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Praise for The Leadership Challenge

“Kouzes and Posner continue to strengthen and widen our definition of leadership.
They make the role of the leader and the process of leadership understandable and
accessible to anyone who wants to improve on their own abilities and guide others
in significant ways.”

— Beverly Kaye, founder and CEO, Career Systems International and 
coauthor, Love ’Em or Lose ’Em: Getting Good People to Stay

“This new edition of The Leadership Challenge shall be mandatory reading for any
individual or organization that cares about the future. Evidence-based from the au-
thors’ twenty-five years of global research, this fully practical and inspirational book
will provide the tools and the motivation both to select and develop the exceptional
leaders we need so much all around the world.”

— Claudio Fernández-Aráoz, partner and global executive committee 
member, Egon Zehnder International; author of Great People Decisions

“A timely, practical update of the definitive book on leadership. If you haven’t read
this work, do it now … before your competitors get their hands on it. If you’ve al-
ready read the book, the new edition is certainly worth another read. It truly en-
hances the groundbreaking work of these preeminent leadership thinkers.”

— Adrian Gostick, New York Times bestselling author of The Carrot Principle

“Leadership is the one central and most important element of successful manage-
ment teams—be it in a start-up company, a growth phase of an established orga-
nization, or as key for a successful turnaround. During their extensive research on
leadership, Kouzes and Posner have worked with many successful leaders around
the world. Their research results and the many different leadership examples are the
basis of this most comprehensive and inspiring book on leadership. The Leadership
Challenge is the classic, and yet the most updated, publication on leadership—the
best I have seen.”

— Chris Muntwyler, CEO, DHL Express UK & Ireland

“The Leadership Challenge is a revealing guide to ‘liberating the leader in you.’
Kouzes and Posner prove that effective leadership can be learned and each chapter
is a step on the journey to bringing the best from yourself and others. Their book
offers practical, research-based lessons that are at the core of our corporate leader-
ship development program.”

— Debra L. Lyons, chief human resources officer, Westfield Group
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“Even the most seasoned executive or veteran manager will find much to learn
from these two authors. More than any other leadership book in my collection,
their work provides an introspective look at the opportunities we all have to im-
prove our skills and cast a more inspirational and influential shadow in our orga-
nizations. Take the challenge!”

— Ken Wilcox, president and CEO, SVB Financial Group

“The Leadership Challenge is a profound and inspiring blueprint for building lead-
ership capacity that should be read by all. In this latest edition, Kouzes and Posner
once again bring us the insight and wisdom of ordinary people in everyday situa-
tions that have produced extraordinary results. These leaders are living examples
of the power of leadership. By understanding their stories and the lessons they have
learned, you will embrace The Five Practices and the Ten Commitments of Exem-
plary Leadership to improve your own leadership skills as well as inspire a new
generation of future leaders. Take The Leadership Challenge. I guarantee you will
not be disappointed!”

— Dan Warmenhoven, CEO, Network Appliance, Inc.

“Kouzes and Posner created a classic book that is essential reading, with a message
that has become increasingly poignant for leaders for generations to come.”

— Mark C. Thompson, coauthor of the international bestseller Success Built
to Last: Creating a Life that Matters

“The Leadership Challenge is packed with great stories of leadership and leadership
challenges from all walks of life. In today’s world, we need leaders with integrity.
Kouzes and Posner have laid out a simple plan to help develop those leaders. Read-
ing the book feels like speaking to a mentor on leadership.”

— Stephen E. Almassy, global vice chair of technology, Ernst & Young LLP

“This is the most timeless and practical work of modern management thinking on
how to be a leader of people. Solid research, great storytelling, and useful prac-
tices—this book has it all. This new edition is packed with leading-edge research
and great ways to become a leader.”

— John Izzo, Ph.D., author of Awakening Corporate Soul

“Whether you’ve worked in a professional environment for decades or you’re just
stepping into the business world for the first time, The Leadership Challenge is the
book for you. It’s a perfect resource for people looking for information on leader-
ship, personal development, and change. This book is an invaluable tool to find
the true leader in each and every one of us.”

— Bob Moles, chairman, Intero Real Estate Services
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“The first edition was seminal and totally original. It became a modern classic on
leadership practically overnight. With new cases and concepts and action steps that
are even riper and more important, Kouzes and Posner go way beyond their ear-
lier work and have made yet another brilliant contribution to leadership studies.
This new book, a product of an unusual collaboration, is essential reading for
everyone involved or concerned with leading.”

— Warren Bennis, distinguished professor of business administration at the
University of Southern California and author of On Becoming a Leader

“From the Ten Commitments of Leadership to the emphasis on actions and rela-
tionships, this valuable book is full of enduring wisdom and practical insights es-
sential for success in changing times.”

— Rosabeth Moss Kanter, professor, Harvard Business School, and best-
selling author of Confidence: How Winning & Losing Streaks Begin & End

“For twenty-five years I have written about and taught leadership. The Leadership
Challenge is one of the five best books I have ever read. I continually recommend it
to others.”

— John C. Maxwell, founder, The INJOY Group, and author,
The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership

“Based upon evidence collected from around the world and over decades, The
Leadership Challenge provides practical guidance on how to lead and inspiration
to make the effort.”

— Jeffrey Pfeffer, professor, Stanford Business School, and author of
The Human Equation: Building Profits by Putting People First

“This is perhaps the most comprehensive field guide ever written for leaders. The
principles are powerful, and have been a key part of my personal journey as a
leader for years.”

— Patrick Lencioni, president, The Table Group, and bestselling author of
The Five Dysfunctions of a Team

“The Leadership Challenge answers the greatest challenge leaders face—knowing
what to do to deliver value. Kouzes and Posner turn research into practical ideas
that leaders at all levels can use. Full of practical tools and wonderful cases, it of-
fers easy access to concepts that will build personal and organizational leadership
depth. When the book first came out, it affected my thinking on leadership, and it
continues to do so.”

— Dave Ulrich, professor at the Ross School of Business, University of
Michigan, and coauthor of The HR Value Proposition
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“If you can have only one book on leadership, The Leadership Challenge has to be
it. Kouzes and Posner reinforce their timeless principles with the stories of people
who are actually leading in today’s world.”

— Terry Pearce, founder of Leadership Communication and author of
Leading Out Loud

“If you read only one book on leadership, this is the one to read. If you read it more
than a year ago, you need to read it again. It will stimulate new thoughts and (more
important) inspire you to action. A true classic, extraordinarily well written.”

— David H. Maister, author of Practice What You Preach and coauthor of
The Trusted Advisor

“Want to increase your professional and personal ROI? Then read this book, use
this book, and give this book to others. The ROI on your leadership will be signif-
icant, visible, and bankable.”

— Sharon A. Winston, senior vice president, Lee Hecht Harrison
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PREFACE
Getting Extraordinary Things 

Done in Organizations

The Leadership Challenge is about how leaders mobilize others to want to get

extraordinary things done in organizations. It’s about the practices leaders

use to transform values into actions, visions into realities, obstacles into in-

novations, separateness into solidarity, and risks into rewards. It’s about lead-

ership that creates the climate in which people turn challenging opportunities

into remarkable successes.

There are no shortages of challenging opportunities. In these extraordi-

nary times, the challenges seem only to be increasing in number and com-

plexity. All generations confront their own serious threats and receive their

own favorable circumstances. The abundance of challenges is not the issue.

It’s how we respond to them that matters. Through our responses to chal-

lenges, we all have the potential to seriously worsen or profoundly improve

the world in which we live and work. With the kinds of leadership excellence

we’ve observed in over twenty-five years of research, we’re going to bet on

the latter.

There are countless opportunities for each of us to make a difference. For

instance, there are opportunities to 

• Provide direction and support to our teams during uncertain times

• More fully utilize the talents of our colleagues

• Set a positive example of what honesty and ethics mean in daily life
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xii PREFACE

• Find a better balance in our always-on, 24/7/365 lives

• Apply knowledge to products and services, creating extraordinary value for

the customer

• Put the innocence and wisdom of different generations into our workplace

and into our products and services

• Use the tools of technology to weave a web of human connection

• Tap the wealth of scientific knowledge to create a safer and more sustain-

able world

• Rebuild a sense of community and increase understanding among diverse

peoples

• Turn information into knowledge and improve the collective standard of

living

• Bring peace to a world tired of war

• Restore hope and create a deeper sense of meaning in our lives

More than ever there is need for people to seize these opportunities to

lead us to greatness. The Leadership Challenge is about those who do. It is

about how traditional systems of rewards and punishments, control and

scrutiny give way to innovation, individual character, and the courage of con-

victions. It offers a set of leadership practices based on the real-world expe-

riences of thousands of people who have answered the call for leadership.

What we have discovered, and rediscovered, is that leadership is not the

private reserve of a few charismatic men and women. It is a process ordinary

people use when they are bringing forth the best from themselves and oth-

ers. When the leader in everyone is liberated extraordinary things happen.

THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK
The fundamental purpose of The Leadership Challenge is to assist people—

managers and individual contributors alike—in furthering their abilities to

lead others to get extraordinary things done. Whether you’re in the private
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PREFACE xiii

sector or public, an employee or a volunteer, on the front line or in the senior

echelon, a student or a parent, we have written this book to help you develop

your capacity to guide others to places they have never been before. We be-

lieve that you are capable of developing yourself as a leader far more than tra-

dition has ever assumed possible.

The Leadership Challenge is written both to strengthen your abilities and

to uplift your spirits. We intend it to be practical and inspirational. We also

make you a promise: everything in this book is evidence-based. Everything

we write about, everything we advise is solidly based in research—our own

and others’. If you engage in the practices we describe in this book, you will

improve your performance and the performance of your team. There is a

catch, of course. You have to do it with commitment and consistency. Excel-

lence in anything—whether it’s leadership, music, sports, or engineering—

requires disciplined practice.

This book has its origins in a research project we began over twenty-five

years ago. We wanted to know what people did when they were at their “per-

sonal best” in leading others. The personal bests were experiences in which our

respondents, in their own perception, set their individual leadership standards

of excellence. We started with an assumption that we didn’t have to interview

and survey star performers in excellent companies to discover best practices.

Instead, we assumed that by asking ordinary people to describe extraordinary

leadership experiences we would find patterns of success. And we did.

When they are doing their best, leaders exhibit certain distinct practices,

which vary little from industry to industry, profession to profession, com-

munity to community, and country to country. Good leadership is an un-

derstandable and universal process. Though each leader is a unique individual,

there are shared patterns to the practice of leadership. And these practices can

be learned.

This book is about how ordinary people exercise leadership at its best.

There are a few CEOs mentioned in The Leadership Challenge, but you prob-

ably won’t recognize their names. This is not a book about famous people or
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xiv PREFACE

about people in positions of high power—as if leadership were based on rank

and place. Instead, the stories you will read are those of regular people, from

all walks of life—people like you—who get bigger-than-life results. It’s a book

about people who have the courage and spirit to make a significant difference.

The leaders we’ve worked with and learned from have asked us many

questions about enhancing their leadership capabilities:

• What values should guide my actions as a leader?

• How do I best set an example for others?

• How do I articulate a vision of the future when things are so unpredictable?

• How do I improve my ability to inspire others toward a common purpose?

• How do I create an environment that promotes innovation and risk?

• How do I build a cohesive and spirited team?

• How do I share power and information and still maintain accountability?

• How do I put more joy and celebration into our efforts?

• What is the source of self-confidence required to lead others?

• How do I go about improving my leadership abilities?

In The Leadership Challenge, we offer guidance on these questions, and

others.

A FIELD GUIDE FOR LEADERS
Think of The Leadership Challenge as a field guide to take along on your lead-

ership journey. We begin the expedition with two chapters that introduce you

to our point of view about leadership. In Chapter One we describe The Five

Practices of Exemplary Leadership revealed in our research.1 But you can’t

do justice to leadership without also talking about what constituents want,

so in Chapter Two we describe the results of our research on the character-

istics that people most admire in their leaders.

In Chapters Three through Twelve we explore The Five Practices in depth.

We have designed each chapter to describe one of the Ten Commitments of
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PREFACE xv

Leadership—the essential behaviors—that leaders employ to get extraordi-

nary things done, and to explain the fundamental principles that support the

leadership practices. We offer evidence from our research and that of others

to support the principles, provide actual case examples of real people who

demonstrate each practice, and prescribe specific recommendations on what

you can do to make each practice your own and to continue your develop-

ment as a leader. Every chapter from Three to Twelve concludes with sug-

gested steps to take, alone or with others, to build specific skills in

implementing the practice. Each of our suggestions is a “small win.” Whether

the focus is your own learning or the development of your constituents—

your direct reports, team, peers, manager, community members, and the

like—you can take immediate action on every one of our recommendations.

They require little or no budget, discussion, and consensus among peers, nor

approval of top management. They just require your personal commitment

and discipline.

In our closing chapter, Chapter Thirteen, we offer a call to action, a call

to everyone to accept personal responsibility to be a role model for leader-

ship. Over the past twenty-five years we kept relearning that leadership is

everyone’s business. The first place to look for leadership is within yourself.

We will ask you in our closing chapter to consider the difference you want to

make, the legacy you want to leave. And we promise that if you read to the

very end of this book, we’ll tell you the secret to success in life.

Those familiar with our previous three editions of The Leadership Chal-

lenge will notice that the practices and the commitments have remained the

same over more than a quarter century. Nothing in our continuing research

has told us that there is a magical sixth practice that will revolutionize the

conduct of leadership, and nothing in our research suggests that any of the

Five Practices are now irrelevant. But we did decide we needed to go on a diet.

Each succeeding edition tended to put on a little weight—feature creep, as

they say in the technology business. We decided that we needed to trim down

to our original size, so this edition is more like the first edition in terms of
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xvi PREFACE

length. There are still lots of stories and lots of research, we just focus more

intently on the essentials and keep it simple. The other noticeable change

from the previous edition is the inclusion of more cases from outside the

United States. The Leadership Challenge has been translated into twelve other

languages, and we wanted to bring leaders from around the globe more

prominently into this new edition.

Short of starting with Chapters One and Two, there is no sacred order to

this book. Go wherever your interests are. We wrote this material to support

you in your leadership development. Just remember that each practice is es-

sential. Although you might skip around in the book, you can’t skip any of

the fundamentals of leadership.

Finally, for those who wish to know more about how we conducted our

research, detailed information on our methodology, statistical data, and high-

lights of validation studies by other scholars of our leadership paradigm are

available on the Web at www.leadershipchallenge.com.

THE FUTURE OF LEADERSHIP
The domain of leaders is the future. The leader’s unique legacy is the creation

of valued institutions that survive over time. The most significant contribu-

tion leaders make is not simply to today’s bottom line; it is to the long-term

development of people and institutions so they can adapt, change, prosper,

and grow. We hope this book contributes to the revitalization of organiza-

tions, to the creation of new enterprises, to the renewal of healthy commu-

nities, and to greater respect and understanding in the world. We also

fervently hope that it enriches your life and that of your community and your

family.

Leadership is important, not just in your career and within your organi-

zation, but in every sector, in every community, and in every country. We

need more exemplary leaders, and we need them more than ever. There is so

much extraordinary work that needs to be done. We need leaders who can

unite us and ignite us.
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PREFACE xvii

In the end, we realize that leadership development is self-development.

Meeting the leadership challenge is a personal—and a daily—challenge for

all of us. We know that if you have the will and the way to lead, you can. You

have to supply the will. We’ll do our best to supply the way.

June 2007 James M. Kouzes

Orinda, California

Barry Z. Posner

Santa Clara, California

flast.qxd  6/3/07  1:08 PM  Page xvii



flast.qxd  6/3/07  1:08 PM  Page xviii



THE LEADERSHIP 

CHALLENGE

flast.qxd  6/3/07  1:08 PM  Page xix



flast.qxd  6/3/07  1:08 PM  Page xx



1
P A R T

•  T H E  F I V E  P R A C T I C E S  O F  E X E M P L A R Y
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1

“Leadership is ultimately about creating a way for people to

contribute to making something extraordinary happen.”

Alan Keith, Genentech

“When I walked in the door on my first day,” Dick Nettell told us, “we had

four hundred people working really, really hard, but they weren’t winning. We

had people who were walking around looking like they ran over their dogs on

the way to work. It was very, very sad.” As the new site executive for Bank of

America’s Consumer Call Center in Concord, California, Dick found “rep

THE FIVE PRACTICES

O F  E X E M P L A R Y

L E A D E R S H I P
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4 THE LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE

scores” (the key performance measure) 21 percentage points behind the top

performing call center and 18 points behind the next lowest performer. Fifty-

five percent of employees felt that they were in an environment in which they

could not speak their minds, and 50 percent believed that nothing was going

to happen even if they did.1

It’s Dick’s firm belief that “everybody wants to win. Everybody wants to

be successful. Everybody comes to work trying to make a difference.” But the

call center employees suffered from “management whiplash.” The constant

turnover in leadership and changes in priorities had been sending them down

the path of poor performance. Dick said that when he started asking about

the comparisons with other centers, “All I heard were the reasons why we

couldn’t do this or that. If there were an Olympic excuse-making team, we

would be gold medallists. People were very disempowered.” So Dick set out

to change all that.

Dick set aside three entire days just for talking and listening to people. He

gathered as much data as he could from these interviews and elsewhere. “If

you keep your eyes open and periodically actually shut your mouth, and you

have the courage to turn the mirror around on yourself,” said Dick, “it’s amaz-

ing what you can learn and how you can change things.”

He met with the call center’s senior managers and support staff in a large

basement conference room and presented his findings. Then he handed out

stacks of Post-it notepads and asked the group to write down five adjectives

that described the center at that time. He repeated this process two more

times, asking them to write down five adjectives that described how they

thought their peers would describe the center and what they thought the as-

sociates, or customer service representatives, would say. Each time, their re-

sponses were written on an easel. It was a bleak picture. Words such as

demotivated, volatile, imprecise, failing, disorganized, frustrating, not fun, con-

stantly changing priorities, lack of appreciation, too many changes, and not

enough coaching appeared on the lists. Even so, there were some positive com-

ments about the people, such as dedicated, energetic, and supportive.
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THE FIVE PRACTICES OF EXEMPLARY LEADERSHIP 5

Then Dick asked them to go through the process once more, this time

describing how they would like the call center to look in the future. “If you

could wave a magic wand,” he asked the group, “in three to five years how

would you like the center to be described?” The language they used to ex-

press their hopes, dreams, and aspirations painted a dramatically different

picture from the one Dick found when he came aboard: amazing results,

world class, a model for others to follow, a unique place to work, partnership, op-

portunities to learn and grow, true passion for our customers. Armed with this

list of aspirations Dick and the management team began to craft a vision,

mission, and set of values (which they called commitments). The resulting

vision and mission read as follows:

OUR VISION OF THE FUTURE . . .

• We will be seen as a World Class Call Center and the standard against which

others are measured—one with true passion for our customers.

• We will be acknowledged across the franchise as a model to follow, where

every associate truly feels like a partner, has an equal opportunity to learn

and grow, and understands their personal impact on our overall success.

• We will be viewed as a unique place to work, an organization that drives

amazing results while having fun along the way.

OUR MISSION IS . . .

• To provide an experience that consistently “delights” our customers every

single minute of every single day.

Over the next six weeks Dick held twenty-two forty-five minute state-

of-the-center meetings with every team in the call center. “Here’s our vi-

sion, here’s what we’re committed to,” Dick would say to begin raising

awareness of the issues, and then he’d ask, “Does this make sense to you?

Is there something we need to change?” Then Dick told them about his

own beginnings in Bank of America. He told them about how he started

as a garage helper, worked his way up to be an automobile fleet manager,
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and eventually found his way into senior management. He told them, “I’m

here at the call center because I want to be here,” and then related the story

of how he had retired as the bank’s corporate services executive and decided

to come back.

He said he woke up early one morning and realized that something

was missing in his life. “At four in the morning you can’t lie to yourself,”

he told them. “I realized that I’m really passionate about working with

folks to get them to think differently about themselves. What was missing in

my life was the ability to make a difference in people’s lives. It may sound

corny, but I love to be able to work with people so that they can be the best

they can be.” So Dick reached out to an executive he admired at the bank and

asked about the chance of coming back. He got his wish when the opportu-

nity to take on the Concord Call Center came along. Everyone in those state-

of-the-center meetings, when they heard Dick’s story, realized that they had a

champion on their side, a genuine leader who would enable them to turn

their aspirations into actuality. They understood that Dick was there because

he wanted to be there, not because the call center was on some career path to

a higher position.

At those meetings Dick challenged everyone to take the initiative to make

the new vision a reality. “You’ve lost the right to suffer in silence,” he said. “If

you have an issue, open your mouth. I want you to talk to your managers,

talk to my communications person, talk to me, or visit AskDick.com. Think

about sitting in my chair. Give me ideas and proposals that I have the au-

thority to approve.” Dick made it clear that from then on changing the call

center was everybody’s business. “You have to be a part of this,” he said. “You

want to be like a partner, then you’ve signed up for some responsibility in the

process.” Dick’s challenge made it clear that things were going to change, and

that the associates were empowered to act. “Everybody should have that equal

opportunity to succeed and learn and know what it feels like to win,” Dick

said, and “once you’ve done that—you’ve got people well positioned—get the

hell out of their way and watch them rock and roll.”
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To maintain the momentum, Dick began holding monthly “town hall”

meetings. To make that happen he had to challenge the way things are normally

done—it’s tough to pull call center people off the phone, even once a month.

So they do two half-hour town halls each month, with half the center attend-

ing one, and the other half coming to the other. At each one, Dick constantly

reiterates the mission, commitments, and vision—that’s a ritual with him. He

gives a “you said, we did” report. Then there’s a discussion of current initiatives.

For example, the month that we visited Dick, the new-hire onboarding process,

the upcoming associate survey, and clothing guidelines were the topics of dis-

cussion. Following the initiative discussion is a report on the month’s perfor-

mance. Each town hall concludes with “Celebrating Heroes,” a time for

individuals who have made significant contributions to the center to be pub-

licly recognized. And it’s not just Dick and his managers doing the recogniz-

ing. Associates also get time on the agenda to celebrate peers for living the

values of the bank and keeping the commitments they’ve made to each other.

