevant behaviors: Spending too much time discussing 
intriguing but irrelevant behaviors decreases the amount of time one can spend 
understanding specific behaviors required to perform essential job functions. 



 

 

 
Mistake 5. Leading questions: Often, interviewers spend too much time providing 
information or asking questions that inadvertently tell candidates what is most important 
to the interviewer. 
 
Mistake 6. Unstructured evaluation process: Failing to establish or adhere to clear 
evaluation criteria to compare candidates also hurts decision-making. 
 
Across all industries, about 50% of new employees leave within the first seven months. 
Which of these six mistakes contribute to turnover among your new hires? What are your 
strategies for avoiding these very costly mistakes? 
 
Your success as an executive is determined greatly by whether you win your war for top 
talent. The battle begins by framing this process as a prediction issue. In other words, base 
everything you do in the hiring process on what predicts success on the job. For example, 
when you ask specific questions, you should do so because you have evidence that the 
answers you get predict success on the job. If your entire hiring approach does not forecast 
job success, the XLM hiring process can help. 
 

A.4 Use the XLM to win your war for talent 
 
The XLM is a weapon to help you win your war. Use it to structure your interviewing 
process. The XLM approach has several advantages compared to an informal or 
unstructured process because it helps you: 
 
� Specify the critical behavior and core competencies required for the job. 
� Increase the involvement from those who will work with the new hire. 
� Facilitate the evaluation and selection of candidates. 
� Provide better legal validity than an unstructured, conversational interview. 
 
Because the XLM approach to interviewing and hiring top talent is based on research, I 
predict you will get the results you want (better hires, higher productivity, lower turnover 
and costs) as you adapt it to suit your environment. 
 

Figure A.2 
Apply the XLM to Interview and Hire Top Talent 

 



 

 

 
 

A.4.1 Adapt strategies to meet goals 

 

How does this position relate to our strategy? This is the first question to ask when you have 
an open position. Do you really need that position at this time? If so, how do the duties 
relate to your big picture? Too often, leaders hire just because the position is open. 
 
I suggest that you reposition your open position by thinking strategically. Answer these 
SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) questions with key members of your 
hiring team: 
 
� What are our strategic goals? 
� What are our biggest challenges and threats to achieving these goals? 
� What are the critical objectives the person in this position must accomplish? 
� For someone to accomplish these objectives, what skills and competencies must the 

person have? 
� What weaknesses are unacceptable? 
 

A.4.2 Engage others 

 



 

 

The people who understand what skills are necessary to fill the open position are those 
who are in contact with that position. It is logical and desirable, therefore, to engage them 
as you define and refine the competencies of the position. Here are two methods for 
obtaining fast and effective 360-feedback for your job analysis. 
 
1. The five-minute, one-on-one meeting: Ask several team members who surround the 
open position to meet with you, one-on-one, for five minutes. These team members should 
include colleagues (those who do a job similar to the one you are hiring for), subordinates 
(those who report to that position), and supervisors (those who manage employees in the 
position you're hiring for). 
 
Begin this brief meeting by reminding them how valuable their contribution is to the hiring 
process. Then, ask each person, individually, to help you hire the best person for the open 
position by writing the answers to these questions: 
 
� Now that    (name of the person who left the open position) is gone and 

the position is open, what competencies would you like to see in the new hire? 
� What do you think are the keys to success in that job? 
� What weaknesses would cause the biggest problems for a person in that position? 
� Six months from now, if we hired someone great, what behaviors would you see in this 

person at work? 
� Is there anything else I should know to hire the best person for the job? 

 
2. The two-minute drill: Conduct this drill as an agenda item during a meeting with 
people who understand the open position. These people may include team members 
(including people selected for a one-on-one, five-minute meeting), as well as the HR and 
the recruiting team. Explain that you need their input on this critical hire. Inform them that 
one important predictor of retention and employee satisfaction is "fit," which is why you 
have devised the following exercise: 
 
� Distribute a blank sheet of paper. 
� Ask people to draw a one-inch diameter circle in the middle of the page, and to print the 

word FIT in the middle of the circle. 
� Tell them that you will give a prize to the person who writes the most answers to a 

question. They have only two minutes to write as many answers as possible. Remind 
them that quantity, not quality, is what counts. Ask them to answer this question: What 
skills, qualities, and competencies must a person have to be a great fit for this position? 

� At the end of two minutes, have each person count the number of answers, and then 
give a prize for the person with the most. 