Recognition and celebration are a big deal to Dick. When he arrived at

the Concord Call Center, very little of either was going on, so Dick put it on

the agenda. Every Wednesday, for example, is “Pride Day,” when people wear

company logo merchandise and you see a lot of red, blue, and white bank

shirts. Although Pride Day was started before Dick arrived, he added new di-

mensions to the ritual. For starters, there’s the fifteen-minute spirit huddle;

once a month every one of the team managers has to bring at least one asso-

ciate with them, and in the huddles the managers recognize their local he-

roes. You’ll also see people wearing spirit beads. Dick came up with the idea

because he wanted something really visible yet inexpensive enough that they

could do a lot of it. The beads come in different colors, but on every string

hangs a medallion with the same word: PRIDE.

PRIDE is Dick’s motto; it stands for Personal Responsibility In Deliv-

ering Excellence. That medallion suspended from the gold, blue, and

green beads symbolizes what all the values, vision, and mission are about

to Dick. They’re about taking pride in what you do. And when Dick conducts
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quarterly coaching sessions with each of his direct reports, they talk about

PRIDE, and mission, and vision, and values. Another thing they talk about is

how other people see them as leaders. “When we turn that mirror around,”

he asks, “is there a match to what we’re saying? How do we spend our time

every day? Do our goals match our commitments?” It’s in these discussions

that Dick gets down to aligning actions with the values of the center.

Despite the tremendous progress they’ve made in becoming a model call

center, and toward keeping the commitments that they’ve made to each other,

Dick still believes that “every day is opening day.” He said, “It doesn’t matter

what you did yesterday. Each and every decision and action is a moment of

truth. You say something and what do people see? The two have to be aligned.

It’s all about the video matching the audio.”

And for Dick the challenge continues, for he knows that every day will

present him and the organization with some wonderful chance to try some-

thing new: “In today’s environment, if you want to be successful, doing things

the same way just won’t get it done, period. Expectations continue to be

raised, by our shareholders, by our managers, and by our customers. And if

we’re not willing to be innovative and do things differently, we’re going to

have the competition pass us like we’re sitting still on the freeway.”

Dick demonstrates exemplary leadership skills, and he shows us how

leaders can seize the opportunities to bring out the best in others and guide

them on the journey to accomplishing exceptionally challenging goals. He

serves as a role model for leaders who want to get extraordinary things done

in organizations.

LEADERSHIP OPPORTUNITIES 
ARE EVERYWHERE
Leadership can happen anywhere, at any time. It can happen in a huge busi-

ness or a small one. It can happen in the public, private, or social sector. It

can happen in any function. It can happen at home, at school, or in the com-
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munity. The call to lead can come at four o’clock in the morning, or it can

come late at night. The energy and motivation to lead can come in ways you’d

least expect. While Dick Nettell’s most recent personal-best leadership grew

out of a need to again challenge himself, Claire Owen’s leadership best

grew out of necessity.

Claire Owen is founder and Leader of Vision & Val-

ues of the SG Group in London, England, a 110-person

firm that’s a collection of four businesses designed to

meet the marketing and human resource recruitment

needs of agencies and corporations. Stopgap, the

United Kingdom’s first specialist freelance marketing

agency and the SG Group’s original business, began be-

cause the marketing agency Claire was working in at

the time went into receivership. She had a four-week-old baby and a huge

mortgage, and was wondering what was going to happen next. But Claire was

also worried about what would happen to her client, with whom they were

midway through an important promotion. Her concern for her client over-

rode her personal concerns, so she called her contacts there, told them what

was happening, and agreed on what they were going to do.

“I said to the client, ‘Look, you are up you-know-where without a paddle,

but don’t panic. I will provide you with a stopgap.’ So the account manager

and I provided them with a temporary solution, and finished off running the

promotion. I thought at the end of that, gosh, there is something here, pro-

viding people with a temporary marketing solution. But I knew I didn’t want

to be that temporary solution. I had had enough of printers, and creatives,

and copywriters, so I thought maybe I could find other people to do the

doing and I would just put them together with the client.”

When Stopgap opened its doors there wasn’t another business out there

that was doing what Claire proposed.“We created the marketplace that we op-

erate in,” she said. “When we started up, nobody was providing freelance mar-

keters. You could get locum (temporary) doctors, teachers, lawyers, dentists,

Leadership can

happen any-

where, at 

any time.
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and vets. In most professions you could get a temp, interim, whatever you

like, but you couldn’t in marketing.” The fact that there was no other busi-

ness like hers was fine with Claire. “I hate the predictable,” she told us. “I hate

doing things the way everyone else does. Whatever I do I like to do something

different. I never wanted to be a me-too company from day one.”

Claire is very outspoken about her lack of respect for the traditional ways

the recruitment industries have been run. “I had been a candidate myself, and

I had been so mistreated by the recruitment consultancy that I wanted to

challenge the rules the recruitment industry was playing by,” she told us. “If

I could change those practices then I’d be proud to work in this field, and that

is what I did.”

For Claire the most fundamental rules had to do with how they operated.

“I wanted an open and transparent business that people could trust,” she said.

“Whether it was about our fee structure, or the fact that we never send a can-

didate to a job before telling them everything about the organization, we op-

erate by the principle of total transparency. We might say to a candidate, ‘This

looks like a great job for your career, but the location is terrible.’”

The early days were tough. There were a lot of naysayers. Because Claire

was so outspoken about her views of the industry, competitors were partic-

ularly harsh. Claire remembers one time when a competitor looked at her,

wagged his finger, and told her that she would never be a success in the busi-

ness. She just laughed and said, “You don’t know how wrong you are.”

Success for Claire is not defined by a specific revenue amount or a spe-

cific head count. Quite simply, Claire said, “I wanted to run a business that

had a phenomenal reputation.” Her vision was that there would be Stopgaps

all over the country, as there are Reeds (the U.K. leader in specialist recruit-

ment, training, and HR consultancy)—an outlet on every corner so to speak.

She knew they were never going to be a High Street recruitment consultancy,

but she wanted Stopgap to be everywhere and to be a company that people

wanted to do business with. Claire said that she’s not a dreamer, but closer to

the truth is that she is living her dream every day. For her the future is now.
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Rather than waiting to run the business the way she thinks it should be run,

she’s bringing it to life every day of the week.

A clear set of values guides the daily decisions and actions that Claire and

her staff make. These values came from walking in the shoes of her staff and

their candidates. These wouldn’t work, however, if they weren’t shared values.

As Claire told us, “People have said to me time and time again, ‘I wouldn’t

work for any other recruitment consultancy. The only reason I’m sitting here

is because I like these values. They’re the same as mine.’”

“That’s music to my ears,” Claire said. “We’re not everybody’s cup of tea.

People come and work for us because they want to make a difference to peo-

ple. They want to help people. It’s what they do.”

“We are a very, very candidate-driven business,” Claire told us. But even

more important to her than the candidate is her staff. She fervently believes

that if you take care of your staff, they will take care of the candidate; if the

staff takes care of the candidate, the candidate will take care of the client; and

if the candidate takes care of the client, the client will return to the SG Group

for more business. Claire puts her staff first, knowing that they are the ones

that ultimately determine the reputation of the company.

As you’d expect, staff turnover at the SG Group is extremely low. People

rarely leave the business, and if they do they are always welcomed back should

they choose to return. “Friendship is the glue that keeps people here. Why

would I want to leave when my best mates work with me? Someone once said

to me, ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, Claire, but coming to work is a bit like

going to a coffee morning.’ I asked her what she meant, and she said, ‘I am with

people I like, and we can socialize. And yes, we do the job.’ I thought that was

wonderful. They love coming to work because of the people that are here.”

The values of helping and caring for clients and staff are by no means per-

mission to coddle people and allow them to do whatever they want. Claire is

very clear that she expects the values to be lived, not just talked about. They

are as much a discipline as any other operational values. “If you want cus-

tomers to have a certain experience,” says Claire, “you have got to have people
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who can deliver on that experience. It’s a darn sight easier if you employ peo-

ple who have the values that you want to give your customers.”

Clearly the SG Group values aren’t just posters on the wall—they are the

guidelines the group uses in everything they do. For example, there is the

“First Tuesday in the Month” meeting. It’s actually never held on the first

Tuesday, but that’s what it was called when they were first held and the name

has stuck. It happens once a month from 9:00 A.M. to 10:00 A.M., and every-

body comes. In that meeting they share the company’s financials. Everybody

learns what the business turned over, and the profit made or loss taken. They

talk about where the business has come from, so people don’t forget about

their important clients. They share any marketing that’s going on. They share

a lot of people things—who’s joining, who’s leaving, who’s got an anniver-

sary this month, and anything else that affects staff. And they always have the

“grapevine”—a time when people can ask about things they might have heard

about and want to know if it’s really happening. They film the meeting, so if

someone has to miss it they can watch it on DVD.

Then there’s the Friday meeting. It’s a look back at the week, a sharing of

good things and bad things that went on during the week. There’s also the

Thursday Breakfast Club, which happens every other Thursday. That’s a forum

for consultants to talk about candidates and clients, and to just share in depth

the issues they’re having. Notes from these meetings are often posted in the

lavatory so that they are visible at all times—you never know when you might

come up with a solution to someone’s problem. Finally, there is a staff newslet-

ter that goes out every other week for more personal needs, like someone

wanting details of a great Mexican restaurant, a good plumber, or a flatmate.

Being physically present is important for Claire. She asked her staff what

they wanted from her, and they told her “that they just wanted to see more

of me, to have time to talk to me, to see me wandering around.” Claire radi-

ates energy. When you’re around her you have no doubt that she cares deeply

about the business, and, in particular, about the people in the business. Claire

fully understands the potency of her physical presence. “You see that I get ex-
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cited about things,” she pointed out to us—not that there was any doubt—

“and people go, ‘Well, Claire is excited by it, so I’m going to get excited by it.

She believes it and she thinks it is going to be great—well I think it’s going to

be great.’ That’s really all I do.”

Claire also realizes that if her enthusiasm isn’t genuine, it’s going to have

a negative effect. “If it’s an act,” she said, “they’ll see right through it. People

really respect you for who you are, and they don’t want you to be someone

you are not. They prefer to see who you are, the real you.”

The SG Group has a positively charged atmosphere that is fueled by nu-

merous recognitions and celebrations. These are the informal kinds at which

people toast personal successes, anniversaries, and births of babies. Every

month staff members nominate people who have gone the extra mile. Any-

body can nominate anybody. Every month all the nominations are considered,

99 percent are approved, and every winner gets a silver envelope placed on

their desk thanking them for going the extra mile and presenting usually be-

tween 25 and 50 Stopgap Points. Each point is worth about £1, and they can

convert the points into whatever they want to spend it on. The SG Group also

has a very flexible benefits scheme called “Mind, Body, Soul.” Nothing is for-

mal, and staff create things for themselves. The whole idea is that each person

is different and they can customize the plan to fit their needs. For some it’s a

gym membership, for others it’s health insurance, and for others it’s personal

coaching. The entire scheme celebrates the individuality of each person.

The marketplace for freelance marketers has grown more and more com-

petitive.2 “You can never get complacent,” Claire said. “As a business we are

always, always thinking, ‘What else can we do to stay ahead?’” But something

that won’t change is Claire Owen’s leadership philosophy. “We are human be-

ings,” she said. “We don’t have employees. We don’t have staff. We have peo-

ple, and people have emotions, and people have needs. If you are happy you

do a better job. If you are excited about the business, and if you are excited

about where it is going and what is happening in it, then there is a buzz, a

physical buzz. It’s my job to create that kind of place.”
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THE FIVE PRACTICES OF 
EXEMPLARY LEADERSHIP
Since 1983 we’ve been conducting research on personal-best leadership ex-

periences, and we’ve discovered that there are countless examples of how

leaders, like Dick and Claire, mobilize others to get extraordinary things done

in virtually every arena of organized activity. We’ve found them in profit-

based firms and nonprofits, manufacturing and services, government and

business, health care, education and entertainment, and work and commu-

nity service. Leaders reside in every city and every country, in every position

and every place. They’re employees and volunteers, young and old, women and

men. Leadership knows no racial or religious bounds, no ethnic or cultural

borders. We find exemplary leadership everywhere we look.

From our analysis of thousands of personal-best leadership experiences,

we’ve discovered that ordinary people who guide others along pioneering

journeys follow rather similar paths. Though each experience we examined

was unique in expression, every case followed remarkably similar patterns of

action. We’ve forged these common practices into a model of leadership, and

we offer it here as guidance for leaders as they attempt to keep their own bear-

ings and steer others toward peak achievements.

As we looked deeper into the dynamic process of leadership, through case

analyses and survey questionnaires, we uncovered five practices common to

personal-best leadership experiences. When getting extraordinary things

done in organizations, leaders engage in these Five Practices of Exemplary

Leadership:

• Model the Way

• Inspire a Shared Vision

• Challenge the Process

• Enable Others to Act

• Encourage the Heart
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The Five Practices—which we discuss briefly in this

chapter and then in depth in Chapters Three through

Twelve—aren’t the private property of the people we

studied or of a few select shining stars. Leadership is not

about personality; it’s about behavior. The Five Prac-

tices are available to anyone who accepts the leadership

challenge. And they’re also not the accident of a unique

moment in history. The Five Practices have stood the

test of time, and our most recent research confirms that they’re just as rele-

vant today as they were when we first began our investigation more than

twenty-five years ago.

Model the Way

Titles are granted, but it’s your behavior that wins you respect. As Tom Brack,

with Europe’s SmartTeam AG, told us, “Leading means you have to be a good

example, and live what you say.” This sentiment was shared across all the cases

that we collected. Exemplary leaders know that if they want to gain commit-

ment and achieve the highest standards, they must be models of the behav-

ior they expect of others. Leaders model the way.

To effectively model the behavior they expect of others, leaders must first

be clear about guiding principles. They must clarify values. As Lindsay Levin,

chairman for Whites Group in England, explained, “You have to open up your

heart and let people know what you really think and believe. This means talk-

ing about your values.” Leaders must find their own voice, and then they must

clearly and distinctively give voice to their values. As the personal-best sto-

ries illustrate, leaders are supposed to stand up for their beliefs, so they’d bet-

ter have some beliefs to stand up for. But it’s not just the leader’s values that

are important. Leaders aren’t just representing themselves. They speak and

act on behalf of a larger organization. Leaders must forge agreement around

common principles and common ideals.

Leadership is

not about per-

sonality; it’s

about behavior.
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Eloquent speeches about common values, however, aren’t nearly enough.

Leaders’ deeds are far more important than their words when one wants to

determine how serious leaders really are about what they say. Words and

deeds must be consistent. Exemplary leaders go first. They go first by setting

the example through daily actions that demonstrate they are deeply commit-

ted to their beliefs. As Prabha Seshan, principal engineer for SSA Global, told

us, “One of the best ways to prove something is important is by doing it your-

self and setting an example.” She discovered that her actions spoke volumes

about how the team needed to “take ownership of things they believed in and

valued.” There wasn’t anything Prabha asked others to do that she wasn’t will-

ing to do herself, and as a result, “while I always trusted my team, my team in

turn trusted me.” For instance, she wasn’t required to design or code features

but by doing some of this work she demonstrated to others not only what

she stood for but also how much she valued the work they were doing and

what their end user expected from the product.

The personal-best projects we heard about in our research were all dis-

tinguished by relentless effort, steadfastness, competence, and attention to

detail. We were also struck by how the actions leaders took to set an example

were often simple things. Sure, leaders had operational and strategic plans.

But the examples they gave were not about elaborate designs. They were

about the power of spending time with someone, of working side by side with

colleagues, of telling stories that made values come alive, of being highly vis-

ible during times of uncertainty, and of asking questions to get people to

think about values and priorities.

Modeling the way is about earning the right and the respect to lead through

direct involvement and action. People follow first the person, then the plan.

Inspire a Shared Vision

When people described to us their personal-best leadership experiences, they

told of times when they imagined an exciting, highly attractive future for their

organization. They had visions and dreams of what could be. They had ab-
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solute and total personal belief in those dreams, and they were confident in

their abilities to make extraordinary things happen. Every organization, every

social movement, begins with a dream. The dream or vision is the force that

invents the future. Leaders inspire a shared vision. As Mark D’Arcangelo, sys-

tem memory product marketing manager at Hitachi Semiconductor, told us

about his personal-best leadership experience, “What made the difference was

the vision of how things could be and clearly painting this picture for all to

see and comprehend.”

Leaders gaze across the horizon of time, imagining the attractive opportu-

nities that are in store when they and their constituents arrive at a distant des-

tination. They envision exciting and ennobling possibilities. Leaders have a desire

to make something happen, to change the way things are, to create something

that no one else has ever created before. In some ways, leaders live their lives

backward. They see pictures in their mind’s eye of what the results will look

like even before they’ve started their project, much as an architect draws a blue-

print or an engineer builds a model. Their clear image of the future pulls

them forward. Yet visions seen only by leaders are insufficient to create an or-

ganized movement or a significant change in a company. A person with no

constituents is not a leader, and people will not follow until they accept a vi-

sion as their own. Leaders cannot command commitment, only inspire it.

Leaders have to enlist others in a common vision. To enlist people in a vi-

sion, leaders must know their constituents and speak their language. People

must believe that leaders understand their needs and have their interests at

heart. Leadership is a dialogue, not a monologue. To enlist support, leaders

must have intimate knowledge of people’s dreams, hopes, aspirations, visions,

and values. Evelia Davis, merchandise manager for Mervyns, told us that

while she was good at telling people where they were going together, she also

needed to do a good job of explaining why they should follow her, how they

could help reach the destination, and what this meant for them. As Evelia put

it, “If you don’t believe enough to share it, talk about it, and get others ex-

cited about it then it’s not much of a vision!”
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Leaders breathe life into the hopes and dreams of others and enable them

to see the exciting possibilities that the future holds. Leaders forge a unity of

purpose by showing constituents how the dream is for the common good.

Leaders stir the fire of passion in others by expressing enthusiasm for the

compelling vision of their group. Leaders communicate their passion through

vivid language and an expressive style.

Whatever the venue, and without exception, the people in our study reported

that they were incredibly enthusiastic about their personal-best projects. Their

own enthusiasm was catching; it spread from leader to constituents. Their be-

lief in and enthusiasm for the vision were the sparks that ignited the flame of

inspiration.

Challenge the Process

Every single personal-best leadership case we collected involved some kind

of challenge. The challenge might have been an innovative new product, a

cutting-edge service, a groundbreaking piece of legislation, an invigorating

campaign to get adolescents to join an environmental program, a revolu-

tionary turnaround of a bureaucratic military program, or the start-up of a

new plant or business. Whatever the challenge, all the cases involved a change

from the status quo. Not one person claimed to have achieved a personal best

by keeping things the same. All leaders challenge the process.

Leaders venture out. None of the individuals in our study sat idly by wait-

ing for fate to smile upon them. “Luck” or “being in the right place at the right

time” may play a role in the specific opportunities leaders embrace, but those

who lead others to greatness seek and accept challenge. Jennifer Cun, in her

role as a budget analyst with Intel, noted how critical it is for leaders “to al-

ways be looking for ways to improve their team, taking interests outside of

their job or organization, finding ways to stay current of what the competi-

tion is doing, networking, and taking initiative to try new things.”

Leaders are pioneers. They are willing to step out into the unknown. They

search for opportunities to innovate, grow, and improve. But leaders aren’t the

c01.qxd  6/3/07  1:13 PM  Page 18



THE FIVE PRACTICES OF EXEMPLARY LEADERSHIP 19

only creators or originators of new products, services, or processes. In fact,

it’s more likely that they’re not: innovation comes more from listening than

from telling. Product and service innovations tend to come from customers,

clients, vendors, people in the labs, and people on the front lines; process in-

novations, from the people doing the work. Sometimes a dramatic external

event thrusts an organization into a radically new condition. Leaders have to

constantly be looking outside of themselves and their organizations for new

and innovative products, processes, and services. “Mediocrity and status quo

will never lead a company to success in the marketplace,” is what Mike Pepe,

product marketing manager at O3 Entertainment, told us. “Taking risks and

believing that taking them is worthwhile,” he went on to say, “are the only way

companies can ‘jump’ rather than simply climb the improvement ladder.”

When it comes to innovation, the leader’s major contributions are in the

creation of a climate for experimentation, the recognition of good ideas, the

support of those ideas, and the willingness to challenge the system to get new

products, processes, services, and systems adopted. It might be more accu-

rate, then, to say that leaders aren’t the inventors as much as they are the early

patrons and adopters of innovation.

Leaders know well that innovation and change involve experimenting and

taking risks. Despite the inevitability of mistakes and failures leaders proceed

anyway. One way of dealing with the potential risks and failures of experi-

mentation is to approach change through incremental steps and small wins.

Little victories, when piled on top of each other, build confidence that even

the biggest challenges can be met. In so doing, they strengthen commitment

to the long-term future. Not everyone is equally comfortable with risk and

uncertainty. Leaders must pay attention to the capacity of their constituents

to take control of challenging situations and become fully committed to

change. You can’t exhort people to take risks if they don’t also feel safe.

It would be ridiculous to assert that those who fail over and over again

eventually succeed as leaders. Success in any endeavor isn’t a process of simply

buying enough lottery tickets. The key that unlocks the door to opportunity is
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learning. Claude Meyer, with the Red Cross in Kenya, put it to us this way:

“Leadership is learning by doing, adapting to actual conditions. Leaders are

constantly learning from their errors and failures.” Life is the leader’s labora-

tory, and exemplary leaders use it to conduct as many experiments as possi-

ble. Try, fail, learn. Try, fail, learn. Try, fail, learn. That’s the leader’s mantra.

Leaders are learners. They learn from their failures as well as their successes,

and they make it possible for others to do the same.

Enable Others to Act

Grand dreams don’t become significant realities through the actions of a sin-

gle person. It requires a team effort. It requires solid trust and strong rela-

tionships. It requires deep competence and cool confidence. It requires group

collaboration and individual accountability. To get extraordinary things done

in organizations, leaders have to enable others to act.