� Collect the individual sheets and tell people you'll process their answers later. (You may 
also choose to debrief the exercise during the meeting.) Make sure you inform people at 
a future meeting how you used their input. 

� Analyze the input. Identify which skills, qualities, and competencies best fit the open 
position. 



 

 

 

A.4.3 Clarify expectations 

 
The job description is the target you are aiming for during the hiring process. Update the 
job description by reviewing your job analysis (i.e., strategic analysis, team input from the 
previous exercises, and feedback from your HR department). Make sure that the job 
description clearly identifies a few critical competencies -- essential job functions -- that 
relate to specific results. 
 

A.4.4 Manage operations and plans 

 
Many leaders feel that they can just wing it when it comes to the interview process. Of 
course, they can -- anyone can. The problem is that poorly structured interviews fail to 
weed out poor performers, and good candidates often refuse job offers if they feel that the 
interview process has gone poorly. 
 
Research clearly shows that a well-planned interview is far superior to an informal, 
unstructured interviewing process.5 In addition to leading to better hires, a structured 
interview increases the confidence of interviewers, facilitates standardization, and 
improves defensibility in court. 
 
Plan a structured interview by following these steps: 
 
1. Identify the five to seven key competencies required to perform the job, based on the 

updated job description. 
2. Create a scoring sheet to assess the candidates' responses based on these competencies. 
3. Schedule the time needed for the interview (approximately ten minutes for each 

competency) and select a neutral location. 
4. Review the candidates' background information by scanning their resumes. 
5. Prepare a list of questions that target the key competencies. The nature of the questions 

should be consistent with an in-depth job interview, as explained below. 
 

A.4.5 Execute with passion and courage 

 
The outcome of the previous steps yields a clear picture of the ideal candidate and prepares 
you to conduct what I call a "depth interview." The depth interview has six simple steps, 
and most leaders execute the first five well. We'll outline these five briefly and spend the 
majority of this sub-section discussing the last critical interview step for predicting success 
on the job. 
 



 

 

1. Introduce yourself: Meet the candidate on neutral ground, preferably not your office. 
Your initial goal is to help the other person feel relaxed. If you do need to meet in your 
office, pull your chair around from behind your desk so that you are on "their side." 
 
2. Explain the process: Inform the candidate what the process is. Briefly explain the 
format you would like to follow. 
 
3. Establish rapport: Offer to get the candidate coffee or something to drink. People will 
usually say no, unless you indicate that you are getting something for yourself. Some 
interviewers like to take the candidate on a brief tour. This works well if your facility has 
some special attraction.  
 
4. Give a quick overview: Let the candidate know what your organization is about and 
how the position the person is applying for fits into the mission of the organization. This is 
the time to sell your organization, but it should be a "quick overview." I've cringed as 
executives babble on about their organization for 15 minutes. That's 25% of the time 
allocated to most interviews. You are not learning anything when you're talking. So keep it 
brief.  
 
5. Ask a transition question: After the early chit-chat, ask a transition question, such as, 
"Before we get started, can you tell me...." 
 
� Why are you interested in this position? 
� How did you hear about the open position? 
� What do you know about our organization? 
 
6. Interview for depth: Your primary job during the interview is to determine -- to predict 
-- if the person who shows up for the interview is going to be the same person who shows 
up for the job. Your focus, therefore, must be to penetrate the candidate's veneer and 
ascertain who is beneath the surface, because that is who is going arrive at work every day. 
These guidelines for interviewing for depth do just that: 
 

� Focus on fit questions: The number-one cause of employee turnover in the first 
year is lack of fit. If they don't fit, they're going to quit. Fit relates to the skills 
needed to perform the duties and the employee's ability to fit into the culture of 
your organization. Your job, during the interview, is to ask questions relevant to 
these two domains. Specifically, focus on the fundamental few areas that target 
those essential job functions that you uncovered when you engaged others in 
refining the job description. 

 
� Keep questions simple and short (KISS): The candidate should speak 80% of 

the time. You should ask brief questions that you prepared in advance. 
 



 

 

� Ask open-ended questions: To keep the job candidate talking, ask mostly open-
ended questions that someone cannot answer with one word. For example, 
instead of asking if teamwork is important to the candidate (close-ended), ask 
the person to tell you about a time when she created teamwork to accomplish a 
difficult goal (open-ended). 
 