After reviewing thousands of personal-best cases, we developed a simple

test to detect whether someone is on the road to becoming a leader. That test

is the frequency of the use of the word we. In our interviews, we found that

people used we nearly three times more often than I in explaining their

personal-best leadership experience. Hewlett-Packard’s Angie Yim was the

technical IT team leader on a project involving core team members from

the United States, Singapore, Australia, and Hong Kong. In the past, Angie

told us, she “had a bad habit of using the pronoun I instead of we,” but she

learned that people responded more eagerly and her team became more

cohesive when people felt part of the we. “This is a magic word,” Angie real-

ized. “I would recommend that others use it more often.”

Leaders foster collaboration and build trust. This sense of teamwork goes

far beyond a few direct reports or close confidants. They engage all those who

must make the project work—and in some way, all who must live with the

results. In today’s virtual organizations, cooperation can’t be restricted to a

small group of loyalists; it must include peers, managers, customers and

clients, suppliers, citizens—all those who have a stake in the vision.
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Leaders make it possible for others to do good work. They know that those

who are expected to produce the results must feel a sense of personal power and

ownership. Leaders understand that the command-and-control techniques of

traditional management no longer apply. Instead, leaders work to make people

feel strong, capable, and committed. Leaders enable others to act not by hoard-

ing the power they have but by giving it away. Exemplary leaders strengthen every-

one’s capacity to deliver on the promises they make. As Kathryn Winters learned

working with the communications department at NVIDIA Corporation, “You

have to make sure that no one is outside the loop or uninvolved in all the changes

that occur.” She continually ensures that each person has a sense of ownership

for his or her projects. She seeks out the opinions of others and uses the ensuing

discussion not only to build up their capabilities but also to educate and update

her own information and perspective.“Inclusion (not exclusion),” she finds,“en-

sures that everyone feels and thinks that they are owners and leaders—this

makes work much easier.” Kathryn realized that when people are trusted and

have more discretion, more authority, and more information, they’re much

more likely to use their energies to produce extraordinary results.

In the cases we analyzed, leaders proudly discussed teamwork, trust, and

empowerment as essential elements of their efforts. A leader’s ability to en-

able others to act is essential. Constituents neither perform at their best nor

stick around for very long if their leader makes them feel weak, dependent,

or alienated. But when a leader makes people feel strong and capable—as if

they can do more than they ever thought possible—they’ll give it their all and

exceed their own expectations. Authentic leadership is founded on trust, and

the more people trust their leader, and each other, the more they take risks,

make changes, and keep organizations and movements alive. Through that

relationship, leaders turn their constituents into leaders themselves.

Encourage the Heart

The climb to the top is arduous and long. People become exhausted, frus-

trated, and disenchanted. They’re often tempted to give up. Leaders encourage
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the heart of their constituents to carry on. Genuine acts of caring uplift the

spirits and draw people forward. In her personal-best leadership experience

Ankush Joshi, the service line manager with Informix USA, learned that

“writing a personal thank-you note, rather than sending an e-mail, can do

wonders.” Janel Ahrens, marcom manager with National Semiconductor,

echoed Ankush’s observation. Janel would make notes about important

events in other people’s lives and then follow up with them directly after or

simply wish them luck prior to an important event. Every person was “gen-

uinely touched that I cared enough to ask them about how things are going.”

She told us that in her organization “work relationships have been stronger

since this undertaking.” Janel’s and Ankush’s experiences are testimony to the

power of a “thank you.”

Recognizing contributions can be one-to-one or with many people. It can

come from dramatic gestures or simple actions. One of the first actions that

Abraham Kuruvilla took upon becoming CEO of the Dredging Corporation

of India (a government-owned private-sector company providing services to

all ten major Indian ports) was to send out to every employee a monthly

newsletter (DCI News) that was full of success stories. In addition, he intro-

duced, for the first time, a public-recognition program through which awards

and simple appreciation notices were given out to individuals and teams for

doing great work. Abraham made sure that people were recognized for their

contributions, because he wanted to provide a climate in which “people felt

cared about and genuinely appreciated by their leaders.”

It’s part of the leader’s job to show appreciation for people’s contributions

and to create a culture of celebrating values and victories. In the cases we col-

lected, we saw thousands of examples of individual recognition and group

celebration. We’ve heard and seen everything from handwritten thank-yous

to marching bands and “This Is Your Life”–type ceremonies.

Recognition and celebration aren’t about fun and games, though there is

a lot of fun and there are a lot of games when people encourage the hearts of

their constituents. Neither are they about pretentious ceremonies designed
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to create some phony sense of camaraderie. When people see a charlatan

making noisy affectations, they turn away in disgust. Encouragement is, cu-

riously, serious business. It’s how leaders visibly and behaviorally link rewards

with performance. When striving to raise quality, recover from disaster, start

up a new service, or make dramatic change of any kind, leaders make sure

people see the benefit of behavior that’s aligned with cherished values. Lead-

ers also know that celebrations and rituals, when done with authenticity and

from the heart, build a strong sense of collective identity and community

spirit that can carry a group through extraordinarily tough times.

LEADERSHIP IS A RELATIONSHIP
Our findings from the analysis of personal-best leadership experiences chal-

lenge the myth that leadership is something that you find only at the highest

levels of organizations and society. We found it everywhere. These findings

also challenge the belief that leadership is reserved for a few charismatic men

and women. Leadership is not a gene and it’s not an inheritance. Leadership

is an identifiable set of skills and abilities that are available to all of us. The

“great person”—woman or man—theory of leadership is just plain wrong.

Or, we should say, the theory that there are only a few great men and women

who can lead others to greatness is just plain wrong. Likewise, it is plain

wrong that leaders only come from large, or great, or small, or new organi-

zations, or from established economies, or from start-up companies. We con-

sider the women and men in our research to be great, and so do those with

whom they worked. They are the everyday heroes of our world. It’s because

there are so many—not so few—leaders that extraordinary things get done

on a regular basis, especially in extraordinary times.

To us this is inspiring and should give everyone hope. Hope, because it

means that no one needs to wait around to be saved by someone riding into

town on a white horse. Hope, because there’s a generation of leaders search-

ing for the opportunities to make a difference. Hope, because right down the
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block or right down the hall there are people who will seize the opportunity

to lead you to greatness. They’re your neighbors, friends, and colleagues. And

you are one of them, too.

There’s still another crucial truth about leadership. It’s something that

we’ve known for a long time, but we’ve come to prize even more today. In

talking to leaders and reading their cases, there was a very clear message that

wove itself throughout every situation and every action. The message was:

leadership is a relationship. Leadership is a relationship between those who

aspire to lead and those who choose to follow. It’s the

quality of this relationship that matters most when

we’re engaged in getting extraordinary things done. A

leader-constituent relationship that’s characterized by

fear and distrust will never, ever produce anything of

lasting value. A relationship characterized by mutual

respect and confidence will overcome the greatest adversities and leave a

legacy of significance.

Evidence abounds for this point of view. For instance, in examining the

critical variables for executive success in the top three jobs in large organiza-

tions, Jodi Taylor and Valerie Sessa at the Center for Creative Leadership

found the number one success factor to be “relationships with subordinates.”3

We were intrigued to find that even in this nanosecond world of e-everything,

opinion is consistent with the facts. In an online survey, respondents were

asked to indicate, among other things, which would be more essential to busi-

ness success in five years—social skills or skills in using the Internet. Seventy-

two percent selected social skills; 28 percent, Internet skills.4 Internet literati

completing a poll online realize that it’s not the web of technology that mat-

ters the most, it’s the web of people.

Similar results were found in a study by Public Allies, an AmeriCorps or-

ganization dedicated to creating young leaders who can strengthen their com-

munities. Public Allies sought the opinions of eighteen- to thirty-year-olds

Leadership is a

relationship.
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on the subject of leadership. Among the items was a question about the qual-

ities that were important in a good leader. Topping the respondents’ list is

“Being able to see a situation from someone else’s point of view.” In second

place is “Getting along well with other people.”5

Success in leadership, success in business, and success in life have been,

are now, and will continue to be a function of how well people work and play

together. Success in leading will be wholly dependent upon the capacity to

build and sustain those human relationships that enable people to get extra-

ordinary things done on a regular basis.

THE TEN COMMITMENTS 
OF LEADERSHIP
Embedded in The Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership are behaviors that

can serve as the basis for learning to lead. We call these The Ten Commit-

ments of Leadership (Table 1.1). These ten commitments serve as the guide

for our discussion of how leaders get extraordinary things done in organiza-

tions and as the structure for what’s to follow. We’ll fully explore each of these

commitments in Chapters Three through Twelve. Before delving into the

practices and commitments further, however, let’s consider leadership from

the vantage point of the constituent. If leadership is a relationship, as we have

discovered, then what do people expect from that relationship? What do peo-

ple look for and admire in a leader? What do people want from someone

whose direction they’d be willing to follow?
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TABLE 1.1THE FIVE PRACTICES AND TEN COMMITMENTS OF LEADERSHIP.

Practice Commitment

Model the Way 1. Clarify values by finding your voice 
and affirming shared ideals.

2. Set the example by aligning actions 
with shared values.

Inspire a Shared Vision 3. Envision the future by imagining 
exciting and ennobling possibilities.

4. Enlist others in a common vision by 
appealing to shared aspirations.

Challenge the Process 5. Search for opportunities by seizing 
the initiative and by looking outward 
for innovative ways to improve.

6. Experiment and take risks by 
constantly generating small wins and 
learning from experience.

Enable Others to Act 7. Foster collaboration by building trust 
and facilitating relationships.

8. Strengthen others by increasing 
self-determination and developing 
competence.

Encourage the Heart 9. Recognize contributions by showing 
appreciation for individual excellence.

10. Celebrate the values and victories by 
creating a spirit of community.
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2

“Leadership is in the eyes of other people; 

it is they who proclaim you as a leader.”

Carrie Gilstrap, Hewlett-Packard

Model the way, inspire a shared vision, challenge the process, enable others to

act, and encourage the heart: these are the leadership practices that emerge

from thousands of personal-best cases. But they paint only a partial picture.

Leaders don’t get extraordinary things done all by themselves! The portrayal

C R E D I B I L I T Y  I S

T H E  F O U N D A T I O N

O F  L E A D E R S H I P
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can be completed only when we add in what constituents expect from their

leaders. With these brush strokes the picture takes on depth and vitality.

What leaders say they do is one thing; what constituents say they want

and how well leaders meet these expectations is another. Because leadership

is a reciprocal process between leaders and their constituents, any discussion

of leadership must attend to the dynamics of this relationship. Strategies, tac-

tics, skills, and practices are empty without an understanding of the funda-

mental human aspirations that connect leaders and constituents.

To balance our understanding of leadership, we investigated the expecta-

tions that constituents have of leaders. We asked constituents to tell us what

they look for in a person that they would be willing to follow, someone who

had the personal traits, characteristics, and attributes they wanted in a leader.

Their responses both affirm and enrich the picture that emerged from our

studies of personal leadership bests.

WHAT PEOPLE LOOK FOR AND
ADMIRE IN LEADERS
We began our research on what constituents expect of leaders more than

twenty-five years ago by surveying thousands of business and government

executives. We asked the following open-ended question: “What values, per-

sonal traits, or characteristics do you look for and admire in a leader?”1 In re-

sponse to that question, respondents identified several hundred different

values, traits, and characteristics. Subsequent content analysis by several in-

dependent judges, followed by further empirical analyses, reduced these items

to a list of twenty characteristics (each grouped with several synonyms for

clarification and completeness).

From this list of twenty characteristics, we developed a survey question-

naire called “Characteristics of Admired Leaders.” We’ve administered this

questionnaire to over seventy-five thousand people around the globe, and we

update the findings continuously. We distribute a one-page checklist and ask

respondents to select the seven qualities that they “most look for and admire
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in a leader, someone whose direction they would willingly follow.” We tell them

that the key word in this question is willingly. What do they expect from a

leader they would follow, not because they have to, but because they want to?

The results have been striking in their regularity

over the years, and they do not significantly vary by de-

mographical, organizational, or cultural differences.

Wherever we’ve asked the question, it’s clear, as the data

in Table 2.1 illustrate, that there are a few essential

“character tests” someone must pass before others are

willing to grant the designation leader.

Although every characteristic receives some votes,

and therefore each is important to some people, what

is most striking and most evident is that only four over

time (with the exception of Inspiring in 1987) have always received over 60

percent of the votes. And these same four have consistently been ranked at

the top across different countries, as shown by the data in Table 2.2.

What people most look for in a leader (a person that they would be will-

ing to follow) has been constant over time. And our research documents this

consistent pattern across countries, cultures, ethnicities, organizational func-

tions and hierarchies, gender, educational, and age groups. For people to fol-

low someone willingly, the majority of constituents believe the leader must be

• Honest

• Forward-looking

• Inspiring

• Competent

These investigations of desired leader attributes demonstrate consistent

and clear relationships with the stories we heard people tell us about their

personal-best leadership experiences. The Five Practices of Exemplary Lead-

ership and the behaviors of people whom others think of as exemplary

leaders are complementary perspectives on the same subject. When they’re

What people

most look for in

a leader has

been constant

over time.
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TABLE 2.1CHARACTERISTICS OF ADMIRED LEADERS.

Percentage of Respondents 
Selecting Each Characteristic

2007 2002 1995 1987 
Characteristic edition edition edition edition

HONEST 89 88 88 83

FORWARD-LOOKING 71 71 75 62

INSPIRING 69 65 68 58

COMPETENT 68 66 63 67

Intelligent 48 47 40 43

Fair-minded 39 42 49 40

Straightforward 36 34 33 34

Broad-minded 35 40 40 37

Supportive 35 35 41 32

Dependable 34 33 32 33

Cooperative 25 28 28 25

Courageous 25 20 29 27

Determined 25 23 17 17

Caring 22 20 23 26

Imaginative 17 23 28 34

Mature 15 21 13 23

Ambitious 16 17 13 21

Loyal 18 14 11 11

Self-Controlled 10 8 5 13

Independent 4 6 5 10

Note: These percentages represent respondents from six continents: Africa, North America, South America,
Asia, Europe, and Australia. The majority of respondents are from the United States. Since we asked people
to select seven characteristics, the total adds up to more than 100 percent.
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performing at their peak, leaders are doing more than just getting results.

They’re also responding to the expectations of their constituents.2

As we weave the themes of being honest, forward-looking, inspiring, and

competent into the text of the subsequent chapters on The Five Practices,

you’ll see in more detail how exemplary leaders respond to the expectations

of their constituents. For example, leaders cannot Model the Way without

being seen as honest. The leadership practice of Inspire a Shared Vision in-

volves being forward-looking and inspiring. When leaders Challenge the

Process, they also enhance the perception that they’re dynamic. Trustwor-

thiness, often a synonym for honesty, plays a major role in how leaders Enable

Others to Act, as does the leader’s own competency. Likewise, leaders who rec-

ognize and celebrate significant accomplishments—who Encourage the Heart—

show inspiration and positive energy, which increases their constituents’

TABLE 2.2CROSS-CULTURAL COMPARISONS OF THE CHARACTERISTICS
OF ADMIRED LEADERS.

Percentage of Respondents 
Selecting Each Characteristic

Forward-
Country Honest Looking Inspiring Competent

Australia 93 83 73 59

Canada 88 88 73 60

Japan 67 83 51 61

Korea 74 82 55 62

Malaysia 95 78 60 62

Mexico 85 82 71 62

New Zealand 86 86 71 68

Singapore 72 76 69 76

Sweden, Denmark 84 86 90 53

United States 89 71 69 68

c02.qxd  6/3/07  1:12 PM  Page 31



32 THE LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE

understanding of the commitment to the vision and values. When leaders

demonstrate capacity in all of The Five Practices, they show others they have

the competence to get extraordinary things done.

Let’s take a closer look at each of the four attributes that have been se-

lected by the majority of respondents since the early 1980s.

Honest

In almost every survey we’ve conducted, honesty has been selected more often

than any other leadership characteristic; overall, it emerges as the single most

important factor in the leader-constituent relationship. The percentages vary,

but the final ranking does not. Since the very first time we conducted our

studies honesty has been at the top of the list.

It’s clear that if people anywhere are to willingly follow someone—

whether it’s into battle or into the boardroom, the front office or the front

lines—they first want to assure themselves that the person is worthy of their

trust. They want to know that the person is truthful, ethical, and principled.

When people talk to us about the qualities they admire in leaders, they often

use the terms integrity and character as synonymous with honesty. No mat-

ter what the setting, everyone wants to be fully confident in their leaders, and

to be fully confident they have to believe that their leaders are individuals of

strong character and solid integrity.3

We—all of us—don’t want to be lied to or deceived. We want to be told

the truth. We want a leader who knows right from wrong. Sure, we want our

team to win, but we don’t want to be led—better to say, misled—by someone

who cheats in the process of attaining victory. It lowers our current and fu-

ture motivational levels; we just won’t work as hard for a person or a cause

once we’ve been tricked.

We want our leaders to be honest because their honesty is also a reflec-

tion upon our own honesty. Of all the qualities that people look for and ad-

mire in a leader, honesty is by far the most personal. More than likely this is

also why it consistently ranks number one. It’s the quality that can most en-
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hance or most damage our own personal reputations. If we follow someone

who’s universally viewed as having an impeccable character and strong in-

tegrity, then we’re likely to be viewed the same. But if we willingly follow

someone who’s considered dishonest, our own images are tarnished. And

there’s perhaps another, more subtle, reason why honesty is at the top. When

we follow someone we believe to be dishonest, we come to realize that we’ve

compromised our own integrity. Over time, we not only lose respect for the

leader, we lose respect for ourselves.

Honesty is strongly tied to values and ethics. We appreciate people who

know where they stand on important principles. We resolutely refuse to fol-

low those who lack confidence in their own beliefs. We simply don’t trust

people who can’t or won’t disclose a clear set of values, ethics, and standards

and live by them.

Forward-Looking

A little more than 70 percent of our most recent respondents selected the

ability to look ahead as one of their most sought-after leadership traits. Peo-

ple expect leaders to have a sense of direction and a concern for the future of

the organization. This expectation directly corresponds to the ability to en-

vision the future that leaders described in their personal-best cases. Whether

we call that ability vision, a dream, a calling, a goal, or a personal agenda, the

message is clear: leaders must know where they’re going if they expect oth-

ers to willingly join them on the journey. They have to have a point of view

about the future envisioned for their organizations, and they need to be able

to connect that point of view to the hopes and dreams of their constituents.

By forward-looking, people don’t mean the magical power of a prescient

visionary. The reality is far more down to earth. It’s the ability to imagine or

discover a desirable destination toward which the company, agency, congre-

gation, or community should head. Vision reveals the beckoning summit that

provides others with the capacity to chart their course toward the future. As

constituents, we ask that a leader have a well-defined orientation toward the
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future. We want to know what the organization will look like, feel like, and

be like when it arrives at its destination in six quarters or six years. We want

to have it described to us in rich detail so that we can select the proper route

for getting there and know when we’ve arrived.

Clarity of vision into the distant future may be difficult to attain, but it’s

essential that leaders seek the knowledge and master the skills necessary to

envision what’s across the horizon. Compared to all the other leadership qual-

ities constituents expect, this is the one that most distinguishes leaders from

other credible people. Expecting leaders to be forward-looking doesn’t mean

constituents want their leaders to set out on a solitary vision quest; people

want to be engaged in the search for a meaningful future, as we will discuss

in Chapters Five and Six. But this expectation does mean that leaders have a

special responsibility to attend to the future of their organizations.4

Inspiring

People expect their leaders to be enthusiastic, energetic, and positive about

the future. It’s not enough for a leader to have a dream. A leader must be able

to communicate the vision in ways that encourage people to sign on for the

duration and excite them about the cause. Although the enthusiasm, energy,

and positive attitude of an exemplary leader may not change the content of

work, they certainly can make the context more meaningful. Whatever the

circumstances, when leaders breathe life into peoples’ dreams and aspirations,

those people are much more willing to enlist in the movement.

Leaders must uplift their constituents’ spirits and give them hope if they’re

to voluntarily engage in challenging pursuits. Enthusiasm and excitement are

essential, and they signal the leader’s personal commitment to pursuing a

dream. If a leader displays no passion for a cause, why should anyone else?

Inspiring leadership also speaks to constituents’ need to have meaning

and purpose in their lives. Being upbeat, positive, and optimistic about the

future offers people hope. This is crucial at any time, but in times of great un-

certainty, leading with positive emotions is absolutely essential to moving
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people upward and forward.5 When people are worried, discouraged, fright-

ened, and uncertain about the future, the last thing needed is a leader who

feeds those negative emotions. Instead, they need leaders who communicate

in words, demeanor, and actions that they believe their constituents will over-

come. Emotions are contagious, and positive emotions resonate throughout

an organization and into relationships with other constituents. To get extra-

ordinary things done in extraordinary times, leaders must inspire optimal

performance—and that can only be fueled with positive emotions.

Competent

To enlist in a common cause, people must believe that the leader is compe-

tent to guide them where they’re headed. They must see the leader as having

relevant experience and sound judgment. If they doubt the person’s abilities,

they’re unlikely to join in the crusade.

Leadership competence refers to the leader’s track record and ability to get

things done. This kind of competence inspires confidence that the leader will

be able to guide the entire organization, large or small, in the direction in

which it needs to go. It doesn’t refer specifically to the leader’s abilities in the

core technology of the operation. In fact, the type of competence demanded

seems to vary more with the leader’s position and the condition of the orga-

nization. Although people demand a base level of understanding of the fun-

damentals of the industry, market, or professional service environment, they

also know that leaders can’t be expected to be the most technically compe-

tent in their fields. Organizations are too complex and multifunctional for

that ever to be the case. This is particularly true as people reach the more se-

nior levels. For example, those who hold officer positions are definitely ex-

pected to demonstrate abilities in strategic planning and policymaking. If a

company desperately needs to clarify its core competence and market posi-

tion, a CEO who is savvy in competitive marketing may be perceived as a fine

leader. But in the line function, where people expect guidance in technical

areas, these same strategic marketing abilities will be insufficient. A leader on
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the line or at the point of customer or client contact will typically have to be

more technically competent than someone less engaged in providing services

or making products. What’s often most significant is that the leader takes the

time to learn the business and to know the current operation.

Relevant experience is a dimension of competence, one that is different

from technical expertise. Experience is about active participation in situational,

functional, and industry events and activities and the accumulation of knowl-

edge derived from participation. Experience correlates with one’s track record,

and the broader one’s experience, the more likely he or she is to be successful

across organizations and industries. An effective leader in a high-technology

company, for example, may not need to be a master programmer but must

understand the business implications of electronic data interchange, net-

working, and the Internet. A health care administrator with experience only

in the insurance industry is more than likely doomed; the job needs extensive

experience in the delivery of human services. There may be notable excep-

tions, but it is highly unlikely that a leader can succeed without both relevant

experience and, most important, exceptionally good people skills.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: 
CREDIBILITY IS THE FOUNDATION
Honest, forward-looking, inspiring, and competent: these are the character-

istics that have remained constant over more than twenty years of economic

growth and recession, the surge in new technology enterprises, the birth of

the World Wide Web, the further globalization of business and industry, the

ever-changing political environment, and the expansion, bursting, and re-

generation of the Internet economy. The relative importance of the most de-

sired qualities has varied somewhat over time, but there has been no change

in the fact that these are the four qualities people want most in their leaders.

Whether they believe their leaders are true to these values is another matter,

but what they would like from them has remained constant.
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This list of four consistent findings is useful in and of itself—but there’s

a more profound implication revealed by our research. Three of these four

key characteristics make up what communications experts refer to as “source

credibility.” In assessing the believability of sources of communication—

whether newscasters, salespeople, physicians, or priests; whether business

managers, military officers, politicians, or civic leaders—researchers typically

evaluate them on three criteria: their perceived trustworthiness, their exper-

tise, and their dynamism. Those who are rated more highly on these dimen-

sions are considered to be more credible sources of information.6

Notice how strikingly similar these three character-

istics are to the essential leader qualities of being hon-

est, competent, and inspiring—three of the top four

items selected in our survey. What we found in our in-

vestigation of admired leadership qualities is that more

than anything, people want to follow leaders who are

credible. Credibility is the foundation of leadership.

Above all else, we as constituents must be able to believe in our leaders.

We must believe that their word can be trusted, that they’re personally pas-

sionate and enthusiastic about the work that they’re doing, and that they have

the knowledge and skill to lead.

We also must believe that they know where we’re headed and have a vi-

sion for the future. Adding forward-looking to what we expect from our

leaders is what sets leaders apart from other credible individuals. Compared

to other sources of information (for example, news anchors), leaders must

do more than be reliable reporters of the news. Leaders make the news,

interpret the news, and make sense of the news. We expect our leaders to

have a point of view about the future. We expect them to articulate excit-

ing possibilities. We want to be confident that our leaders know where

they’re going.

Even so, although compelling visions are necessary for leadership, if the

leader is not credible the message rests on a weak and precarious foundation.

Credibility is the

foundation of

leadership.
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Leaders therefore must be ever-diligent in guarding their credibility. Their

ability to take strong stands, to challenge the status quo, and to point us in

new directions depends on their being highly credible. Leaders must never

take their credibility for granted, regardless of the times or their positions. If

leaders ask others to follow them to some uncertain future—a future that

may not be realized in their lifetime—and if the journey is going to require

sacrifice, isn’t it reasonable that constituents should believe in them? To be-

lieve in the exciting future possibilities leaders present, constituents must first

believe in their leaders.

Because these findings about the characteristics of admired leaders—

people we would willingly follow—have been so pervasive and so consistent,

we’ve come to call this “The Kouzes-Posner First Law of Leadership”:

If you don’t believe in the messenger, you won’t believe the message.

Credibility Matters

At this point, some people might well say, “So what? I know people who are

in positions of power, and I know people who are enormously wealthy, and

I don’t find them credible. Does credibility really matter? Does it make a

difference?”

It’s a legitimate concern, so we decided to study the question of whether

or not credibility mattered. But rather than ask about the credibility of “top

management” or “elected officials,” we decided to ask questions about peo-

ple closer to home. We asked people to rate their immediate managers. As

part of our quantitative research, using a behavioral measure of credibility,

we asked organization members to think about the extent to which their im-

mediate manager exhibited credibility-enhancing behaviors. In our studies

we found that when people perceive their immediate manager to have high

credibility, they’re significantly more likely to

• Be proud to tell others they’re part of the organization

• Feel a strong sense of team spirit
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• See their own personal values as consistent with those of the organization

• Feel attached and committed to the organization

• Have a sense of ownership of the organization

When people perceive their manager to have low credibility, however,

they’re significantly more likely to

• Produce only if they’re watched carefully

• Be motivated primarily by money

• Say good things about the organization publicly but criticize it privately

• Consider looking for another job if the organization experiences problems

• Feel unsupported and unappreciated

This evidence of the significant impact of leadership credibility on em-

ployee attitudes and behavior certainly provides clear dictates for organiza-

tional leaders. Credibility makes a difference, and leaders must take it

personally. Loyalty, commitment, energy, and productivity depend on it.

Credibility goes far beyond employee attitudes. It influences customer and

investor loyalty as well as employee loyalty. In an extensive study of the eco-

nomic value of business loyalty, Frederick Reichheld and his Bain & Com-

pany colleagues found that businesses concentrating on customer, employee,

and investor loyalty generate superior results compared with those engen-

dering disloyalty. They found further that disloyalty can dampen performance

by a stunning 25–50 percent.7 Loyalty is clearly responsible for extraordinary

value creation. So what accounts for business loyalty? When they investigated

this question, the researchers found that “The center of gravity for business

loyalty—whether it be the loyalty of customers, employees, investors, sup-

pliers, or dealers—is the personal integrity of the senior leadership team and

its ability to put its principles into practice.”8 And what’s true for bricks-and-

mortar companies is just as true for the clicks companies. “In fact, when Web

shoppers were asked to name the attributes of e-tailers that were most im-

portant in earning their business, the number one answer was ‘a Web site I
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know and trust.’ All other attributes, including lowest cost and broadest se-

lection, lagged far behind. Price does not rule the Web; trust does.”9

What Is Credibility Behaviorally?

The data confirm that credibility is the foundation of leadership. But what

is credibility behaviorally? How do you know it when you see it?

We’ve asked this question of tens of thousands of people around the

globe, and the response we get is essentially the same, regardless of how it

may be phrased in one company versus another or one country versus an-

other. Here are some of the common phrases people use to describe how they

know credibility when they see it:

• “They practice what they preach.”

• “They walk the talk.”

• “Their actions are consistent with their words.”

• “They put their money where their mouth is.”

• “They follow through on their promises.”

• “They do what they say they will do.”

The last is the most frequent response. When it comes to deciding

whether a leader is believable, people first listen to the words, then they watch

the actions. They listen to the talk, and then they watch the walk. They listen

to the promises of resources to support change initiatives, and then they

wait to see if the money and materials follow. They hear the promises to de-

liver, and then they look for evidence that the commitments are met. A judg-

ment of “credible” is handed down when words and deeds are consonant. If

people don’t see consistency, they conclude that the leader is, at best, not re-

ally serious, or, at worst, an outright hypocrite. If leaders espouse one set of

values but personally practice another, people find them to be duplicitous. If

leaders practice what they preach, people are more willing to entrust them

with their livelihood and even their lives.
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This realization leads to a straightforward prescription for leaders on how

to establish credibility. This is “The Kouzes-Posner Second Law of Leadership”:

DWYSYWD: Do What You Say You Will Do

This commonsense definition of credibility corresponds directly to one

of The Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership identified in the personal-best

cases. DWYSYWD has two essential elements: say and do. To be credible in

action, leaders must be clear about their beliefs; they must know what they

stand for. That’s the “say” part. Then they must put what they say into prac-

tice: they must act on their beliefs and “do.” The practice of Model the Way

links directly to these two dimensions of people’s behavioral definition of

credibility. This practice includes the clarification of a set of values and being

an example of those values to others. This consistent living out of values is a

behavioral way of demonstrating honesty and trustworthiness. People trust

leaders when their deeds and words match.

To gain and sustain the moral authority to lead, it’s essential to Model the

Way. Because of this important connection between words and actions, we’ve

chosen to start our discussion of The Five Practices with a thorough exami-

nation of the principles and behaviors that bring Model the Way to life.
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3

“Having faith in my principles and beliefs gave me the courage to

navigate difficult situations and make tough decisions.”

Tim Avila, CMP Media Electronics Group

Name an historical leader whom you greatly admire—a well-known leader

from the distant or recent past whom you could imagine following willingly.

Who is that leader?

In our research we’ve asked thousands of people to do this. Although no

single leader receives a majority of the nominations, in the United States the

two most frequently mentioned are Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King

C L A R I F Y  VA L U E S
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Jr. Other historical leaders who’ve made the list include Aung San Suu Kyi,

Susan B. Anthony, Benazir Bhutto, César Chávez, Winston Churchill, Ma-

hatma Gandhi, Mikhail Gorbachev, Miguel Hidalgo, Nelson Mandela, Golda

Meir, His Holiness the Dalai Lama, J. Robert Oppenheimer, His Holiness Pope

John Paul II, Eleanor Roosevelt, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Mother Teresa, Mar-

garet Thatcher, and Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

What do leaders such as these have in common? Among these most ad-

mired leaders, one quality stands out above all else. The most striking simi-

larity we’ve found—and surely it’s evident to you—is that the list is populated

by people with strong beliefs about matters of principle. They all have, or had,

unwavering commitment to a clear set of values. They all are, or were, pas-

sionate about their causes. The lesson from this simple exercise is unmistak-

able. People admire most those who believe strongly in something, and who

are willing to stand up for their beliefs. If anyone is ever to become a leader

whom others would willingly follow, one certain prerequisite is that they must

be someone of principle. Famous figures from history, of course, aren’t the

only leaders with strong beliefs on matters of principle. All exemplary lead-

ers share this quality no matter what status they may have achieved. It could

be a leader in your local community, one down the hall from you, one next

door—and also you. The personal-best leadership cases we’ve collected are,

at their core, the stories of individuals who remained true to deeply held val-

ues. For Nevzat Mert Topcu, who with his cousin successfully started a mag-

azine about PC games in Turkey, becoming a leader meant “getting in touch

with my core values.” If you want to lead others, he told us, “you have to open

up your heart. . . . you have to be able to be honest with yourself in order to be

honest with others.” For Walt Shaw, working as associate director of business

development for Visto Corporation, the crucial lesson was “understanding

what you deeply believe because people won’t follow you, or even pay much

attention to you, if you don’t have strong beliefs.” One mid-level manager

poignantly explained to us that because of her cultural heritage and gender

stereotyping, she had not always stood for her principles.
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I ignored my heart and didn’t listen to my own voice. I was a walking corpse.

But I’ve come to understand that everyone has beliefs and values, and that in

order for people to lead they’ve got to connect with them and be able to ex-

press them. This means that I have to let people know and understand what

my thoughts are so that I can become a good leader. How can others follow

me if I’m not willing to listen to my own inner self? Now, I let others know

what I think is important and how hard I’m willing to fight for my values.

People expect their leaders to speak out on matters of values and con-

science. But to speak out you have to know what to speak about. To stand up

for your beliefs, you have to know what you stand for. To walk the talk, you

have to have a talk to walk. To do what you say, you have to know what you

want to say. To earn and sustain personal credibility, you must first be able to

clearly articulate deeply held beliefs.

That is why Clarify Values is the first of the leader commitments we dis-

cuss in this book. It’s where it all begins. To Clarify Values as a leader you

must engage in these two essentials:

• Find your voice

• Affirm shared values

Remember the Kouzes-Posner First Law of Leadership?

If you don’t believe in the messenger, you won’t believe the message.

The observation that people most admire those leaders with clear and

strong beliefs leads to the following two corollaries to our First Law:

• You can’t believe in the messenger if you don’t know what the messenger

believes.

• You can’t be the messenger until you’re clear about what you believe.
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To become a credible leader you have to comprehend fully the deeply held

beliefs—values, principles, standards, ethics, and ideals—that drive you. You

have to freely and honestly choose the principles you will use to guide your

decisions and actions. Then you have to genuinely express yourself. You must

authentically communicate your beliefs in ways that uniquely represent who

you are.

But leaders aren’t just speaking for themselves when they talk about the

values that should guide decisions and actions. When leaders passionately ex-

press a commitment to quality or innovation or service or some other core

value, those leaders are not just saying, “I believe in this.” They’re making a

commitment for an entire organization. They’re saying, “We all believe in

this.” Therefore, leaders must not only be clear about their own personal val-

ues but also make sure that there’s agreement on a set of shared values among

everyone they lead.

FIND YOUR VOICE
We all know deep down that people can only speak the truth when speaking

in their own true voice. The techniques and tools that fill the pages of man-

agement and leadership books—including this one—are not substitutes for

who and what you are.

Max De Pree, former chairman and CEO of Herman Miller, the Michi-

gan furniture maker, tells a moving story that well illustrates this principle:

Esther, my wife, and I have a granddaughter named Zoe, the Greek word

for “life.” She was born prematurely and weighed one pound, seven

ounces, so small that my wedding ring could slide up her arm to her

shoulder. The neonatologist who first examined her told us that she had

a 5 to 10 percent chance of living three days. When Esther and I scrubbed

up for our first visit and saw Zoe in her isolette in the neonatal intensive

care unit, she had two IVs in her navel, one in her foot, a monitor on
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each side of her chest, and a respirator tube and a feeding tube in her

mouth.

To complicate matters, Zoe’s biological father had jumped ship the

month before Zoe was born. Realizing this, a wise and caring nurse named

Ruth gave me my instructions. “For the next several months, at least, you’re

the surrogate father. I want you to come to the hospital every day to visit

Zoe, and when you come, I would like you to rub her body and her legs

and her arms with the tip of your finger. While you’re caressing her, you

should tell her over and over how much you love her, because she has to

be able to connect your voice to your touch.”

Ruth was doing exactly the right thing on Zoe’s behalf (and, of course,

on my behalf as well), and without realizing it she was giving me one of

the best possible descriptions of the work of a leader. At the core of be-

coming a leader is the need always to connect one’s voice to one’s touch.1

In this poignant story, Max eloquently illustrates the power we all have to

shape a life—even save a life—when we connect what we do to what we say.

But Max goes on. He articulates another important leadership lesson he

learned from this traumatic experience: “There is of course a prior task—

finding one’s voice in the first place.”2

Before you can become a credible leader—one who connects “say” and

“do”—first you have to find your voice. If you can’t find your voice, you’ll

end up with a vocabulary that belongs to someone else, mouthing words that

were written by some speechwriter or mimicking the language of some other

leader who’s nothing like you at all. If the words you speak are not your words

but someone else’s, you will not, in the long term, be able to be consistent in

word and deed. You will not have the integrity to lead.

Explore Your Inner Territory

Once, when discussing the origins of leadership, our conversation went some-

thing like this:
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Jim: I think leadership begins with discontent.

Barry: That’s too dismal a view for me. I think leadership begins with caring.

Jim: Okay, then, let’s look up caring in the dictionary.

We grabbed one off the shelf, and opened it to care. The first meaning was

“suffering of mind: GRIEF.”3 There it was. Suffering and caring, discontent

and concern, all come from one source. Deep within us all there is something

we hold dear, and if it’s ever violated we’ll weep and

wail. We’ll fight to the death to secure it, grieve if we

lose it, and shriek with joy when we achieve it.

We realized that what we were both saying is that

leadership begins with something that grabs hold of

you and won’t let go. This is where you must go to

find your voice. To find your voice, you have to ex-

plore your inner territory. You have to take a journey

into those places in your heart and soul where you bury your treasures, so

that you can carefully examine them and eventually bring them out for

display.

You must know what you care about. If you don’t care, how can you ex-

pect others to do so? If you don’t burn with desire to be true to something

you hold passionately, how can you expect commitment from others? And

until you get close enough to the flame to feel the heat, how can you know

the source? You can only be authentic when you lead according to the prin-

ciples that matter most to you. Otherwise you’re just putting on an act.

The answers to the question of values will come only when you’re willing

to take a journey through your inner territory—a journey that’ll require

opening doors that are shut, walking in dark spaces that are frightening, and

touching the flame that burns. But at the end is truth.

This is the common lesson we must all learn. To act with integrity, you must

first know who you are. You must know what you stand for, what you believe

in, and what you care most about. Clarity of values will give you the confi-

To act with 

integrity, you

must first know

who you are.
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dence to make the tough decisions, to act with determination, and to take

charge of your life.

Values Guide Us

Lillas Brown Hatala was recruited to be the director of Business and Leader-

ship Programs, a start-up operation in the University of Saskatchewan’s

(Canada) Extension Division. She’d had a successful career as a corporate

human resource development manager at Federated Co-operatives Limited,

a large retailer and wholesaler, but decided to make the switch to have an ex-

panded role in working with people in a different setting. “I wanted to make

a difference,” says Lillas, “in the lives of leaders and their constituents in the

workplace.”

Lillas was new to the university system, and, she says now, “Like any new

leader, I had to earn credibility. In any organization, credibility building is a

process that takes time, hard work, devotion, and patience.” But coming in as

an outsider can be especially trying. There’s more skepticism about your in-

tentions and your abilities. This was even truer in Lillas’s case, because one

of the projects she initially took on was a leadership development program

for department chairs. You can just hear the rumblings: “How can someone

from retailing possibly help develop the skills of those in academia?”

“In the early years,” Lillas says, “some naysayers dismissed my work, say-

ing, ‘This is a business model,’ or ‘You can’t herd cats,’ or ‘Watch the fluff,’ and

so on. Painful as some of this was at the time, it not only contributed to my

challenge but caused me to persevere. . . . It reinforced my intent to contribute

to a more encouraging and nurturing culture than what I was experiencing.”

Throughout this process Lillas turned to a simple method to aid her in

staying the course. Every day she used personal journal writing for reflection

and contemplation. “I use my journal to dialogue with the small still voice

within,” Lillas says. “Every evening I ask, ‘What have I done today that demon-

strates this value that is near and dear to me? What have I done inadvertently

to demonstrate this is not a value for me? What do I need to do more of to
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more fully express my values?’” By daily clarifying and reaffirming her values

in those first difficult years at the university, Lillas was able to strengthen her

resolve to contribute. Increasingly, Lillas was able to win over even the most

hardened skeptics and “accomplish what really mattered to the University and

me while being more able to enjoy my life.”

As Lillas’s story illustrates, values are guides. They supply us with a moral

compass by which to navigate the course of our daily lives. Clarity of values is

essential to knowing which way, for each of us, is north, south, east, and west.

The clearer we are about our values, the easier it is to stay on the path we’ve

chosen. This kind of guidance is especially needed in difficult and uncertain

times. When there are daily challenges that can throw us off course, it’s cru-

cial that we have some signposts that tell us where we are.

The late Milton Rokeach, one of the leading researchers and scholars in the

field of human values, referred to a value as an enduring belief. He noted that

values are organized into two sets: means and ends.4 In the context of our work

on modeling, we use the term values to refer to our here-and-now beliefs about

how things should be accomplished—what Rokeach calls means values. We will

use vision in Chapters Five and Six when we refer to the long-term ends values

that leaders and constituents aspire to attain. Leadership takes both. When sail-

ing through the turbulent seas of change and uncertainty, crewmembers need

a vision of the destination that lies beyond the horizon, and they also need to

understand the principles by which they must navigate their course. If either

of these is absent, the journey is likely to end with the crew lost at sea.

Values influence every aspect of our lives: our moral judgments, our re-

sponses to others, our commitments to personal and organizational goals.

Values set the parameters for the hundreds of decisions we all make every day.

Options that run counter to our value systems are seldom acted upon; and if

they are, it’s done with a sense of compliance rather than commitment. Val-

ues constitute our personal “bottom line.”

Values also serve as guides to action. They inform our decisions as to what

to do and what not to do; they tell us when to say yes, or no, and help us re-
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ally understand why we mean it.5 If you believe, for instance, that diversity

enriches innovation and service, then you should know what to do if people

with differing views keep getting cut off when they offer up fresh ideas. If you

value collaboration over individualistic achievement, then you’ll know what

to do when your best salesperson skips team meetings and refuses to share

information with colleagues. If you value independence and initiative over

conformity and obedience, you’ll be more likely to challenge something your

manager says if you think it’s wrong.

Radha Basu, cofounder of SupportSoft, explained how being clear about

her personal values regarding career provided her the ability to make choices

among competing demands, requests, and claims on her time and attention.

“Knowing who I am, and what’s important to me,” she told us, “gives me

focus and also enables me to keep juggling more balls

in the air than I otherwise could. If you are clear about

your values, and your actions are aligned, it makes all

the hard work worth the effort.”6

Values are empowering. We are much more in

control of our own lives, as Radha found, when we’re

clear about our personal values. When values are clear

we don’t have to rely on direction from someone in authority. By know-

ing which means and ends are most important, we can act independently.

We can also recognize a conflict between our own values and the values

of the organization or society, and we can exercise choice about how to

respond.

Values also motivate. They keep us focused on why we’re doing what we’re

doing and on the ends toward which we’re striving. Values are the banners

that fly as we persist, as we struggle, as we toil. We refer to them when we need

to replenish our energy.

For example, John Siegel, M.D., described the impact of values on a par-

ticular discussion at Valley Medical Center about a proposal to restructure

their department:

Values serve 

as guides to 

action.
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During the meeting, with all the surgeons in attendance, our discussion

turned from worrying about the educational experience of residents to

how lazy the residents are, that they don’t answer their pages, don’t have a

vested interest in how the hospital runs or the quality of care that is deliv-

ered; everyone, including the chair of the department, joined in.