� Ask broad questions in the beginning and narrow questions at the end: For 
example, if performing under pressure at crunch time is an essential skill, ask 
what qualities the person feels are important in performing the duties (a general 
question). If the candidate does not bring up performing under pressure, you 
have learned that this skill is not at the forefront of his mind. On the other hand, 
if you ask specifically about performing under pressure early in the interview, 
you've just told the candidate that crunch time is important to performing this 
job well. For the rest of the interview, the candidate may try to convince you that 
his nickname is "Captain Crunch." I'm not suggesting that you avoid asking this 
question altogether; rather, I am inviting you to ask about what is most 
important to you nearer the end of the interview. 

 
� Ask layered questions: Obviously, candidates try to impress everyone they meet 

during the interview. Asking layered questions is one way to see beneath 
appearances and uncover the real candidate. Layered questions get to the heart 
of any topic by reaching the soul of any candidate. I’m referring to three 
important questions: 

 
1. Tell me... 
2. Why? 
3. How? 

 
1. Tell me questions ask the candidate to tell you about a past experience (behavior-
based) or a future situation (situational), or to role-play. Because the past usually 
forecasts the future, I encourage you to ask more questions related to the past. For 
example, if you are interviewing a candidate to manage your shipping department, 
you might ask questions such as these: 
 
� Tell me about the process you went through the last time you purchased capital 

equipment. (Behavior-based) 
� Tell me how you would evaluate a vendor partnership if you were going to make 

a major equipment purchase. (Situational) 
� Imagine I am your purchasing department, calling you because I'm unhappy that 

we have not been kept up-to-date regarding the purchase of new equipment. Tell 
me how you would handle this situation. (Role-play) 

 



 

 

2. Why questions are follow-up questions, specifically targeted to the candidates 
response to your tell me questions. Using the previous examples, you might ask the 
following why questions: 
 
� Why would you take that approach to purchasing? 
� Why do you feel your strategy would actually work with vendors? 
� That was a great role-play. Why did you take that approach to resolve the issue? 
 

3. How questions ask the candidate to project his previous answers to your 
environment. These questions assess whether the candidate really understands how 
this skill applies in new situations. They also provide excellent insight into an 
important general competency called learning agility. Learning agility is the will and 
skill to learn from experience. It is highly correlated with performance ratings, 
promotions, and success after promotions.6 Continuing with our previous examples, 
you could follow up the candidate’s answers to your why questions with these 
questions: 
 
� How might that purchasing approach be adapted to our team-oriented 

environment? 
� How would you ensure great vendor relationships if you worked in a 

government-regulated procurement environment? 
� If you worked here, how would you make sure that people in purchasing felt 

included in the process, yet didn't slow down your equipment purchase? 
 
Do you see what happens during the layered questions? You start with the easy, surface 
questions. Then you drill down. Many candidates will answer the first tell me question 
easily. However, as you ask follow-up questions that drill deeper, weaker candidates 
start floundering like fish out of water because they are out of their element in the area 
you are probing. Layered questions allow you to sort out candidates with depth from 
those who have none. 
 
You should focus the majority of your interview on layered questions related to fit. I 
suggest you rate the candidate using a scoring sheet as you finish each line of 
questioning. It will make it much easier for you to compare the candidates objectively 
when all the interviews conclude. If you don't document and score your interviews, you 
are more likely to hire the last candidate interviewed, regardless of the person's fit. In 
hiring, this decision-making trap is called the "recency effect," and it is similar to the 
anchoring trap (discussed in Chapter 21). 

 

A.4.6 Choose responsibly 

 
Near the end of the interview, close strong by taking these final, critical steps: 
 



 

 

1. Ask the candidates if they have any questions, or if there is something they would like to 
say. 

2. Explain the next steps so the candidates know what to expect and when they'll hear 
back from you. 

3. Ask them this question right before they walk out your door: If we offer you this 
position, what would cause you to take it? This question lets you know exactly what it 
will take to hire your top candidates.  

 

As the door hits the candidate in the hindquarters, quantify the candidate according to the 
essential job functions. Use a simple spreadsheet and evaluate all your candidates on a one-
to-five scale. Some interviewers find it more accurate to grade candidates during the 
interview process, but at the very least you need to score your candidates immediately 
after the interview concludes. 
 
Hiring top talent is critical to executive and organizational success. Table 22.1 summarizes 
ten hiring practices outlined by the XLM process. I urge you to work with your HR team to 
adapt them to fit your environment, so you win your war for talent. 
 

Table A.1 

XLM-Based Best Practices for Hiring Top Talent 

 
1. Understand the costs of hiring poorly. 
2. Update the job description with input from those who truly know the position. 
3. Avoid confirmation bias. It occurs when the interviewer forms an early opinion of the 

candidate and subsequently searches to confirm that opinion, consciously or 
unconsciously, throughout the interview. 

4. Structure your interviews using the depth approach. 
5. Take notes during the interview. 
6. Interview for the few skills that produce results, based on the job analysis. 
7. Train those who conduct the interviews. 
8. Evaluate the candidates using a behavior-based scoring sheet. 
9. Avoid panel interviewers, unless the position requires communicating under pressure 

in front of others.7 
10. Conduct pre-screening on those competencies that research confirms truly make a 
difference in performance (conscientiousness, emotional intelligence, IQ, learning agility). 

 
 

*** 
 



 

 

Lincoln understood that his performance depended on his team. He also knew there was a 
huge cost if he didn't hire the best and the brightest. The same is true for you. Appendix B 
has given you guidelines for hiring top talent.  
 
Lincoln also appreciated that his talented team of rivals would, at times, fail to meet his 
high expectations. What to do when good employees perform poorly? Executives have been 
asking this question for decades. Even if you hire the best fit for the job, your good 
employees will make mistakes. Appendix B ensures that you'll know how to keep them on 
the job when they do. 

 



Appendix B 

How to Counsel Underperformers 
 

Treat people as if they were 
what they ought to be, 

and you help them to become 
what they are capable of being. 

Goethe 
 

B.1 Positive results from difficult conversations 

 
How would you handle these scenarios? 
 
� The team productivity from a good manager has dropped below acceptable levels for 

the third time in the past year. 
� An increasing number of projects that you are responsible for have not been completed 

on time or within budget. Your boss tells you to find out why your project managers are 
starting to fail and fix the problem. 

 
What do these two scenarios have in common? They require a conversation that might be 
difficult or -- at least to some degree -- uncomfortable for many executives. Of course, the 
desired outcome of these counseling sessions is to produce better results after the 
conversations. While this may sound obvious, leaders often tell me that their goal in a 
counseling session is to get the person to understand -- or get the employee to do his job. 
 
Leaders forget that the entire focus of feedback should be on improving performance after 
the sessions. How much improvement do you see after you've had a counseling session? 
 
There is good news and bad news in answering that question: 
 
� The good news is that a meta-analysis by Professors Avraham Kluger and Angelo 

DeNisi, encompassing 23,663 observations, demonstrated that there is an overall 
average gain in performance following feedback interventions.1 

� The bad news is that more than one-third of the feedback sessions actually decrease 

performance. 
 
This problem of poor counseling sessions is exacerbated by ineffective performance 
management systems in the vast majority of organizations. The Institute for Corporate 
Productivity (formerly known as the Human Resource Institute) analyzed data on 1,031 
respondents and found that only 8% indicated that their internal performance 
management system contributed significantly to individual performance improvement.2 
 



 

 

B.2 Mistakes when counseling underperformers 
 
Why do many counseling sessions fail to accomplish their primary objective? Usually, it's 
because the executive commits one or more of the seven deadly sins people make when 
giving feedback. These include: 

 

1. Providing vague feedback. Telling a manager that he is not performing well 

or needs to improve his presentations does not identify the specific behaviors that 
need improvement. 

 

2. Judging the individual instead of the behavior. Telling someone she was 

too harsh or needs to be a better communicator is a judgment of the individual that 
puts her on the defensive. 

 

3. Talking too much. If an executive is uncomfortable during a counseling session, 

he may talk too much. Don't spend too much time giving advice, talking about your 
own experience, or spending excessive time on problem-solving.  

 

4. Misusing the sandwich technique. Providing criticism in between two 

compliments sounds like a good idea, but it is rarely executed properly. The 
employee often perceives the approach as manipulative. 

 

5. Exaggerating. Terms such as "never" or "always" are loaded with emotional 

baggage. When a manager hears you using absolutes, he imagines all the times when 
he didn't do what you claim that he did. 

 

6. Using passive-aggressive humor. Telling someone you are glad she could 

make it when she's five minutes late to your meeting is indirect, ineffective, and 
passive-aggressive. 

 

7. Concluding without a plan. Ending a counseling session without gaining 

agreement to a step-by-step follow-up plan is like trying to drive to a good 
restaurant in a strange city without directions. You'll end up somewhere, but it 
probably won't be where you want to be, and the outcome won't be fulfilling. 

 

B.3 Use the XLM to avoid mistakes 
 
The XLM can help you avoid these common mistakes and conduct effective counseling 
sessions. The systematic approach to managing these conversations is illustrated in Figure 
B.1. Because leadership is the process of unleashing the energy of others toward worthy 



 

 

goals, I encourage you to share this process with your direct reports to help them conduct 
effective counseling sessions with their employees. 
 