I raised my hand and, in a calm steady voice, reminded everyone that

our first priority is to deliver excellent care for our patients, and a restruc-

turing plan that assured that as our primary goal would necessarily allow

an excellent learning experience for the residents and may even show them

what it’s like to care passionately about something like quality of care and

see the satisfaction we derive from providing it. Without actually saying it,

I pushed the button that was in each of us, reminding us of the values we

are living and the dream we all have for where we work.

I had the least seniority of anyone, but I could say what I believed in,

with confidence and a strength that comes from that personal commit-

ment to values, and they listened. The mood changed, we were construc-

tively engaged again, and eventually settled on a restructure plan that will

improve how our department works.

John’s story is a reminder of how well values can keep you—and your

colleagues—on course, especially when you become engaged in conflicts or

controversies. Just reminding yourself of the principles that are most impor-

tant often can refocus your attention on the things that really matter.

Personal Values Clarity Drives Commitment

It’s one thing to expect that leaders are clear about their values and beliefs,

but it’s another to prove that it really matters if they are. What’s the evidence

for this assertion? How much difference does being clear about values really

make? We set out to empirically investigate the relationship between personal

values clarity, organizational values clarity, and a variety of outcomes such as

commitment and job satisfaction.7 The results of our research clearly indi-
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cate that personal values clarity makes a significant difference in behavior at

work. Figure 3.1 shows what we discovered about values clarity and com-

mitment to organizations, for example.

Along the vertical axis is the extent to which people report being clear

about their organization’s values. Along the horizontal axis is the extent to

which these same people report being clear about their own personal values.

We then correlated these responses with the extent to which people said they

were committed to the organization as measured on a scale of 1 (low) to 7

(high). We’ve organized the data into four cells, each representing a level of

clarity from low to high on personal and organizational values. The numbers

in each of the four cells represent the average level of commitment people

have to their organizations as it relates to the degree of their clarity about per-

sonal and organizational values.

Take a look at where the highest level of commitment is. The people who

have the greatest clarity about both personal and organizational values have

the highest degree of commitment to the organization.

Now, take another look. Where’s the lowest level of commitment to the

organization? It’s in the upper left corner—high clarity about organizational

FIGURE 3.1THE IMPACT OF VALUES CLARITY ON COMMITMENT.
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values but low clarity about personal values. It shows that people can be very

clear about the organization’s values and not be highly committed. And in-

deed these folks are not significantly more committed than those with lower

levels of organizational values clarity. Doesn’t this make you a bit curious? It

did us. Initially it seemed inconsistent with the messages we’d been hearing

about strong organizational cultures. So we looked again at the data to see if

we could understand what people were telling us.

Take a look at the second-highest level of commitment (which, by the

way, is not statistically different from the highest level). It’s in the bottom right

corner—high clarity about personal values but low clarity about organiza-

tional values. The people who are clear about their personal beliefs but can’t

recite the corporate credo are significantly more likely to stick around than

are those people who’ve heard the organizational litany but have never lis-

tened to their own inner voice. In other words, personal

values drive commitment. Personal values are the route

to loyalty and commitment, not organizational values.

How can this be? How can people who are very

clear about their own values be committed to a place

that has never posted its organizational values? Think

about it. Have you ever had the feeling that “This

place is not for me?” Have you ever walked into a place, immediately got-

ten the sense that “I don’t belong here,” and just walked right out? In con-

trast, have you ever just known that you belong, can be yourself, and that

“This is the right place for me”? Of course you have. We’ve all had those

experiences.

It’s the same way in the workplace. There comes a point when we just

know whether it is or isn’t a good fit with our values and beliefs, even if there

was no lecture on the organization’s values. We won’t stick around a place for

very long when we feel in our heart and in our soul that we don’t belong.

Clarity about personal values is more important in your attitude about

work than is clarity about organizational values alone. Ultimately it’s the in-

Personal 

values drive

commitment.
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dividual who decides if the organization is a great place to work. Those indi-

viduals who are clearest about personal values are better prepared to make

choices based on principle—including deciding whether the principles of the

organization fit with their own!

The data also establish that sending the executive team off on a retreat to

chisel out the organization’s values, making videos about them, conducting

seminars on them, or handing out laminated wallet cards imprinted with the

values all matter very little until leaders also make sure that they help indi-

viduals understand their own values and beliefs.

Say It in Your Own Words

Once you have the words you want to say, you must also give voice to those

words. You must be able to express your voice so that everyone knows that

you are the one who’s speaking.

In this book we present a lot of scientific data to support our assertions

about each of the five leadership practices. But leadership is also an art. And

just as with any other art form—whether it’s painting, playing music, danc-

ing, acting, or writing—leadership is a means of personal expression. To be-

come a credible leader you have to learn to express yourself in ways that are

uniquely your own. As author Anne Lamott tells would-be writers in her

classes:

And the truth of your experience can only come through in your own

voice. If it is wrapped in someone else’s voice, we readers are suspicious,

as if you are dressed up in someone else’s clothes. You cannot write out of

someone else’s big dark place; you can only write out of your own. Some-

times wearing someone else’s style is very comforting, warm and pretty

and bright, and it may loosen you up, tune you into the joys of language

and rhythm and concern. But what you say will be an abstraction because

it will not have sprung from direct experience; when you try to capture the

truth of your experience in some other person’s voice or on that person’s
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terms, you are removing yourself one step further from what you have seen

and what you know.8

What’s true for writers is just as true for leaders. You cannot lead through

someone else’s values, someone else’s words. You cannot lead out of some-

one else’s experience. You can only lead out of your own. Unless it’s your style,

your words, it’s not you—it’s just an act. People don’t follow your position or

your technique. They follow you. If you’re not the genuine article, can you

really expect others to want to follow?

One route to a true and genuine voice is in being more conscious about

the words you choose and the words you use. Words matter. They’re as much

a form of expression for leaders as they are for poets, singers, and writers.

Words send signals, and, if you listen intently, you just may hear the hidden

assumptions about how someone views the world.

Take the following examples from an after-lunch speech we heard a bank

manager give to his employees. His intent was to motivate, but as we listened

we heard more than that. We heard a fundamental belief system about how

business functioned and what he believed to be important. Have a listen for

yourself:

• “You’ve got to watch out for the headhunters.”

• “Safeguard your capital and keep it dry.”

• “We will act like SWAT teams.”

• “We are going to beat their brains out.”

• “Get the moccasins and the tom-tom going.”

• “We won’t tolerate the building of little fiefdoms.”

• “There will be only a few survivors.”

What is the main metaphor in these direct quotes from his speech? War.

What this manager is saying is, “Business is a bloody war, and we’re going to

have to behave that way. It’s kill or be killed.”
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Contrast the bank manager’s speech with the following words from Louis

(Tex) Gunning, who heads the Southeast Asia and Australia regions for

Unilever, the global foods, home care, and personal care manufacturer:

• “The business needs to be grounded in deep human values, and you need to

have integrity in your actions.”

• “We have to have a social meaning that resonates with the people who vol-

unteer to work here, and with the people we serve.”

• “The core insight about great leadership comes down to service. Somehow

it humanizes us.”

• “It’s our souls that give us guidance and wisdom, and it is our souls that

animate human qualities of love, compassion, and humility.”

• “People want to live meaningful lives; . . . they want to grow and they want

to be part of an organization that helps them to contribute to something

that is far bigger than they could ever create on their own.”

• “Caring for community needs to be in the heart of all our actions. Once we

get this right, then the rest will come into place.”
9

The organizational and business world that Tex paints with his words con-

trasts dramatically with that of the bank manager. His is not about business

as war, but about business as service and love. Tex and the bank manager are

speaking in entirely different voices.

What’s most important to understand is that Tex absolutely could not de-

liver the bank manager’s words, and the bank manager could not deliver Tex’s.

Their words are internally congruent for each of them. Each would be disin-

genuous and inauthentic if they spoke like the other.

To be a leader, you’ve got to awaken to the fact that you don’t have to

copy someone else, you don’t have to read a script written by someone else,

and you don’t have to wear someone else’s style. Instead, you are free to

choose what you want to express and the way you want to express it. In fact,

we’d argue that you have a responsibility to your constituents to express
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yourself in an authentic manner—in a way they would immediately recog-

nize as yours.

AFFIRM SHARED VALUES
Shared values are the foundations for building productive and genuine work-

ing relationships. Although credible leaders honor the diversity of their many

constituencies, they also stress their common values. Leaders build on agree-

ment. They don’t try to get everyone to be in accord on everything—this goal

is unrealistic, perhaps even impossible. Moreover, to achieve it would negate

the very advantages of diversity. But to take a first step, and then a second,

and then a third, people must have some common core of understanding.

After all, if there’s no agreement about values, then what exactly is the

leader—and everyone else—going to model? If disagreements over funda-

mental values continue, the result is intense conflict, false expectations, and

diminished capacity.

Shared Values Are an Organization’s Promises

Important as it is that leaders forthrightly articulate the principles for which

they stand, what leaders say must be consistent with the aspirations of their

constituents. Leaders who advocate or stand for values that aren’t represen-

tative of the collective won’t be able to mobilize people to act as one. Leaders

set an example for all constituents based on a shared understanding of what’s

expected. Leaders must be able to gain consensus on a common cause and a

common set of principles. They must be able to build and affirm a commu-

nity of shared values.

For Michael Ryan, Network Appliance’s manager of systems integration,

the company’s core values—Trust and Integrity, Leadership, Simplicity, Team-

work and Synergy, Go Beyond, and Get Things Done—were the glue that held

his team together, especially as they partnered with several other companies

in building a customer data-management solution. As Michael put it,
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When things seemed like they were falling apart and splintering, I went back

to core NetApp values: I cast the effort as a means of using new technology

to Simplify the solution, that we had to Trust each other, that the Teamwork

was critical, that the Synergy of our partners was required for success be-

cause we definitely had to Go Beyond to get this thing done so quickly.

Michael held “value quizzes” in his staff meetings. He asked various team

members to recall the NetApp values and provide examples of them at work.

“We would then comment about our current project,” he recalled, “and dis-

cuss how well these values were or were not being upheld, and what to do

about any misalignments.”

A leader’s promise, as Michael knows, is really an organization’s

promise—regardless of whether the organization is a team of two, an agency

of two hundred, a school of two thousand, a company of twenty thousand,

or a community of two hundred thousand. Unless there’s agreement about

which promises can be kept, leaders, constituents, and their organizations

risk losing credibility.

Recognition of shared values provides people with a common language.

Tremendous energy is generated when individual, group, and organizational

values are in synch. Commitment, enthusiasm, and drive are intensified. Peo-

ple have reasons for caring about their work. When individuals are able to

care about what they are doing, they are more effective and satisfied. They

experience less stress and tension. Shared values are the internal compasses

that enable people to act both independently and interdependently.

As noted earlier in this chapter, employees are more loyal when they be-

lieve that their values and those of the organization are aligned. The quality

and accuracy of communication and the integrity of the decision-making

process increase when people feel part of the same team. They are more cre-

ative because they become immersed in what they are doing.

Across a wide range of companies and industries, people whose personal

values match those of their company feel significantly more strongly attached
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to their work and organization than do those who see little relationship in

values. Not surprisingly, these two groups differ in the extent to which they

find their management to be credible.10 Studies across the globe yield simi-

lar results.11

Shared Values Make a Difference

In our own research, we’ve carefully examined the relationship between per-

sonal and organizational values. Our findings clearly reveal that when there’s

congruence between individual values and organizational values, there’s sig-

nificant payoff for leaders and their organizations.12 Shared values do make

a significant positive difference in work attitudes and performance:

• They foster strong feelings of personal effectiveness.

• They promote high levels of company loyalty.

• They facilitate consensus about key organizational goals and stakeholders.

• They encourage ethical behavior.

• They promote strong norms about working hard and caring.

• They reduce levels of job stress and tension.

• They foster pride in the company.

• They facilitate understanding about job expectations.

• They foster teamwork and esprit de corps.

When leaders seek consensus around shared values, constituents are more

positive. People who report that their senior managers engage in dialogue re-

garding common values feel a significantly stronger sense of personal effec-

tiveness than do those individuals who feel that they’re wasting energy trying

to figure out what they’re supposed to be doing.13 France’s Bongrain, one of

the world’s largest cheese companies, doing business in 150 countries, un-

derstands that shared values matter. “I see the value of values every day,” says

Thomas Swartele, president. “The communications, the innovation, the

adaptability, the coherence: those are the value of values. Because you are ap-
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proaching markets, problems, and business opportu-

nities from a shared basic-belief system, a values-based

business approach becomes extremely efficient and

powerful.”14 That’s the point: people tend to drift when

they’re unsure or confused about how they should be

operating. The energy that goes into coping with, and

possibly fighting about, incompatible values takes its

toll on both personal effectiveness and organizational

productivity.

Research confirms that organizations with a strong

corporate culture based on a foundation of shared val-

ues outperformed other firms by a huge margin.15

• Their revenue grew more than four times faster.

• Their rate of job creation was seven times higher.

• Their stock price grew twelve times faster.

• Their profit performance was 750 percent higher.

Studies of adaptive corporate cultures—organizations with consistent

guiding values, a shared purpose, teamwork, innovation, and learning—

showed similar powerful results. Compared with nonadaptive cultures, over

a ten-year period, the organizations with strong values

• Experienced nearly ten times the growth in net income

• Had three times the growth in stock price
16

Studies of public sector organizations also support the importance of

shared values to organizational effectiveness.17 Within successful agencies and

departments, considerable agreement, as well as intense feeling, is found

among employees and managers about the importance of their values and

about how those values could best be implemented.

Shared values

make a signifi-

cant positive

difference

in work atti-

tudes and 

performance.
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Periodically taking the organization’s pulse in regard to the clarity and

consensus of its values is well worthwhile. It renews commitment. It engages

the institution in discussing values (such as diversity, accessibility, sustain-

ability, and so on) that are more relevant to a changing constituency. Once

people are clear about the leader’s values, about their own values, and about

shared values, they know what’s expected of them, can manage higher levels

of stress, and can better handle the conflicting demands of work and their

personal lives.

Which Shared Values Are Important?

Is there some particular value or set of values that fuels organizational vital-

ity? Consider this example of three electronics companies, each of which has

a strong set of values.18 The first company prides itself

on technical innovation and has a culture dominated

by engineering values; it informally encourages and re-

wards activities such as experimentation and risk tak-

ing. The second company is much flashier; its

important organizational values are associated with

marketing, and the company gears itself toward provid-

ing outstanding customer service. The third company

does things “by the numbers”; accounting standards

dominate its key values, and energies are directed toward making the orga-

nization more efficient (by cutting costs, for example).

Each of these companies operates by a different set of values. Is one more

successful than the other? No, not really. All three companies compete in the

same market, and all are successful, each with a different strategy and culture.

It’s apparent, then, that successful companies may have very different values—

and that the specific set of values that serves one company may hurt another.

This view is supported by the research on companies that are “built to

last.” Each high-performing organization, compared with a like company in

its industry, had a very strong “core ideology” but didn’t share the same core

Successful 

companies may

have very differ-

ent values.
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ideology.19 The source of sustained competitive advantage for organizations

begins with a values-based foundation on which management and leader-

ship practices are built.

Although there may not be one best set of values, you can find some guid-

ance from the research on central themes in the values of highly successful,

strong-culture organizations.20 There are three central themes in the values

of these organizations:

• High performance standards

• A caring attitude about people

• A sense of uniqueness and pride

High-performance values stress the commitment to excellence, caring val-

ues communicate how others are to be treated, and uniqueness values tell peo-

ple inside and outside how the organization is different from all the others.

These three common threads seem to be critical to weaving a values tapestry

that leads to greatness.

Unity Is Forged, Not Forced

Questions such as “What are our basic principles?” and “What do we believe

in?” are far from simple. Even with commonly identified values, there may be

little agreement on the meaning of values statements. One study, for exam-

ple, uncovered 185 different behavioral expectations about the value of in-

tegrity alone.21 The lesson here is that leaders must engage their constituents

in a dialogue about values. A common understanding of values emerges from

a process, not a pronouncement.

This is precisely what Michael Lin discovered when he became the tech-

nical support manager for a small wireless company. Although he felt that it

was important “to clarify my personal values from the onset, at the same time

I needed to give each of my fellow technical support engineers an opportu-

nity to express what individual values were important to them.” He noted that

c03.qxd  6/3/07  1:12 PM  Page 65



66 THE LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE

it was not so important what the particular value was called or labeled but

that everyone agreed on the importance and meaning of the values. One of

his initial actions was to bring people together just for that purpose, so that

they could arrive at common and shared understandings of what their key

priorities and values were and what these meant in action:

The last thing I wanted them to feel was that my values were being imposed

on them. So each person talked about their own values, the reasoning be-

hind them. In this fashion we were able to identify the common values that

were important to us as a group. The key values that the team and I felt were

most important to model were honesty, responsibility, customer focus, and

teamwork. This led us to drafting a team credo: Do whatever it takes to

satisfy the customer. The process of deciding on one common set of val-

ues was an extremely valuable unifying and clarifying experience.

Experience has taught us that no matter how extensive top management’s

support of shared values is, leaders can’t impose their values on organiza-

tional members. Instead they must be proactive in involving people in the

process of creating shared values. Imagine how much ownership of values

there would be if leaders actively engaged a wide range of people in their de-

velopment. We encourage leaders to invite everybody—or if that’s not feasi-

ble, a representative group of constituents—to discuss the organization’s

values and see what critical themes emerge. Shared values are the result of lis-

tening, appreciating, building consensus, and practicing conflict resolution.

For people to understand the values and come to agree with them, they must

participate in the process: unity is forged, not forced.

Someone who knows all about resolving conflict and building consensus

around a unifying set of values is Pat Christen, president of HopeLab, a non-

profit organization that combines rigorous research with some very innova-

tive solutions to improving the health and quality of life of young people with

chronic illnesses. HopeLab’s first product was Re-Mission, a videogame for
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young people with cancer. Pat found that shared values were critical guide-

posts when difficulties arose:

Our staff and external collaborators have competencies that were really

critical to our success with Re-Mission, but their different perspectives were

often in conflict with one another in terms of how we should move for-

ward with the project. Our leadership role was to manage these tensions

to bring out the best in everyone. It was an extraordinary challenge, but I

believe that when you reach difficult crossroads in an organization, you go

back to your core values and you constantly ask how you should be be-

having and what path you should be taking in order to align your values

with actions. The manner in which the staff rose to the occasion in pro-

ducing such a high-quality product is a real testament to having a set of

core values and using them to guide how you act and behave in the world.

For values to be truly shared, they must be more than advertising slogans.

They must be deeply supported and broadly endorsed beliefs about what’s

important to the people who hold them. Constituents must be able to enu-

merate the values and must have common interpretations of how those val-

ues will be put into practice. They must know how the values influence their

own jobs and how they directly contribute to organizational success.

One word of caution: shared values should never be used as an excuse for

the suppression of dissent. When dissenting voices are silenced, and when

shared values become unquestioned doctrine, freedom of expression is lost—

and with it goes innovation, creativity, and talent. And sometimes people’s lives.

Freedom of expression is essential to creating a culture of contribution and

commitment. If leaders desire long-term sustainable growth and development,

then freedom just may be that value that makes possible all the others.

A unified voice on values results from discovery and dialogue. Leaders

must provide a chance for individuals to engage in a discussion of what the

values mean and how their personal beliefs and behaviors are influenced by
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what the organization stands for. Leaders must also be prepared to discuss

values and expectations in the recruitment, selection, and orientation of new

members. Better to explore early the fit between person and organization

than to have members find out at some key juncture that they’re in violent

disagreement over matters of principle.22

REFLECTION AND ACTION:
CLARIFYING VALUES
The very first step on the journey to credible leadership is clarifying your

values—discovering those fundamental beliefs that will guide your decisions

and actions along the path to success and significance. That journey involves

an exploration of the inner territory where your true voice resides. It’s es-

sential that you take yourself on this voyage because it’s the only route to au-

thenticity and because your personal values drive your commitment to the

organization and to the cause. You can’t do what you say if you don’t know

what you believe. And, you can’t do what you say if you don’t believe in what

you’re saying.

Although personal values clarity is essential for all leaders, it’s insufficient

alone. That’s because leaders don’t just speak for themselves, they speak for

their constituents as well. There must be agreement on the shared values that

everyone will commit to upholding. Shared values make a significant and

positive difference in work attitudes and performance, and a common un-

derstanding of those values emerges from a process, not a pronouncement.

Unity comes about through dialogue and debate. And, finally, to make sure

that people can act on the values they share, it’s essential to build competence.

Credibility, both individual and organizational, is not just a promise—it’s also

the ability to deliver on the promise.

We talk throughout this book about building your competence to lead in

each of The Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership. As mentioned in the

Preface, we close each chapter with suggestions on actions you can take, alone
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or with others, to build skills for implementing the practice in question. As

you will see, we designed our suggestions to be “small wins.” Whether the

focus is your own learning or the development of your constituents (such as

direct reports, team, peers, manager, community), small wins are things you

can do on your own immediately—they take little or no budget, nor do they

require consensus among peers or approval of top management.

Here are three actions that you can use to Clarify Values for yourself and

others.

Write a Tribute to Yourself

Begin the process of clarifying your values by reflecting on your ideal image

of yourself—how you would most like to be seen by others. Try this exercise:

Imagine that tonight you’ll be honored as Leader of the Year. Hundreds of

people will gather to pay tribute to your contributions to your family, your

colleagues, your organization, or your community. Several people will make

speeches praising your performance and your character.

What words or phrases would you most like to hear others say about you?

How would you like to be remembered tonight? What descriptions would

make you feel the proudest? If you could write these tributes yourself, what

would you want them to say? These descriptive adjectives and phrases may

well be lofty and ideal. That’s exactly the point: the greater the clarity of, be-

lief in, and passion for our personal standards of excellence, the greater the

probability we’ll act in concert with them.

If you have trouble writing your tribute, you might start by recording your

answers to some of these questions:

• What do you stand for? Why?

• What do you believe in? Why?

• What are you discontented about? Why?

• What brings you suffering? Why?

• What makes you weep and wail? Why?
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• What makes you jump for joy? Why?