Figure B.1 

Use the XLM to Counsel Underperformers (in 6 Steps) 

 

 
 

B.3.1 Monitor closely 

 
Have you ever counseled employees who challenged your "facts" early in a conversation? If 
so, you know how difficult it is to get them back on track. This is why the first key to having 
a successful counseling session is to prepare for that meeting. 
 
Consider answering the following questions to monitor the environment thoroughly in 
advance of your meeting: 
 
� How often has this behavior occurred? 
� Who can give you an accurate assessment of the facts? 
� What does this individual's personnel file or previous performance review teach you? 
� What are the performance standards and expectations described by the job description 

and employee handbook? 
� What specific actions need to be taken, or behaviors improved, to meet the desired 

expectations? 



 

 

 
A study of 87 small groups done by Professor Blaine Gaddis and his colleagues at the 
University of Oklahoma demonstrated that when leaders deliver feedback with negative 
emotions (via verbal and nonverbal signals), subordinates perceive the leader negatively 
and perform poorly after the feedback.3 
 
Interestingly, leaders were perceived least favorably when negative facial expressions 
accompanied positive feedback and most favorably when both facial expressions and 
feedback were positive. So, make sure you pause and set a positive intention. 
 
This research teaches us that to monitor closely also means being in touch with our own 
emotions and motivations. If we are too emotional about a particular incident or employee 
behavior, we need to take a time-out. By definition, it is difficult to be rational when we are 
emotional. Grandma was right: When upset count to ten, and when very upset count to a 
thousand. 
 

B.3.2 Engage others 

 
Meet the individual in neutral territory if possible, such as a conference room or vacant 
office. If you summon one of your managers to your office, his defensive routines may begin 
to kick in. If you must meet in your office, sit next to the employee, not behind your desk. 
 
Begin your conversation by pointing out the value the employee brings to the organization. 
Identify specific instances when he met or exceeded the expectations of the job. Then, 
transition to the performance issue by asking him to help you understand the contrast 
between past acceptable performance and the recent drop in performance. 
 
As you implement these steps, avoid the perils of the sandwich, or hamburger, technique of 
starting with positive comments, getting to the meat of the matter -- the performance issue 
-- and ending with positive comments. Employees see it as manipulative. I have found the 
best way to avoid the perils of the hamburger technique is to ask questions about the 
contrast between past good performance and the present drop in performance. Contrast is 
how we see. 
 
Here are a few examples, using the power of contrast, to describe performance or another 
situation during a counseling session: 
 
� "Cameron, last month your team's production numbers were above the industry 

average. Help me understand why we have seen a drop of 22% this month?" 
� "Normally, Whitney, you're very even-tempered. That's why I need you to help me 

fathom what happened yesterday after lunch. What was going on when you were 
arguing on the loading dock?" 



 

 

� "Jody, you usually follow the chain of command closely. Why you were talking to Kelly 
about the shipments this morning?" 

 
Notice that the question is about a very specific situation and performance indicator (or 
behavior) that is in contrast to past good performance. This is no time to be vague. You 
must describe the exact situation and behavior that needs correction. At the same time, you 
are also engaging the employee by asking for help and clarification. 
 
Continue the dialogue by focusing on understanding the manager's perspective and issues. 
Even when employees start blaming others or presenting excuses for their behavior, keep 
them engaged by using excellent communication skills such as reflective and active 
listening. 
 
End this part of the conversation by summarizing the manager's point of view to his 
satisfaction. You do not need to agree with him, but he must feel heard if you are going to 
break through the defensive walls that often obstruct the achievement of your desired 
outcomes. 
 

To be heard, 
listen well. 

 

B.3.3 Clarify expectations 

 
After the manager agrees that your summary of his explanation for his poor performance is 
accurate, show him a copy of his last performance review, his job description, or the 
employee handbook. That's right -- pull out the job description and show him exactly 
what's expected. This is why I encourage you to prepare in advance; you should take time 
to review the job description and employee handbook during the first step in this process. 
 
Explain that all the employees in his position are required to perform to a specific standard. 
As you talk, point to the performance standard or behaviors in his job description that he 
has not met. This sends two subtle and important messages to your employee: 
 
1. You're treating him as you would anyone in his position. 
2. You're pointing your finger at a performance standard, not at him. 
 