• What are you passionate about? Why?

• What keeps you awake at night? Why?

• What’s grabbed hold and won’t let go? Why?

• What do you want for your life? Why?

• Just what is it that you really care about? Why?

To write your tribute, and to lead, you’ll need to be able to answer these

questions.

Write Your Credo

Imagine that your organization has afforded you the chance to take a six-

month sabbatical, all expenses paid. You will not be permitted to communi-

cate to anyone at your office or plant while you are away. Not by letter, phone,

fax, e-mail, or other means.

But before you depart, those with whom you work need to know the prin-

ciples that you believe should guide their decisions and actions in your ab-

sence. They need to know the values and beliefs that you think should steer

the organization while you’re away. After all, you’ll want to be able to fit back

in on your return.

You are not to write a long report, however. Just a one-page “Credo

Memo.” Get a single sheet of paper and write that memo.

It usually takes about five to ten minutes to write a Credo Memo. We do

not pretend that this exercise is a substitute for more in-depth self-discovery,

but it does provide a useful starting point for articulating your guiding prin-

ciples. To deepen the clarification process, identify the values you listed in

your memo (usually they appear as key words or phrases) and put them in

order of priority. Or rank them from low to high. Or place them on a con-

tinuum. Forcing yourself to express preferences enables you to see the rela-

tive potency of each value.

c03.qxd  6/3/07  1:12 PM  Page 70



CLARIFY VALUES 71

Engage in a Credo Dialogue

Start by gathering together the people you lead for a dialogue about shared

values. Tell them what you’ve learned about personal values and about

shared values. Tell them that you’ve written a Credo Memo that you’d like to

share with them, but before doing it you’d like them to do the same thing.

Explain the Credo Memo process to them (see previous action) and give them

each time to write something—five to ten minutes should be sufficient.

Once they have all written their own Credo Memos, ask each person

to share with a few colleagues in small groups what he or she wrote. Ask

them to describe both what they wrote and why they selected the values

they recorded in the memo. Before they begin, you can model the process

by reading your memo to them and telling them why you prize the values

you chose.

Remind your team that the objective of this activity is clarity. You want

them to understand what each other values; there’s no need for consensus

at this stage. Suggest that they ask each other clarifying questions if they

don’t understand something, and follow-up questions if they still aren’t

clear.

Once each person has had a chance to express key values, ask the groups

to reflect on what was discussed. Was each person’s set of guiding values in

the Credo Memo idiosyncratic, or were there some similar values being ex-

pressed? (If your experience is similar to ours, you’ll hear that there were a

number of commonalities.) Ask, What are the common values that were

expressed?

There’s a lot more you can do with this list—you can turn it into a

formal document for everyone to sign, you can form a committee to

write a group credo, or you can just have everyone keep their own notes.

The critical thing is that you begin to build consensus around a common

set of values that emerges from the group and not one that is imposed from

the top.
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COMMITMENT NUMBER 1
Clarify Values

Essentials of Clarifying Values

• Find your voice

• Affirm shared values

Taking Action

• Write a tribute to yourself

• Write your credo

• Engage in a credo dialogue
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“The action that made the most difference was 

setting a personal example.”

Idan Bar-Sade, BridgeWave

“It all starts,” explains Juan Gonzalez, industry solution manager at IBM, “with

understanding yourself and identifying the driving forces within in order to

have the courage and consistency to engage successfully as a leader.” With this

realization Juan started getting involved more personally, and emotionally, in

activities that he once would have handled at arm’s length. “I started by taking

the time to go a little beyond the required level of interaction with others,” he

S E T  T H E  

E X A M P L E
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says, “like making that extra phone call and showing interest in others’ day-

to-day activities, rather than simply focusing on the job to be done.” The pay-

off, says Juan, is that “now I find our achievements, big or small, more

rewarding than before. This in turn has had an effect on my mood, and I can

see how this is also reflected in the ways others perceive me at work. Under-

standing my values allows me to be more passionate about my work and gives

a focus for what everyone on the team should be striving for.”

But sometimes one’s values are tested, and that’s when leaders have to

make sure they demonstrate through personal example what it means to be

passionately committed. That’s exactly what happened to Juan. While his

company was applying a product upgrade to the live system of one of their

customers, something went terribly wrong. It was quite a mess, and, wouldn’t

you know it, the problem became apparent the Saturday morning of a long

holiday weekend. This was a critical process for their customer, and there was

simply no way they could wait until the next regular workday to work on the

problem. Says Juan, “I found that I could drive myself harder by letting my

voice—my clarity about my values—remind me of the importance of my

actions. This voice was fundamental in my decisions about getting person-

ally involved in taking action and pulling the team together on a weekend.”

He started by calling each member of the team, rather than sending an “SOS”

to their pagers. He described the situation, and learned that it helped im-

mensely that he had already spent several hours testing the scope of the issue.

“I had been working to figure out a solution before calling them,” he explains.

“Showing them the way by going in in advance gave enormous credibility to

my request, and I got them signed up.”

Time was short, and they scrambled to make the needed fixes. “We would

implement each fix and test thoroughly. If it didn’t work, we were all available

to troubleshoot,” Juan tells us. “If it worked, we moved on to the next prob-

lem.” Juan was right in the middle of things with everyone: “There wasn’t any-

thing I was asking them to do that I wasn’t already doing myself. They knew

that I was willing to do whatever it took to get this solved, including running
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errands or handling grunt work for those working on a particular applica-

tion, and they picked up the same attitude.”

Juan says that he could have just ordered the team back to the office on

Saturday (even on a holiday weekend), because it was an emergency. “It’s their

job anyway, and they get paid for that,” he explains. And he also notes that

there wasn’t any company requirement or expectation for him to come in.

But he clearly understood that even if the situation had been handled suc-

cessfully, the wounds to morale and motivation would probably have been

deep. More important, Juan points out, “I had to show others by my actions

that we were serious about our values and commitments. My credibility

would have been shattered if I hadn’t pitched in, and I would definitely have

had a difficult time getting help from them in future situations.”

No down time was experienced by their customer. Before the team de-

parted, Juan went to each team member, one by one, and thanked them per-

sonally for all their hard work. Then he sat down and followed up. “I sent a

very detailed e-mail, copying anyone who might listen, describing what a great

job the team had done in the relentless pursuit of customer satisfaction (our

key value) and how their actions directly impacted our bottom line.” Each

team member received a thank-you note from the CEO and compensatory

time off—all arranged by Juan. And, Juan notes with amused surprise, “The

team members really thanked me for that, even though it was I who disrupted

their holiday weekend in the first place! This was indeed very rewarding.”

Juan’s story illustrates the central message in this chapter—leaders take

every opportunity to show others by their own example that they’re deeply

committed to the values and aspirations they espouse. No one will believe

you’re serious until they see you doing what you’re asking of others. Leading

by example is how leaders make visions and values tangible. It’s how they pro-

vide the evidence that they’re personally committed.

Setting the Example is all about execution. It’s about putting your money

where your mouth is. It’s about practicing what you preach. It’s about follow-

ing through on commitments. It’s about keeping promises. It’s about walking
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the talk. It’s about doing what you say. And because you’re leading a group of

people—not just leading yourself—it’s also about what those who are fol-

lowing you are doing. How consistent are they in deed and word? How well

are they practicing what’s preached? As the leader you’re held accountable for

their actions, too.

There are two essentials necessary to Set the Example, one that’s focused

on you and one that’s focused on your constituents. To Set the Example you

need to

• Personify the shared values

• Teach others to model the values

In practicing these essentials leaders become role models for what the

whole team (the group, the organization, or the company) stands for, and

they also create a culture in which everyone commits to aligning themselves

with shared values.

PERSONIFY THE SHARED VALUES
We were talking with Gary McBee, who at the time was executive vice presi-

dent with a regional telecommunications company. He shared a personal

story with us that clearly communicated how powerful modeling is, at home

as well as at work.

“When my son was seven years old,” he said, “I thought it was time to

bring him to the place where I worked and show him my office. I sat him

down in that big chair behind my desk. He peeked up over the top and said,

‘Dad. Call somebody in here and fire him.’”

We all laughed. It was that kind of laughter that appreciates the story’s

irony but also recognizes its bittersweet truth. We all send signals about what’s

important to us. Sometimes we may not be completely aware of the signals

we’re sending, just as Gary wasn’t, but we send them nonetheless. We send

them through the daily choices we make. We send them in a wide variety of
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settings and media. We send them verbally and nonverbally. Leaders just hap-

pen to be more visible signal senders than others of us, and they know that

people are always watching, trying to determine what’s important. Leaders

recognize that they have to be mindful of and accountable for the choices

they make, because they’re setting the example of what’s appropriate and in-

appropriate, what’s exemplary and what’s second-rate.

Mary Godwin became acutely aware of the messages she was sending as

vice president of operations of a company that creditors were threatening to

put into bankruptcy. At first, Mary was trying to figure out how she was going

to keep herself from resigning, never mind keep the operations team together

while the company worked its way out of a $70 million debt. Acknowledging

that it would have been a lot easier to leave, she explained, “It came to me that

if I wanted everyone else to be committed, then I had to be totally, 100 per-

cent, without doubt, committed personally.” Mary realized that before she

could ask others to change she had to be willing to make those same

changes and sacrifices herself. What’s more, she understood that it would

be only through her actions that people would come to know the depth of

her convictions:

I had to follow through on commitments and show others by my actions

how serious we were about our values and standards. My credibility de-

pended upon this, and so I had to set the example for others to follow. For

example, if there was “bad news” to be delivered to the company, I would

be the one to deliver it. If we needed to work on weekends, then I’d be

there. If something didn’t work out as planned, I’d never let anyone on the

team get “blamed” for it.

In the end, they met the deadline from their creditors and kept the com-

pany from going into bankruptcy; most important to Mary, the entire opera-

tions team stayed on board through the whole process. Those accomplishments

wouldn’t have been possible without Mary’s leadership by example.
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We can’t stress enough the power of the leader’s personal example. Cor-

nell professor Tony Simons offers telling evidence of this. In his research on

behavioral integrity, for instance, he found that orga-

nizations “where employees strongly believed [that]

their managers followed through on promises and

demonstrated the values they preached were substan-

tially more profitable than those whose managers

scored average or lower [on follow through].”1 In other

words, if you want to get better results, make sure you

practice what you preach. What you do speaks more

loudly than what you say.

Leaders are their organizations’ ambassadors of

shared values. Their mission is to represent the values

and standards to the rest of the world, and it is their

solemn duty to serve the values to the best of their abil-

ities. Here are a few signal-sending actions to consider as you work to per-

sonally exemplify the shared values in your organization.2

• Spend your time and attention wisely. Spend this precious nonrenewable

resource on the most important values.

• Watch your language. Use words and phrases that best express the culture

you want to create.

• Ask purposeful questions. Raise questions that intentionally stimulate peo-

ple to think more purposefully about values.

• Seek feedback. Ask others about the impact of your behavior on their

performance.

Each of these signal-sending opportunities offers a chance to make visi-

ble and tangible to others your personal commitment to a shared way of

being. Each affords the chance to show where you stand on matters of prin-

ciple. Simple though they may appear, we should all remember that some-

Sometimes the

greatest dis-

tance we have

to travel is the

distance from

our mouths to

our feet.
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times the greatest distance we have to travel is the distance from our mouths

to our feet. Exemplary leaders are very mindful of the signals they send and

how they send them.

Spend Your Time and Attention Wisely

How you spend your time is the single clearest indicator, especially to other peo-

ple, of what’s important to you. If you say, for example, that your top priority is

your customers (or clients, patients, students, voters, or parishioners), then how

much of your daily time do you spend with them? What’s the connection be-

tween how you schedule your time and what you consider to be priorities and

key values? If an independent auditor were to compare your daily calendar to

what you say is important to you, what would it say in the audit report?

At one of our client engagements—the annual sales meeting for the com-

pany’s largest region—we were scheduled to speak right after the company’s

CEO. Account reps from all over the United States, Latin America, and

Canada were in the audience. When the show started, we fully expected to see

the CEO walk out onto the stage with all the fanfare that goes with the role.

Instead, the lights dimmed and a video began playing. There he was, larger

than life all right, but instead of being live-and-in-person he was prerecorded.

Now we don’t know how you’d react to something like this, but we were

shocked. Here were some of the most important people in the company—

the folks who call on customers and prospects every day—getting the cold

shoulder from their chief. The employees who had invited us to speak said

they felt slighted. They were upset that their leader hadn’t made a personal

appearance. We’re willing to cut the CEO some slack. He, like all his col-

leagues, is a very busy person, he has lots of demands on his time, and he can’t

be everywhere, especially when the company has multiple offices in many dif-

ferent countries. But we just can’t fathom how this guy could skip out on

something as important as the annual gathering of the salesforce, and nei-

ther could those who were with us. Leaders make choices about where they

spend their time and attention. They send signals by their presence and their
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absence. In this case, by his absence the message the CEO sent, most likely

unintentionally, was “You’re not important enough to me.” Sometimes lead-

ership is just showing up.

Setting an example means arriving early, staying late, and being there to

show you care. It’s about being the first to do something that everyone should

value. Whether the value is family, teamwork, hard work, or fun, the truest

measure of what leaders deeply believe is how they spend their time. Con-

stituents look to this metric and use it to judge whether a leader measures up

to espoused standards. Visibly spending time on what’s important shows that

you’re putting your time and money where your mouth is. For example, by

attending operating meetings in the field, leaders provide visible evidence of

their concerns and the direction they want to pursue. That’s why Logitech’s

vice president of worldwide human resources, Roberta Linsky, traveled

halfway around the world (from Fremont, California) to attend Lunar New

Year celebrations in the company’s manufacturing facility in Suzhou, China.

Being there in person said more about how much Roberta values her con-

stituents than any e-mail message, telegram, card, or video could ever do.

Watch Your Language

Harvard professor Shoshana Zuboff has observed that people are “prisoners”

of their organizational vocabulary.3 Zuboff ’s choice of words is deliberate and

none too strong. If you disagree, try talking about an organization for even

a day without using the words employee, manager, boss, supervisor, subordi-

nate, or hierarchy. You may find this exercise nearly impossible unless you’ve

gotten comfortable with the language some organizations use today, such as

associates, crew, cast members, team members, partners, or even constituents.

We’ve all come to accept certain words we use as the reality of organizational

life. Those words can trap us into a particular way of thinking about our roles

and relationships.

One company that clearly understands how to consciously use a different

vocabulary to reflect its unique set of values is DaVita, the largest indepen-

c04.qxd  6/3/07  1:11 PM  Page 80



SET THE EXAMPLE 81

dent provider of dialysis services in the United States for patients suffering

from chronic kidney failure. “All the words and phrases we use,” Joe Mello,

chief operating officer, told us, “evolved over time and have ended up being

symbolic of the messages we’re trying to send and the real environment we’re

trying to create. . . . You have to make sure that everybody has a good under-

standing of what the beliefs are and a good understanding of what the ex-

pected behaviors are. Part of that belief system is encompassed in our

language, and we have to be more deliberate about our language than we have

been in the past.” It begins with the choice of the company name. DaVita is

definitely a name that fits the nature of their work. Roughly translated from

the Italian, the phrase means “he or she gives life.” Every day in every clinic,

DaVitans—that’s what they call themselves—work hard to give life to those

suffering from renal disease.

At DaVita, memorable catchphrases infuse the daily conversation and re-

inforce the company’s values and management practices. The Three Muske-

teers maxim “one for all, and all for one,” for example, permeates the culture

of the company and reinforces the idea that everyone in DaVita is in it to-

gether, looking out for each other. Corporate headquarters is called “Casa

DaVita” (house of DaVita). Employees are all “teammates”—be prepared to

put a buck in a glass on the meeting table if you should ever use the “E word.”

The company is called the “Village,” and DaVita’s CEO, Kent Thiry, is its

“mayor,” signaling that DaVita is really more like the small town in Wiscon-

sin that Kent grew up in—the kind of place where, as Joe explained, “People

don’t just go to work and come home. They take people casseroles when

they’re sick. They take care of each other. They watch out for each other.”

Teammates become “citizens” of the Village when they are willing to “cross

the bridge” and make a public commitment to the community. Every mem-

ber of the senior leadership crossed the bridge as part of their symbolic rite

of passage into those roles. The company’s long-standing emphasis on exe-

cution and operational excellence is embodied in the slogan “GSD” (get stuff

done); the highest compliment to pay a teammate is to say he or she is “good
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at GSD.” Another key motto is “We said, we did,” because, as Joe pointed out,

“You have to go beyond just doing it, you have to make sure you publicize

that you did it.”4

Leaders understand and are attentive to language. They know the power

of words. The words people choose to use are metaphors for concepts that

define attitudes and behaviors, structures and systems. Words don’t just give

voice to one’s own mind-set and beliefs, they evoke images of what people

hope to create with others and how they expect people to behave, as evident

in the comparison of the bank manager and the Unilever executive in Chap-

ter Three.

Paying attention to the way you use language isn’t one of those ideas-of-

the-month that’s the trendy thing to do. Researchers have documented the

power of language in shaping thoughts and actions. Just a few words from

someone can make the difference in the beliefs that people articulate. For ex-

ample, at an East Coast university where there was a publicized incidence of

hate mail sent to an African American student, researchers randomly stopped

students walking across campus and asked them what they thought of the oc-

currence. Before the subject could respond, however, a confederate of the re-

searchers would come up and answer. One response was something like “Well,

he must have done something to deserve it.” As you might expect, the sub-

ject’s response was more often than not just like the confederate’s. Then the

researchers would stop another student and ask the same question. This time

the confederate gave an alternative response that was something like “There’s

no place for that kind of behavior on our campus.” The subject’s response

again replicated the confederate’s.5

This study dramatically illustrates how potent language is in influencing

people’s responses to what’s going on around them. Language helps to build

the frame around people’s views of the world, and it’s essential for leaders to

be mindful of their choice of words. If you want people to act like citizens of

a village you have to talk about them that way, not as subordinates in a hier-

archy. If you want people to appreciate the rich diversity in their organiza-
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tions, you have to use language that’s inclusive. If you want people to be in-

novative, you have to use words that spark exploration, discovery, and in-

vention. “Watch your language” has come to take on a whole new meaning

from when your teacher scolded you in school for the use of an inappropri-

ate word. It’s now about setting an example for others of how they need to

think and act.

Ask Purposeful Questions

The questions you ask can also be quite powerful in focusing attention. When

leaders ask questions, they send constituents on mental journeys—“quests”—

in search of answers. The questions that a leader asks send messages about

the focus of the organization, and they’re indicators of what is of most con-

cern to the leader. They’re one more measure of how serious we are about

our espoused beliefs. Questions direct attention to the values that should be

attended to and how much energy should be devoted to them.

You need to be intentional and purposeful about the questions that you

ask. You need to make sure that the questions you ask are directly related

to the values that you hold dear. Barbara Goretsky, corporate director of

leadership development at Northrop Grumman Corporation, points out

the importance of asking people questions such as “What evidence exists

that we are living by our values and making decisions consistent with these

values?” Although this question can take many different forms, what’s crit-

ical is that leaders ask about the evidence. What questions should you be ask-

ing, for example, if you want people to focus on integrity? On trust? On

customer or client satisfaction? On quality? On innovation? On growth? On

personal responsibility?

Questions frame the issue and set the agenda. In one of our workshops,

we suggested that participants who wanted their constituents to stay focused

on continuous improvement ask this simple question of every person at-

tending their next group meeting: “What have you done in the past week to

improve so that you’re better this week than last?” We then recommended
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that they repeat this question for the next four weeks or more, predicting that

it would take at least that many repetitions to sustain the focus.

About a month later, we heard from a participant in the workshop who

had done what we recommended. He told us that the first time he asked the

question, people looked at each other skeptically, apparently thinking, “Oh,

this guy’s just been to a seminar.” The second time,

some of his team members took him seriously and

about 30 percent had a response. The third time, about

70 percent reported what they had done. And the

fourth? Something very interesting happened: “They

asked me what I had done in the last week to improve

myself so I was better than I was last week.” Questions

can indeed be very effective tools for change.

Questions can also develop people. They help others escape the trap of

their own paradigms by broadening their perspectives and taking responsi-

bility for their own viewpoints. Asking good questions, rather than giving an-

swers, forces you to listen attentively to your constituents and what they are

saying. This action demonstrates your respect for their ideas and opinions.

If you are genuinely interested in what other people have to say then you need

to ask their opinion, especially before giving your own. Asking what others

think facilitates participation in whatever decision will ultimately be deter-

mined and consequently increases support for that decision. Asking good

questions reduces the risk that a decision might be undermined by either in-

adequate consideration or unexpected opposition.

Seek Feedback

Feedback comes from a variety of sources. For example, some of the feedback

that Seang Wee Lee received when he was promoted at Cisco Systems was

from his own management about the need to change the engagement model

that his team used with internal organizations and external vendors. He de-

cided right away that he also needed to have an open dialogue with the team,

Questions can

be very effective

tools for

change.

c04.qxd  6/3/07  1:11 PM  Page 84



SET THE EXAMPLE 85

as he told us, “to understand their perception about what was going on and

to obtain feedback on my role as their leader.” Seang Wee explained that he

had done this throughout his career:

I have enlisted feedback from those that I work with very closely with the

hope of understanding how I can further improve. I utilize this feedback

to further improve my leadership skills, identify shortfalls, and open up

communications with the team. This promotes trust in my leadership and

creates a climate of trust within the team and with me. I almost always

learn about some things I can do to help develop each individual as well

as the team, and also me.

Another benefit, according to Seang Wee, is that “my seeking feedback

and listening in turn encourages my team to maintain open communication

with other groups through enlisting their feedback and understanding the

impact they can make to make their work more efficient.” Leaders realize that

while they may not always like the feedback, it is the only way they can really

know how they are doing as someone’s leader. Seeking feedback provides a

powerful statement about the value of self-improvement and how everyone

can be even better than they are today.