To clarify expectations during a counseling session, make statements such as these: 
 
� "Cameron, in our employee handbook, it clearly states that we need our supervisors to 

build teamwork and create an atmosphere of cooperation." 
� "Whitney, we need all our production managers to meet these requirements." 
� "Jody, the chain of command is laid out clearly in the sales manager's job description." 



 

 

 

B.3.4 Inspire creativity and change 

 
Invite the employee to be creative in helping you come up with a way to change his 
behavior. Tell him that together, you must come up with specific action steps to help him 
reach a specific performance standard. Ask him to take a few days to brainstorm a number 
of possible actions that will serve as the beginning of a performance improvement plan.  
 
Here are a few examples of what you can say to clarify expectations during a counseling 
session: 
 
� "Cameron, how about you take a few days to come up with a few ways to build 

teamwork and create a more cooperative atmosphere." 
� "Whitney, I would like you to take some time to brainstorm possible actions steps to 

meet these production requirements consistently." 
� "Jody, what do you think we need to do to ensure that you follow the chain of 

command?" 
 

B.3.5 Execute with passion and courage 

 
You may need to access your commanding style as you encourage the employee to be 
involved in creating an improvement plan. How firm you need to be at this point often 
depends on how much responsibility the manager accepts for his poor performance and 
your skill in applying the first four steps (monitor, clarify, engage, inspire) of this process. 
 
If the manager resists, let him know that you would rather have him follow a plan that you 
both created together, rather than one you have to dictate. Be firm and fair. You will have to 
manage the tension between your commanding and empowering leadership styles. As one 
executive put it, use an "iron fist in a velvet glove." 
 

B.3.6 Manage operations 

 
Gain agreement from the manager to implement a step-by-step plan to improve his 
performance. This step is a lot easier if he participated in the creation of this plan (as 
explained previously). How extensive the plan is depends on the nature of the behavior 
that must improve. For example, building teamwork and creating a more cooperative 
atmosphere would require a more comprehensive plan than ensuring someone follows the 
chain of command. 
 
An effective plan for performance improvement should include these eight elements: 



 

 

 
1. SMART goals and objectives 
2. List of benefits -- to the underperformer and the organization -- of achieving the goal 
3. Possible obstacles to overcome and their solutions 
4. Action steps to improve performance 
5. Details on how to measure the action steps 
6. Partners to work with on specific action steps 
7. Dates to review specific milestones and progress 
8. Signature line for the underperformer and leader 
 
Finally, use all four of your XLM leadership styles to help the individual implement his 
performance improvement plan. For example: 
 
� Rational: Is the manager accomplishing specific objectives and meeting your 

expectations? Has he put systems in place that operationalize his plan? 
� Visionary: Are you inspiring him to change and create new ways of doing things? Are 

you discussing the contributions he is making to the overall organization? 
� Empowering: Are you encouraging him, listening to his concerns, and providing 

positive feedback? 
� Commanding: Are you addressing any difficult issues that arise? Are you holding him 

accountable for improving and avoiding the victim mentality? 



Appendix C 

Executive Development:  
XLM Research at the Top 

 

 

As part of my ongoing coaching and consulting with executives in the transit industry, I 

investigated the utility of the Expansive Leadership Model (XLM) as a tool to help them address 

their workforce development challenges. Although this research was conducted with transit 

executives, the research findings apply to executives in most industries. 

 

C.1 Major challenge 

 

The American Public Transit Association (APTA) identified the coming wave of retiring top 

transit executives as an “irreplaceable loss of industry knowledge and experience.”
1
 APTA’s 

Blue Ribbon Panel on Workforce Development identified this issue as a major challenge 

because: 

 

1. One-third of all senior transit executives will retire within five years.  

2. Preparing the next generation of leaders is the top priority of 80% of those surveyed. 

3. Skill gaps exist at all leadership levels. 

4. Training programs must be developed that follow best practices. 

 

C.2 How to meet the challenge 
 

 

The specific objectives were to: 

 

1. Identify the top challenges transit executives face.  

2. Discover which competencies are strongest and weakest (i.e., the skills gaps) among 

transit executives. 

3. Determine how well these competencies correlate with leadership effectiveness. 

4. Learn how well leaders actually manage paradoxical tensions. 

 

C.2.1 Population  
 

To better understand the industry’s challenges, I interviewed 26 transit CEOs. These CEOs led 

small, medium, and large agencies in diverse geographic locations within the United States. After 

the interviews, we invited them and members of their top management team (TMT) to complete 

the XLM online (http://xlmassessment.com/). 

 

A total of 77 executives (16 CEOs and 61 of their TMT members) completed the assessment. In 

addition, because the XLM is a 360-degree feedback instrument, these 77 executives invited 



 

 

others known as raters (e.g., their boss, peers, direct reports) to assess them. A total of 376 raters 

completed the XLM assessment of these 77 executives. Thus, an average of five raters (4.8) 

evaluated each executive. 

 

C.2.2 Assessment  
 

The XLM assessment evaluates four fundamental leadership styles (rational, visionary, 

empowering, and commanding). Each style consists of four core competencies. The XLM uses a 

5-point Likert scale on 48 questions to calculate the score for each of the 16 competencies. Seven 

additional questions evaluate leadership effectiveness on a 5-point scale, including questions 

such as: 

 

���� To what extent would you rate this leader’s overall leadership effectiveness as outstanding?   

���� To what extent would you say that this leader’s GROUP or TEAM has a very positive impact 

on the organization? 

���� Compared to all other leaders you've known, how would you rate this leader’s competency? 

 

We averaged ratings on the seven leadership effectiveness questions to derive an overall 

leadership effectiveness score for each executive. We then conducted a correlational analysis to 

determine how well the 16 core competencies correlated with overall leadership effectiveness. 

 

C.2.3 Results  
 

Table C.1 presents the top 20 challenges derived from interviews with the 26 transit CEOs.  

 

 

Table C.1 
Top 20 Transit Challenges 

1. Manage funding cuts. 

2. Follow new mandates. 

3. Engage/motivate employees. 

4. Implement service reductions. 

5. Meet short-term objectives. 

6. Innovate for the long-term. 

7. Get more done with less. 

8. Take time to coach/mentor others. 

9. Deliver legacy projects. 

10. Meet community's real needs.  

11. Maintain standard IT platforms. 

12. Adapt software to address local needs. 

13. Become a regional mobility manager. 

14. Address each city’s issue. 

15. Manage generational and cultural differences. 



 

 

16. Adhere to uniform policies and procedures. 

17. Gain buy-in to the accelerated pace of change. 

18. Build a platform of stability. 

19. Meet the increasing demands of work. 

20. Have a fulfilling home life. 

 

The executives' average scores (from highest to lowest) on the 5-point Likert scale for each of 16 

competencies is shown in Table C.2. The four lowest scores (weaknesses) are in bold. The scores 

ranged from 3.88 to 3.51. 

 

Table C.2 
The 16 Leadership Competencies Ranking and Scores 

 

1. Serve ethically (3.88) 

2. Choose responsibly (3.87) 

3. Execute with passion and courage (3.85) 

4. Imagine broadly (3.82) 

5. Clarify objectives & expectations (3.81) 

6. Motivate teamwork (3.78) 

7. Inspire creativity and change (3.75) 

8. Adapt strategies to meet goals (3.74) 

9. Monitor closely (3.73) 

10. Manage operations and plans (.3.70) 

11. Communicate trust and empathy (3.70) 

12. Engage others (3.70) 

13. Regulate the emotions (3.63) 

14. Cultivate innovative growth (3.62)  

15. Know thyself and others (3.55)  

16. Embrace ambiguity and paradox (3.51)  

 

The correlations between each of the 16 competencies and the executives' overall leadership 

effectiveness score are shown in Table C.3. In this type of research, correlations greater than .30 

are considered significant, while correlations greater than .50 are considered high. The 

correlations ranged from .43 to .63 -- with the lowest four correlations in bold in the table. The 

fact that the lowest-scoring competency is “embrace ambiguity and paradox,” and that it 

correlates well (.56) with overall leadership effectiveness, strongly suggests that transit leaders 

do not manage paradoxical tensions well. 

 

Table C.3 
Correlations Between the 16 Leadership Competencies 

and Overall Leadership Effectiveness 
 

1. Serve ethically (.43) 



 

 

2. Choose responsibly (.52) 

3. Execute with passion and courage  (.58) 

4. Imagine broadly (.55) 

5. Clarify objectives and expectations (.56) 

6. Motivate teamwork (.58) 

7. Inspire creativity and change (.54) 

8. Adapt strategies to meet goals (.60) 

9. Monitor closely (.60) 

10. Manage operations and plans (.59) 

11. Communicate trust and empathy (.47) 

12. Engage others (.63) 

13. Regulate the emotions (.48) 

14. Cultivate innovative growth  (.59)  

15. Know thyself and others (.57)  

16. Embrace ambiguity and paradox  (.56) 

 

C.2.4 Discussion and lessons learned  
 

These results confirm the utility of the XLM as a tool to help transit executives meet their 

workforce development challenges in four ways. First, the challenges identified by the 26 transit 

CEOs are paradoxical. You can confirm this by re-reading the list of challenges in Table C.1 

while adding the words and at the same time after every odd-numbered challenge -- that is, read 

number one and number two together with the words and at the same time between them. Do the 

same with numbers three and four, five and six, and so forth. 