As critical as feedback is to assessing and improving our performance as

leaders, leaders don’t seem to ask for much of it. In our most recent analysis

of data from over seventy thousand individuals who completed the Leader-

ship Practices Inventory, our thirty-item behavioral assessment, we’ve found

that the statement that ranks the lowest from the observers’ perspective, and

the next to lowest from the leaders’ perspective, is this item:

16. (He or she) asks for feedback on how his/her actions affect other peo-

ple’s performance.

When we related this finding to the director of leadership development

for one of the world’s largest technology companies, he told us that the same

c04.qxd  6/3/07  1:11 PM  Page 85



86 THE LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE

was true for his organization. The lowest-scoring item on its internal leader-

ship assessment was the one on seeking feedback. We hear the same thing

from other executive coaches.

Let’s think about this for a moment. Credibility, which is at the founda-

tion of leadership, from a behavioral perspective is about doing what you say

you will do. But how can you know that you’re doing what you say if you

never ask for feedback on your behavior and on how your behavior affects

how others are doing? How can you really expect to align your words and

your actions over the long haul?

There’s solid evidence that the best leaders are highly attuned to what’s

going on inside themselves as they are leading and to what’s going on with

others.6 They’re very self-aware, and they’re very socially aware. They can tell

in short order whether they’ve done something that has enabled someone to

perform at a higher level or whether they’ve sent motivation heading south.

Troy Hansen was vice president of AgDirect and Leasing, Farm Credit Ser-

vices (FCS) of America, a leading financial services provider in Omaha, Ne-

braska, when he illustrated how his team learned that feedback is essential to

both personal and professional development.7 Although Troy knew the im-

portance of regular performance reviews, his team members held some rather

negative attitudes about these appraisals.“The performance evaluation had this

big negative tone to it,” he said. “It just doesn’t sound like a real positive expe-

rience in most cases.” Troy wanted to change that. He did something that had

never been done before at FCS. To kick off the initial round of performance

appraisals, Troy asked his team members to evaluate his performance first.

After a brief orientation, Troy left the group members alone to evaluate

his performance in private. This was the first time the team members had

given a performance review on a team leader, and quite naturally they were

initially reluctant, particularly in front of other team members and without

Troy present. The process was very challenging at first, but eventually the

team completed their review and then, at Troy’s request, delivered it to him

face-to-face in the presence of all his team members.
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“The feedback that I received was kind of hard to hear,” Troy admitted.

But then he added, “And that was really one of the benefits to the group. To

take that personal risk; to model for the group that it’s okay to place yourself

at personal risk and take that honest feedback. What I hoped the team mem-

bers would come away with was a sense that it’s okay to be in that environ-

ment, that feedback is necessary for growth, and then to see how you accept

that feedback and then what you do with it.”

Because of Troy’s ability to model his commitment to the value of per-

sonal feedback—and of not asking someone to do something he wouldn’t do

first—his team gained a newfound respect for the performance review

process itself. Preston Kranz, an AgDirect Representative and a member of

Troy’s team, commented, “After having the opportunity to go through this

performance review, the individual review that I received meant more to me.

I placed more value on Troy’s feedback.” And then Preston added, “He’s ask-

ing the question, ‘How can I do this better?’ The performance review shows

his commitment to do that. He used that feedback and information to make

a difference.”

Often leaders fear the exposure and vulnerability that accompanies direct

and honest feedback. Those giving the feedback can often feel a bit exposed

themselves and may even fear retribution or hurting someone. Troy admits

that it’s a risk, but also recognizes that the upside of learning and growth are

far more beneficial than the downside of being nervous or embarrassed.

Learning to be a better leader requires great self-awareness, and it requires

making ourselves vulnerable. Modeling that for others makes it easier for

them to do the same when it comes their turn.

TEACH OTHERS TO MODEL THE VALUES
People are not watching only you, they’re watching everyone else in your or-

ganization. They’re paying attention to what others say and do, and so should

you. It’s not just what you do that demonstrates consistency between word
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and deed. Everyone—every team member, partner, and colleague—is a sender

of signals about what’s valued, and they also set an example. Part of leader-

ship is making sure that their actions are also aligned with shared values. Here

are a few things you can do to teach others what’s expected so they can hold

themselves accountable for living the values of the organization.

• Confront critical incidents. Respond to those disruptive occurrences in the

life of your organization in ways that reinforce core values.

• Tell stories. Publicly give examples of what team members do to live the val-

ues, and make sure to mention “the moral at the end of the story.”

• Reinforce the behavior you want repeated. Keep score and measure perfor-

mance to determine consistency with values. Tangibly and intangibly rec-

ognize performance that’s consistent with espoused values.

Confront Critical Incidents

Consciously choosing how you spend your time, the language you use, and

how you get feedback on your performance are essential for sending the sig-

nal that you’re serious about an issue. But you can’t plan everything about

your day. Even the most disciplined leaders can’t stop the intrusion of the un-

expected. Critical incidents—chance occurrences, particularly at a time of

stress and challenge—offer significant moments of learning for leaders and

constituents. Critical incidents present opportunities for leaders to teach im-

portant lessons about appropriate norms of behavior.

For example, as Jennifer Tran, content manager at PayPal, found out,

being part of a team doesn’t automatically mean that everyone has the same

set of priorities. While working on a project developing a new technology

that would have a huge impact on the way consumers would pay for pur-

chases, she discovered a problem with the documentation that would require

further work. The team’s copyeditor had already edited the documentation

several times and was hesitant to step back and review it yet again. Jennifer

pushed back, reminding her teammate about the possibility of not creating
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a “great user experience”—a core shared value among all groups in their com-

pany. With that, the copyeditor reconsidered, and Jennifer’s team came up

with a solution that satisfied everyone. “The fact that I stood up for this com-

mon value,” Jennifer told us, “was instrumental in both

mitigating potential conflict and encouraging greater

team spirit.” Jennifer saw in this situation not simply

another problem to be dealt with but an opportune

moment to remind her colleagues about the impor-

tance of living up to their shared values.

Having shared values may not always be sufficient

to ensure that everyone’s actions are aligned. There are

critical moments when leaders have to take action to

put values squarely on the table and in front of others

so that they can return to this common ground for

working together. In the process, leaders make clear how their actions are

compelled by shared values. In this way they set an example for what it means

to take actions on the basis of values. By standing up for values, leaders

demonstrate that having shared values requires a mutual commitment to

aligning words and deeds for everyone.

Critical incidents aren’t planned. They are those events in the lives of lead-

ers (and organizations) that offer the chance to improvise while still staying

true to the script. Although they can’t be explicitly planned, it’s useful to keep

in mind, as Jennifer did, that the way you handle these incidents—how you

link actions and decisions to shared values—speaks volumes about what’s re-

ally important.

Tell Stories

Critical incidents create important teachable moments. They offer leaders the

occasion in real time to demonstrate what’s valued and what’s not. Stories are

another way that leaders pass on lessons about shared values and get others

working together.

Critical incidents

present oppor-

tunities for

leaders to teach

important

lessons.
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Steve Denning knows firsthand how stories can change the course of an

organization. When Steve was program director of knowledge management

for the World Bank, one day he was sitting with a colleague over lunch and

swapping work stories. Steve’s colleague, who had been working on a project

in Zambia with the goal of improving health services to families, talked about

a health worker in Kasama, six hundred kilometers from the capital city of

Lusaka, who had logged on to the Web site for the Centers for Disease Con-

trol in Atlanta, Georgia, and found the answer to a question on how to treat

malaria. His colleague thought this was a neat illustration of how knowledge

sharing on the Web was working, even in one of the poorest countries on

earth. Steve didn’t realize it at the time, but this very simple story was ulti-

mately going to change his whole approach to persuading others about the

vital role knowledge management could play within the World Bank.8

Steve had been having little success up to this point in convincing others

in the World Bank that they had a role other than just a financial one, so he

decided to incorporate the Zambia anecdote into his presentations. In the

weeks that followed, Steve saw the Zambia story starting to have unexpect-

edly positive results. He noticed that when he began his presentations with

the Zambia story, something was “beginning to click” with his audiences.

When he didn’t use the Zambia story, Steve found that the conversation

ended up “in a tangle of debates about various aspects of the feasibility of the

change idea.”

Over the ensuing years Steve learned how truly vital stories were to com-

municating essential messages within the World Bank, and within all orga-

nizations. Why storytelling? He says, “Nothing else worked. Charts left

listeners bemused. Prose remained unread. Dialogue was just too laborious

and slow. Time after time, when faced with the task of persuading a group of

managers or frontline staff in a large organization to get enthusiastic about

a major change, I found that storytelling was the only thing that worked.”9

Steve’s experience with storytelling, in fact, is not remarkable, though the

method is seriously underused. Why tell stories? For one simple reason: they
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are powerful tools for teaching people about what’s important and what’s not,

what works and what doesn’t, what is and what could be.10

David Armstrong, president and chief executive officer at Armstrong In-

ternational, is so convinced of the critical impact of storytelling that he has

written several books that include hundreds of stories direct from the factory

and office of the company. On the basis of his personal experience with sto-

rytelling, David offers a dozen reasons why telling stories is such an effective

leadership practice. Among them are these: stories are simple, timeless, and

can appeal to everybody regardless of age, gender, or race. They’re fun, a use-

ful form of training, and a good method for empowering people. They’re also

great as a recognition device, a recruiting and hiring tool, a sales technique,

and an excellent way to pass along corporate traditions.11

David says that you become a different kind of leader when you tell sto-

ries. “For one thing, you create an environment where people are receptive

to change and new ideas,” he writes. “Just think about what happens when

you yell at people or order them about. They pull back. They get upset. They

withdraw. But telling stories is friendly and enjoyable. People want to hear

what you have to say.”12

David’s and Steve’s reports about the impact of stories on attitude and be-

havior are well supported by the data. Research on stories shows that when lead-

ers want to communicate standards, stories are a much more effective means of

communication than are corporate policy statements, data about performance,

and even a story plus the data.13 Information is more quickly and accurately

remembered when it is first presented in the form of an example or story.14

As Jack Little explains, “Storytelling is more compelling than just giving

rules, guidelines, and policies. It gives you an actual example that people can

remember a lot better. Storytelling can be tied to people and names and

events that are much more relevant.” And this comes from the CEO of The

Math Works, a Massachusetts-based developer of engineering software. De-

spite the company’s high-tech focus, leaders at all levels of the organization

use stories to communicate organizational values and practices.
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Telling stories has another lasting benefit. It forces leaders to pay close

attention to what their constituents are doing. Peers—“people like me”—

generally make better role models for what to do at work than famous people

or ones several levels up in the hierarchy. When others hear or read a story

about someone with whom they can identify, they are much more likely to

see themselves doing the same thing. People seldom tire of hearing stories

about themselves and the people they know. These stories get repeated, and

the lessons of the stories get spread far and wide.

Reinforce the Behavior You Want Repeated

Leaders need feedback to help keep them on track. So do their constituents.

Feedback is a way of telling them how successful they are at doing what they

say they’ll do. It’s a way of reinforcing what they’re doing right, and helping

them correct what they’re doing wrong. Research indicates clearly that mea-

surement and feedback are absolutely essential to increasing efforts to im-

prove performance.15 Score-keeping systems are essential to knowing how

people are doing.

But you don’t need a lot of research to understand how behavior changes

when you measure performance. We all know about keeping score from the

games and sports we’ve played. Imagine what it’d be like if you didn’t have a

way of keeping track of your performance in soccer, tennis, golf, basketball,

or football. Imagine what it’d be like if you never got information on how

well you did at bridge, poker, Scrabble, or Monopoly. And it’s not just the

numbers themselves that are important. It’s what you get points for. For in-

stance, the game of hockey was altered forever when the league changed the

rules so that players got points for assists and not just for goals. All of a sud-

den team members started passing the puck to each other rather than trying

to be the one that put it through the net.

Brian Coleman knows firsthand about the impact of scorekeeping. When

he was tool-and-die manager with Ford Motor Company in the United King-

dom, he led a turnaround effort at one of their plants.16 One of the tools that

c04.qxd  6/3/07  1:11 PM  Page 92



SET THE EXAMPLE 93

he and his team of union employees, based in Dagenham, England, devel-

oped was a simple device to measure car quality: “The workers would mark a

tick on the outline of a car indicating the location of every defect that came

down the line.”

When they put the device to use, reports Brian, “I

was shocked by the result. After only five hours there

were more than fourteen hundred ticks on our draw-

ing! I asked the team where we should begin, and they

pointed to the area with the densest mass of ticks. Why?

‘Because that’s where we’ll have the greatest impact,’

they said.”

For Brian and his team, that simple measuring de-

vice was a major factor in reducing the number of de-

fects by over 70 percent and nearly doubling productivity in three months.

In Brian’s case, the value of quality, the specific goal of reducing defects, and

the scoring mechanism all converged to produce results.

Leaders can easily influence outcome by providing the tools for measur-

ing progress. For example, if the organization’s performance-appraisal sys-

tem fails to measure how well people perform against the standards of

excellence set by corporate values, leaders can add clear performance mea-

sures that evaluate how well people are doing on quality, customer service,

innovation, respect for others, contribution to profitability, fun, or whatever

else is of critical value to the organization.

Rewards and recognition are other tangible means of reinforcing values

(and we’ll discuss recognition more thoroughly in Chapter Eleven). The im-

portant message to keep in mind is that what you choose to reinforce is what

people will choose to value. You have to reinforce the key values important

to building and sustaining the kind of culture you want.

The leader who places a premium on innovation and risk taking, for ex-

ample, must be willing to “promote” in a variety of ways those who innovate.

Leaders must be attentive to how people are made to feel when they take risks

What you

choose to rein-

force is what

people will

choose to value.
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and fail. Are people rewarded or punished when they fail? Are positive or neg-

ative stories told about failure? Is the leader’s energy funneled into searching

for the culprit or assessing what has been learned from the experience? The

leader’s actions set the tone for innovation and risk taking.

Who is rewarded, who is promoted—as well as who is given a “time

out”—and why are among the clearest ways in which leaders demonstrate

their seriousness to a specific set of principles. Leaders literally can “put their

money where their mouths are” with financial rewards and put their hearts

where their good intentions are with more personalized recognition. The

same goes for all other support systems—incentive, recruitment, training, in-

formation, and the like. They all send signals about what you value and what

you don’t, and they must be aligned with the shared values and standards that

you’re trying to instill.

REFLECTION AND ACTION:
SETTING THE EXAMPLE
Leaders demonstrate their intense commitment to the values they espouse

by setting an example. It’s how they earn and sustain credibility over time.

Setting the Example is all about execution and action. It’s all about doing what

you say. Leaders who are seen as practicing what they preach are more effec-

tive than those leaders who don’t.

Leaders send signals in a variety of ways and in all kinds of settings, and

constituents read those signals as indicators of what’s okay and what’s not okay

to do. How leaders spend their time is the single best indicator of what’s im-

portant. Time is a precious asset, because once passed it can never be recov-

ered. But if invested wisely, it can earn returns for years. The language leaders

use and the questions they ask are other powerful ways that shape perceptions

of what they value. Leaders also need feedback in order to know if they’re doing

what they say. They need others to let them know if they’re on or off track.

But it’s not just what leaders do that matters. Leaders are also measured

by how consistent their constituents’ actions are with the shared values, so
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leaders must teach others how to set an example. Critical incidents—those

chance occurrences in the lives of all organizations—offer marvelous teach-

able moments. They offer leaders the opportunity to pass along lessons in

real time, not just in the classroom. Sometimes critical incidents become sto-

ries, and stories are among the most influential tools leaders have to teach

values. And leaders also have to remember that what gets reinforced gets

done. Leaders have to keep score in order for people to know how they’re

doing and to improve how they’re doing it. They also have to reward the ap-

propriate behavior if they expect it to get repeated.

One of the toughest parts about being a leader is that you’re always on-

stage. People are always watching you, always talking about you. They’re al-

ways testing your credibility. That’s why setting the right example is so

important, and why it’s essential to make use of all the tools you have avail-

able to you to set the example.

Here’s a series of action steps that you can use to improve and apply your

capacity to Set the Example.

Do a Personal Audit

To set the example, you need to really know what example you’re setting. To

see how you’re modeling the way, have an audit of your actions completed by

someone other than yourself.

Audit your daily routines. Are you spending sufficient time on matters

consistent with your shared values? Use your shared values as the basis for

planning your weekly schedule. Let values be your guide, not old habits or

the in-basket.

Audit your daily calendar. How much time are you spending modeling

shared values? How do your appointments contribute to communicating and

reinforcing shared values?

Audit the agendas for your meetings. What topics are discussed? What

issue is first on the agenda? What signal does that issue send about what peo-

ple should consider to be important? Audit your questions. What questions
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do you typically ask in meetings, one-on-ones, telephone calls, and inter-

views? How do these questions help to clarify and gain commitment to shared

values? Make a list of searching questions that correspond to each of the

shared values.

Audit how you deal with critical incidents. How did you respond to the

most recent incident? To what extent did your actions teach lessons about

the most important shared values? Audit your rewards and recognitions.

Who’s being recognized? Do these people exemplify the values you want re-

inforced? When someone gets recognized have you made clear the value (or

standard) on which the reward is based?

Make the audit results public. Explain what’s right and working. Disclose

what is not working. Set in motion changes that will realign your actions and

behaviors to be more consistent with shared values. Your personal audit will

help you discover the example that you’re really setting. Be sure it’s what you

intend.

Develop a Routine for Questioning

In our daily lives at work we ask a lot of questions, often for more informa-

tion, clarification, and greater understanding. Leaders should ask their con-

stituents questions not just for these reasons, but also because every question

is a potential teaching opportunity. The key to good questions from a leader’s

perspective is to think about the “quest” in your question: Where do you want

to take this person (or group, unit, organization) with your question? What

value or values are you trying to reinforce with your questions? Rather than

“what do I want to know?” leaders ask questions to get others to know and

become more aware of certain critical factors, perspectives, and beliefs. You

need to come up with a routine set of questions that will get people to reflect

on the core values and what they have done each day to act on those values.

And they ought to be questions that they will expect you to ask, and not be

surprised by. Why? Because you want them to be thinking about them well

before you ask them. You want people to routinely ask themselves these ques-
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tions, knowing that you will be expecting an answer to them the next time

you see them. In one way or another, the questions you ask are all a variation

on a single theme: What have you done to live out our values?

What would you ask if the value were innovation? How about, What’s the

most creative idea you heard today? Or, What’s the best suggestion you got from

our customers today about how we can improve our products and services? Or,

If our competitors were going to put us out of business, what weakness of ours

would they exploit? The possibilities are many, and the list can be quite fun.

What would you like each of your constituents to think about each day?

What would you like each of your constituents to pay attention to each

day? Developing a questioning routine forces you to understand what you

are trying to teach and achieve. Consider carefully the key (two or three)

questions you want to ask about each and every action and decision that takes

place. The point is not to ask rhetorical questions (ones which have obvious

answers or responses) but to get others to think about how their own actions

are consistent with shared values. Your questions help to keep others focused

and paying attention to what really matters in your workplace.

Put Storytelling on Your Meeting Agendas

Think of yourself as the CSO—Chief Story Officer—for your team. Be on

the lookout for good stories! Capture as many examples of exemplary be-

havior in your organization as you can. The practice of observing and record-

ing is important to building your skills in storytelling.

Then put it on the weekly meeting agenda. Start each meeting with a story

about something someone on your team did to demonstrate a cherished

value. If possible, figure out a way to reenact the incident. If you’re a virtual

team and can’t do it in a meeting, then use voicemail and e-mail as media for

telling stories. In these formats shorter stories are generally more useful than

longer ones, but they’re still helpful ways to disseminate good news.

Also keep in mind that the “memorability” of stories is in direct propor-

tion to their “vividness.”17 To be vivid, a story should be about a real person,
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have a strong sense of time and place, and be told in colorful and animated

language.18 It helps immensely if you can talk from a first-person perspec-

tive. Allow your emotions to surface as you speak; this brings excitement to

your voice and increases your natural tendency to use gestures and to smile.

If you are feeling truly excited about a particular activity or goal, show it. If

you are deeply concerned about competitive threats, show it. Start your story

by relating an “above-and-beyond-the-call” deed. Think of a clever title for

the story that will capture people’s attention and help them to remember (cat-

alogue) it. Give your story a theme. Be willing to repeat this theme. Keep the

story short. Use people’s names. Verify all facts. Be sure to end your message

or story with a conclusion that demonstrates concretely the intended mes-

sage or lesson to be learned. The old storytellers had good reasons for calling

the ending “the moral of the story.”

Finally, in setting the example through storytelling, provide opportunities

for others to share a story or two—not necessarily about themselves but about

a colleague who took an action that exemplified the organization’s values.

Don’t be worried about either telling too many stories or repeating the same

theme (moral, lesson, or value) too often. People simply like good stories—

and they are a great way to learn!

COMMITMENT NUMBER 2
Set the Example

Essentials of Setting the Example

• Personify the shared values

• Teach others to model the values

Taking Action

• Do a personal audit

• Develop a routine for questioning

• Put storytelling on your meeting agendas
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“You begin with the end in mind, by knowing what you dream 

about accomplishing, and then figure out how to make it happen.”

Jim Pitts, Northrop Grumman Corporation

“Be an enzyme” is a refrain that Pam Omidyar, founder of HopeLab, often re-

peats. The idea of “be an enzyme” evolved out of her love of science—her grad-

uate training is in plant molecular genetics—and it conveys her strong belief

in the power of people to make a difference. “I love the concept of catalysts, in

science and life,” she says. “Enzymes are the catalysts that make possible bio-

chemical reactions. Enzymes increase the rate of a reaction, but are not them-

selves consumed by the reaction. . . . In short, enzymes are nature’s activists.”

E N V I S I O N  

T H E  F U T U R E
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Pam has been an enzyme for a lot of positive change, and the creation of

Re-Mission™ has been one of her most extraordinary innovations. The idea

for Re-Mission was born while Pam was a research assistant in the cellular

immunology lab at Stanford University. After a typical day of doing exper-

iments on cancer cells, she was at home playing videogames, and she

thought, “Wouldn’t it be great if there were a game where kids could blast

away at their cancer cells and also learn about what goes on in their bodies

during treatment?”