 

What I discovered from the 26 interviews was that many of the challenges transit executives face 

are, in fact, paradoxes -- they pull in opposite directions simultaneously. If we reformat the top 

20 challenges into paradoxes, we can create the top 10 list in Table C.4. Notice that these 

challenges are similar to those found among executives in all industries, as discussed in Chapter 

1 (Table 1.2). 

 

Table C.4 
Transit’s Top 10 Paradoxical Challenges 

 
1. Manage funding cuts and Follow new mandates. 

2. Engage/motivate employees and Implement service reductions. 

3. Meet short-term objectives and Innovate for long-term growth. 

4. Get more done with less and Take time to coach/mentor others. 

5. Deliver legacy projects and Meet community's real needs. 

6. Maintain standard IT platforms and Adapt software to address local needs. 

7. Become a regional mobility manager and Address each city’s issues. 

8. Embrace generational/cultural diversity and Adhere to uniform policies. 

9. Gain buy-in to the accelerated pace of change and Provide a platform of stability. 



 

 

10. Meet the increasing demands of work and Have a fulfilling home life. 

 

The second way this research confirms the utility of the XLM is that the analysis identified the 

four highest- and lowest-scoring competencies (strengths and weaknesses, respectively, shown in 

Table C.2) for the transit executives. The lower scores -- indicating skills gaps -- include two 

competencies related to emotional intelligence (regulate the emotions, know thyself and others), 

one related to innovation (cultivate innovative growth), and the lowest-scoring competency of all 

(embrace ambiguity and paradox). Although each executive must decide if performing relatively 

poorly in these competencies actually hurts his or her effectiveness, my experience working with 

leaders during the last decade is that skills gaps in emotional intelligence, innovation, and 

management of paradoxical issues create enormous problems in addressing today's workforce 

challenges. 

 

For example, I’m helping one transit TMT rebuild trust damaged by mismanagement of the me-

we paradox. TMT members tend to over-focus on their own unit (me) at the expense of the 

overall organization (we). A few of these executives think the answer is to focus on the 

organization, but I remind them that this is not the best approach. Instead, I’m coaching them to 

manage the tension between meeting their individual needs and those of the overall organization 

at the same time. They're learning to stretch when they're pulled by opposing demands. 

 

The third confirmation of the XLM's usefulness is that the analysis validated that the 16 

competencies correlate highly with transit leadership effectiveness. It’s important to note that 

correlation does not equal causation. We must be careful not to overstate the significance of these 

findings; however, when we combine these findings with the fact that I selected these 

competencies after an exhaustive analysis of the leadership literature, and that I have been using 

this model successfully in the transit industry for many years, these high correlations are not 

surprising. 

 

Finally, this research confirms the utility of the XLM as a tool to help transit executives meet 

their workforce development challenges because we discovered that transit leaders score most 

poorly in a critical competency: Although the leadership competency “embrace ambiguity and 

paradox” is highly correlated with leadership effectiveness (.56), it is the lowest-ranked of the 16 

competencies assessed. As Mike Scanlon, past chair of APTA and CEO at SamTrans remarked, 

“Are you telling us that we are least effective in the most important competency -- the one that 

can help in today’s paradoxical environment?” 

 

Precisely.  

 

Transit leaders are not alone in their need to develop this low-scoring skill. In a study of 1,000 

organizations during a 20-year period, researchers found that leaders mismanage paradoxes 

between 38% and 45% of the time, and suffer poor performance as a result.
2
 The most common 

error was addressing one issue of a paradox independently of the other. The good news is that 

small improvements in managing paradoxical issues can significantly increase organizational 

performance.
3
 



 

 

 

Competing stakeholders, resource constraints, and an accelerating pace of change are workplace 

trends that aren't going away, and they all conspire to pull leaders in opposite directions. When 

combined with another trend, the high retirement rate of senior transit executives in this case 

study, they create a major workforce development challenge. The XLM is a paradoxical model, 

as explained throughout this book, and therefore a useful tool to help all executives -- transit and 

otherwise -- meet the challenge.  
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