Like a lot of wonderfully creative ideas, Pam’s inspiration of a cancer-

fighting videogame didn’t immediately take flight. But eleven years later, after

a stint as a consultant in the pharmaceutical industry and some serendipi-

tous encounters, Pam founded HopeLab to turn her dream into reality.1

Pam’s initial aspiration for HopeLab was the development of Re-Mission

as a form of visualization therapy. The goals for the game evolved on the basis

of the development team’s belief that a well-designed videogame could im-

prove health outcomes for adolescents with cancer by actually changing be-

havior, Pam tells us.

We know that compliance to medications is often a problem for adoles-

cents. We also know that reporting treatment complications and commu-

nication in general is a challenge for adolescents. We hypothesized that

through a videogame, we might be able to help them understand why tak-

ing their meds and reporting symptoms is important and, ultimately,

change their behavior. Most importantly, we wanted the game to be really

fun to play—otherwise, kids would choose to play something else. We

wanted to reach kids in a way that was accessible to them and at their pace,

and videogames are a powerful medium in both regards.

As the work with Re-Mission progressed, the dream for HopeLab broad-

ened. “We wanted to show that it is possible to combine top-quality product

design with the best science to produce an intervention that kids find truly
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engaging,” Pam explains. Re-Mission was the first proof that the dream was

possible. Today HopeLab envisions applying the Re-Mission model to other

interventions and innovations. It is taking different approaches to identify

innovative solutions that will address obesity, sickle cell disease, autism, and

major depressive disorders. “It’s an exciting time for HopeLab,” Pam says. “I

want HopeLab to be a leader in a customer-centered approach to innovative

solutions, tested with scientific rigor.”

Pam’s story illustrates how organized efforts—whether those of a com-

pany, a project, or a movement—begin in the mind’s eye. Call it what you

will—vision, purpose, mission, legacy, dream, aspiration, calling, or personal

agenda—the point is the same. If we are going to be catalytic leaders in life,

we have to be able to imagine a positive future. When we envision the future

we want for ourselves and others, and when we feel passionate about the

legacy we want to leave, then we are much more likely to take that first step

forward. If we don’t have the slightest clue about our hopes, dreams, and as-

pirations, then the chance that we’ll take the lead is nil. In fact, we may not

even see the opportunity that’s right in front of us.

Exemplary leaders are forward-looking. They are able to envision the fu-

ture, to gaze across the horizon of time and imagine the greater opportuni-

ties to come. They see something out ahead, vague as it might appear from a

distance, and they imagine that extraordinary feats are possible and that the

ordinary could be transformed into something noble. They are able to de-

velop an ideal and unique image of the future for the common good.

But it’s not just the leader’s vision. It’s a shared vision. We all have dreams

and aspirations. We all think about the future; we all want tomorrow to be

better than today. Leaders have to make sure that what they see is also some-

thing that others can see. When visions are shared they attract more people,

sustain higher levels of motivation, and withstand more challenges than those

that are singular.

Leaders develop the capacity to Envision the Future for themselves and

others by mastering two essentials:
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• Imagine the possibilities

• Find a common purpose

IMAGINE THE POSSIBILITIES
“The human being is the only animal that thinks about the future,” (italics his)

writes Daniel Gilbert, professor of psychology at Harvard University. “The

greatest achievement of the human brain is its ability to imagine objects and

episodes that do not exist in the realm of the real, and it is this ability that al-

lows us to think about the future. . . . the human brain is an ‘anticipation ma-

chine,’ and ‘making future’ is the most important thing it does.”2

Leaders are dreamers. Leaders are idealists. Leaders

are possibility thinkers. All enterprises, big or small,

begin with imagination and with the belief that what’s

merely an image today can one day be made real in the

future. It’s this belief that sustains leaders through the

difficult times.3 Turning possibility thinking into an in-

spiring vision—and an inspiring vision that is shared—

is the leader’s challenge.

When we ask people to tell us where their visions

come from they often have great difficulty in describ-

ing the process. And when they do provide an answer,

typically it’s more about a feeling, a sense, a gut reaction. Clarifying your vi-

sion, like clarifying your values, is a process of self-exploration and self-cre-

ation. It’s an intuitive, emotional process. There’s often no logic to it. You just

feel strongly about something, and that sense, that intuition, has to be fully

explored.4 Visions are reflections of one’s fundamental beliefs and assump-

tions about human nature, technology, economics, science, politics, art, and

ethics.

A vision of the future is much like a literary or musical theme. It’s the

broad message that you want to convey, it’s the primary melody that you want

people to remember, and whenever it’s repeated it reminds the audience of

Turning possibil-

ity thinking into

an inspiring 

vision is the

leader’s 

challenge.
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the entire work. Every leader needs a theme, something on which they can

structure the rest of his or her performance. What’s your central message?

What’s your theme?

Fortunately for all of us there are ways we can improve our capacity to

imagine exciting possibilities and to discover the central theme for our lives.

Improvement comes when you engage in conscious introspection. You need

to do more to reflect on your past, attend to the present, prospect the future,

and feel your passion.

Reflect on Your Past

As surprising as it might seem, in aiming for the future you need to look back

into your past. Looking backward can actually enable you to see farther than

if you only stare straight ahead.

Revealing research reported by University of Southern California Profes-

sor Omar A. El Sawy extends our understanding of the relevance of past ex-

perience to envisioning the future.5 El Sawy studied chief executive officers,

dividing them into two equal groups. The CEOs were asked to look ahead

into their personal futures—to “think of things that might (or will) happen to

you in the future.” They were also asked to look into their personal pasts—

to “think of the things that have happened to you in the past.” In each case,

they were asked to list ten events and to date each event.

One group listed the past events first; the other group listed the future events

first. El Sawy then compared the past and future time horizons for the two

groups. The two groups had similar past time horizons, both with a maximum

of about twenty years. But, as illustrated in Table 5.1, the CEOs who listed their

past events first had significantly longer future time horizons than the CEOs

who listed future events first. El Sawy refers to the difference in future hori-

zons as “the Janus Effect,” after the two-faced Roman god of beginnings.

Of several plausible explanations for the Janus Effect, El Sawy supports

the “one-way-mirror hypothesis.” This hypothesis states, “We make sense

of our world retrospectively, and all understanding originates in reflection
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and looking backward. . . . We construct the future by some kind of ex-

trapolation, in which the past is prologue, and the approach to the future

is backward-looking.”6

When we gaze first into our past, we elongate our future. We also enrich

our future and give it detail as we recall the richness of our past experiences.

So to be able to envision the possibilities in the distant

future, to enhance your ability to be forward-looking,

look first into the past. When you do, you’re likely to

find that your central theme didn’t just occur to you

this morning. It’s been there for a long time. Search

your past to find the recurring theme in your life.

In addition to identifying lifelong themes, there’s

another benefit to looking back before looking ahead:

you can gain a greater appreciation for how long it can

take to fulfill aspirations. You also realize that there are many, many avenues

to pursue, and that there may actually be no end in sight.

None of this is to say that the past is your future. Adopting this extremely

dangerous perspective would be like trying to drive to the future while look-

ing only in the rearview mirror. With that point of view, you’d drive yourself

and your organization right off a cliff. What the Janus Effect does tell us is

that it’s difficult, if not impossible, to imagine going to a place we’ve never

experienced, either actually or vicariously.

TABLE 5.1THE JANUS EFFECT.

Looked Toward Future First Reviewed Past First

Mean time in future 1.8 years 3.2 years

Maximum time in future 5.1 years 9.2 years

Minimum time in future 0.2 years 0.4 years

Search your

past to find the

recurring theme

in your life.
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Attend to the Present

We’re quite proud of the fact that we wrote Credibility: How Leaders Gain and

Lose It, Why People Demand It through use of the Internet, thinking we were

rather cool and avant-garde. At the time Barry was in Perth on sabbatical at

the University of Western Australia; Jim was living and working in Northern

California. We needed a fast and efficient way to send chapter drafts back and

forth to each other. Express mail service was prohibitively expensive, and still

would have taken at least a week. The regular postal service, though afford-

able, was agonizingly slow and would’ve added several months to our sched-

ule. The Internet was our best option. Today, no one would give it a second

thought, but when we did it the Internet was not available to the general pub-

lic. It was available only to research institutions, government agencies, and

educational institutions, thanks to ARPANET. We thought of ourselves as real

pioneers as we attached files to e-mail messages and, using a program called

Kermit, sent chapters halfway around the world.

Yet there was something we missed entirely—something that could have

changed the course of our lives, the lives of our families, and who knows what

else. If we’d been paying attention, if we’d really been seeing what was right in

front of us, one of us would have jumped up and yelled, “WOW! Do you see

what we’re doing here? In seconds what we’ve composed on one desktop com-

puter arrives on another computer half a world away. This is awesome! I bet

there’re millions of other people around the world who’d love to be able to do

this. Why don’t we write a business plan for a company that connects people vir-

tually and allows them to communicate 24/7/365? And then let’s find investors

willing to take a risk on this wacky idea.” But that didn’t happen. In a way, our

eyes were closed, leaving us blind to the possibilities. We were using a tool to

do our jobs, but we didn’t see its potential, we didn’t envision the possibili-

ties. The future can be right in front of us, and yet we might not even see it.

To be able to have a vision of the future, you have to be able to see the big

picture—to see trends and patterns and not just one-off or one-time occur-

rences. John Naisbitt, the futurist best known for his book Megatrends, recently
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wrote, “In the stream of time, the future is always with us. The directions and

turns the world will take are embedded in the past and in the present. We

often recognize them retrospectively, but our purpose is to anticipate what

lies ahead.”7 Leaders peek behind the curtain to see what is hiding there. They

see the future as a picture puzzle and figure out how all the pieces fit together.

They rummage through the bits and bytes of data that accumulate daily and

notice how they relate to each other. Envisioning the future is not about gaz-

ing into a fortune-teller’s crystal ball; it’s about paying attention to the little

things that are going on all around them and being able to recognize patterns

that point to the future.

Prospect the Future

Even as you stop, look, and listen to messages you’re being sent in the pres-

ent, you also need to raise your head and gaze out toward the horizon. Being

forward-looking is not the same as meeting the deadline for your current

project. Leaders have to prospect the future. They have to be on the lookout

for emerging developments in technology, demographics, economics, poli-

tics, arts, and all aspects of life inside and outside the organization. They have

to anticipate what might be coming just over the hill and around the corner.

As one of the leaders we interviewed told us, “I’m my organization’s fu-

tures department.” We think all leaders should view themselves this way.

Leaders need to spend considerable time reading about, thinking about, and

talking about the long-term view, not only for their specific organization, but

also for the environment in which they operate.

Yet despite the expectation that leaders need to spend time thinking about

the future, the attention that senior management tends to devote to building

a collective perspective on the future is woefully inadequate. Researchers es-

timate that the time spent by senior managers on being forward-looking is

only about 3 percent of their total time.8 That’s a pathetic percentage given

the responsibility they have for the future of their organizations. Leaders need

to be much more proactive in thinking about the future than they are cur-
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rently, and this imperative increases with the leader’s scope and level of re-

sponsibility. Naturally, all roles require attention to the present and the fu-

ture; it’s only the ratio that varies.

As we illustrate in Figure 5.1, when a leader’s role is strategic (as it is for

a CEO, president, or research director, for example), the time orientation is

longer term and more future-oriented than it is for a leader whose role is

more tactical (for example, a production supervisor or operations manager).

There is no hard and fast rule as to how far into the future a leader should

look. For those on the front lines of supervision, the future might be a year

from now. For those in middle levels it might be three to five years. At the

more senior levels it should be at least ten, and executive leaders responsible

for entire organizations in the national and international arenas have to look

out twenty years and beyond.

Dan Schwab is director of training and organizational development for

The Trust for Public Land, and he’s always searching for ways to get people

to think more about influencing the future. With an organizational mission to

conserve land for human use across the United States you might think that

every one of the Trust’s 450-member staff in forty-five locations would be

FIGURE 5.1MIX OF PRESENT-FUTURE TIME ORIENTATIONS OF LEADERS.
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thinking long term. But, just as in lots of other organizations, that’s not al-

ways the case. “What we do is about helping people create a more livable fu-

ture for their communities, and that is a very powerful thing,” says Dan. “But

it’s surprising how little skill people have in being forward-looking, or how

little effort most of us invest in learning to do this.” Dan, like many of us,

knows that it’s very hard to think long term. “Humans are hardwired to live in

the here and now. When we were living on the savannah millions of years ago,

I don’t think we had the luxury to be looking very far ahead. It was all about

‘today.’ We don’t have examples around us of people saying, ‘Here’s a vision

of where we can be in ten years.’ In the modern world, much of the problem

is workload, of course—we’re all really busy—but it’s more than that. You

have to discipline yourself to look over the horizon.”

That’s why Dan is always looking for ways to extend people’s vision. “I like

to send around articles from publications like The Futurist and get people to

pay closer attention to the demographic changes taking place in America.

Things are changing dramatically and unpredictably all around us.” He also

spends a lot of time connecting people—in person or in Web conferences—

to talk to each other about how the future is coming to us faster all the time.

At new hire orientations he asks those who’ve just joined, “Where do you

want to see this organization in five years? In ten years? What is your vision

of what we could be?” He also helps people to think big. “In our regional re-

treats and other training sessions, I say to people ‘What would happen if you

got an unsolicited call from a major donor saying he would match us 50 per-

cent to double public shoreline access to Puget Sound? Would you be ready

to respond?’ You have to think big to attract big resources.” Why does Dan

spend so much energy and effort building skills in envisioning the future?

Because, says Dan, “One of the greatest gifts you can give others is the un-

derstanding  that they can think bigger things than they believe they can. It’s

contagious. What limits vision in an organization is nobody being willing to

speak up for one. But once you do, there is a sort of avalanche or landslide

factor; it just keeps rolling.”
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Visions are future-oriented and are made real over different spans of time.

It may take three years from the time you decide to climb a mountain until

you actually reach the summit. It may take a decade to build a company that

is one of the best places to work. It may take a lifetime to make neighbor-

hoods safe again for little children to walk alone to the corner store. It may

take a century to restore a forest destroyed by a wildfire. It may take genera-

tions to set a people free.

The point is that leaders must spend time thinking about the future and

become better able to project themselves ahead in time. The percentage of

time you spend on performing a task is related to how proficient you are at

it, and that goes as much for envisioning the future as it does for managing

your money. You have to spend more of today thinking more about tomor-

row if your future is going to be an improvement over the present.

Feel Your Passion

There’s another reason why the two of us didn’t see the

potential of the Internet back in the 1990s, and that’s

because we didn’t care all that much about it. We didn’t

feel any passion for the technology. Our passion was for

something else. We had, and have, a passion for liber-

ating the leader in everyone, and to us the Internet was

simply a convenient and cool tool for doing just that. Passion and attention

go hand in hand. People don’t see the possibilities when they don’t feel the

passion.

In the final analysis, what you envision for the future is really all about

expressing your passion. It’s all about what gets you up in the morning and

won’t let you sleep at night. It’s all about something that you find so impor-

tant that you’re willing to put in the time, suffer the inevitable setbacks, and

make the necessary sacrifices. Once you’ve reflected on the past, attended to

the present, and prospected in the future you’ve got to step back and ask

yourself, What is my burning passion?

Passion and 

attention go

hand in hand.
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One of University of Cincinnati president Nancy L. Zimpher’s great pas-

sions is urban education. She is not content to watch the status quo—the

achievement gaps, low test scores and high drop-out rates—continue without

trying to achieve a better future. Couple that passion with a deep belief in the

power of shared vision and you have a leader who consistently and persis-

tently keeps the focus on the future, no matter what the audience or setting.

“Vision trumps everything,” Nancy says. “Organizations are most effec-

tive when a well-articulated and ambitious vision of the future exists.” That’s

exactly what UC’s trustees wanted to hear when they were looking for a new

university president; they wanted UC to have a clear and compelling image

of what its next level of greatness would be. So when Nancy arrived to take

the president’s job in October 2003 she immersed herself in meetings, phone

calls, lunches, dinners, and other activities to get in touch with UC stake-

holders to hear their ideas about what the university’s future might look like.

Then she initiated an imaginative process of consultation that continued

through the following April. “We astounded even ourselves,” she says. “Our

process proved to be unprecedented. We seemed to tap into a hunger to

speak, to move this institution forward into a new level of greatness.”

Through eight town hall meetings involving 240 people, more than ninety

input sessions with some 2,400 people participating, and a Web site that gar-

nered thousands of hits, the full range of campus constituents—from donors,

students, faculty, union leaders, and administrators to business partners, ed-

ucational partners, alumni, and civic leaders—worked with Nancy to map

out their vision of the university’s future, which was unveiled at her inaugu-

ration in May 2004 as “UC/21: Defining the New Urban Research University.”

That wasn’t all. As soon as she arrived on campus at UC, Nancy ap-

proached her colleagues in other higher education institutions in the area—

Xavier University’s Father Michael Graham and Northern Kentucky

University’s James Votruba—to open a conversation on how they could work

together to make a greater impact on the region. As first small steps, they

began to collaborate on teacher recognition and helping victims of the De-
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cember 2004 tsunami and Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. Eventually, by keep-

ing the conversation focused on the education pipeline for the region, Nancy

helped guide the formation of an unprecedented regional partnership aimed

at getting students into and graduating from college. “I started my career as

a teacher, and I have always held a very strong belief that education is the key

to success. It’s so important, not just for the individual student, but for our

community and for our quality of life. And in the twenty-first century, a col-

lege education matters more than ever.” Launched on August 16, 2006, after

years of relationship-building, that partnership, called Strive, involves the

public school districts in Cincinnati; Covington, Kentucky; and Newport,

Kentucky, along with the region’s Catholic urban schools on both sides of the

Ohio River, all higher education institutions in the area, and business, civic,

and nonprofit partners. The partnership is for the first time providing an age

0–21 approach to meeting students’ needs by strategically coordinating so-

cial support and educational resources in the region.

Leaders want to do something significant, to accomplish something that no

one else has yet achieved. What that something is—your sense of meaning and

purpose—has to come from within. No one can impose a self-motivating vi-

sion on you. That’s why, just as we said about values, you must first clarify

your own visions of the future before you can expect to enlist others in a

shared vision.

Researchers in human motivation have long talked about two kinds of

motivation—extrinsic and intrinsic.9 People do things either because of ex-

ternal controls—the possibility of a tangible reward if they succeed or pun-

ishment if they don’t—or because of an internal desire. People do something

because they feel forced, or because they want to. People do something to

please others, or because it pleases them. Which condition is more likely

to produce extraordinary results?

On this, the research is very clear. External motivation is more likely to

create conditions of compliance or defiance; self-motivation produces far su-

perior results. There’s even an added bonus. People who are self-motivated
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will keep working toward a result even if there’s no reward. But people who

are externally controlled are likely to stop trying once the rewards or pun-

ishments are removed. In this case, as psychologist and motivational expert

Edward Deci has so aptly put it, “Stop the pay, and stop the play.”10

Your personal passion for something is the best indicator of what you

find most worthwhile. It’s the clue to what you find intrinsically rewarding.

For example, David Kretz, engineering program manager at Lam Research

Corporation, realized that “finding something you truly believe in” is the

key to articulating a vision in the first place. Once you’re in touch with this

inner feeling, he says, then you can look and think “beyond the constraints

of your current position and viewpoint into the future. This is how you con-

nect your various tasks and team projects to how they help convert that feel-

ing, and vision, into a reality.”

We all have concerns, desires, questions, propositions, arguments, hopes,

and dreams—core issues that can help us organize our aspirations and ac-

tions. We have a few things that are much more important to us than others.

Whatever it is, you need to be able to name it for yourself so that you can talk

about it with others.

Exemplary leaders have a passion for something other than their own fame

and fortune. They care about making a difference in the world. If you don’t care

deeply for and about something and someone, then how can you expect oth-

ers to feel any sense of conviction? How can you expect others to get jazzed, if

you’re not energized and excited? How can you expect others to suffer through

the long hours, hard work, absences from home, and personal sacrifices if

you’re not similarly committed? Passion is the precursor to compassion!

FIND A COMMON PURPOSE
At some point during all this talk over the years about the importance of being

future-oriented, leaders got the sense that they were the ones that had to be the

visionaries. Often with the encouragement of a lot of leadership developers, in-
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cluding us, leaders came to assume that if others expected them to be forward-

looking, then they had to go off alone into the wilderness, climb to the top of

some mountain, sit in lotus position, wait for a revelation, and then go out and

announce to the world what they foresee. Leaders have assumed that it’s their

vision that matters, and if it’s their vision then they have to create it.

Wrong! This is not what constituents expect. Yes, leaders are expected to

be forward-looking, but they aren’t expected to impose their vision of the fu-

ture on others. What people really want to hear is not simply the leader’s vi-

sion. They want to hear about their own aspirations. They want to hear how

their dreams will come true and their hopes will be fulfilled. They want to see

themselves in the picture of the future that the leader is painting. The very

best leaders understand that their key task is inspiring a shared vision, not

selling their own idiosyncratic view of the world.

Noted author and futurist Joel Barker uses a historical analogy to pro-

vide insight into how leaders can engage others in their quest to discover

what lies ahead. “Before a good wagon master rolled the wagons, he sent out

scouts to see what was over the horizon,” Joel explains. “Rapid exploration

by scouts provided crucial information that allowed

the wagon master to make quicker decisions with

higher confidence and move the wagons forward at a

faster pace. . . . Twenty-first-century leaders need their

own scouts. But instead of searching the geography of

place, your scouts need to search the geography of time.

The most important frontier for you is the next five to

ten years.”11

Your constituents are your scouts. You need to get

everyone involved in asking, What’s next? Where is this

assignment right now taking us in the future? You need

to talk out loud about the implications of the things you’re now doing—the

second- and third-order consequences. You need to sit around the campfire

and together answer the question, What is the legacy we want to leave?

You can’t mobi-

lize people to

willingly travel

to places they

don’t want

to go.
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You can’t mobilize people to willingly travel to places they don’t want to

go. No matter how grand the dream of an individual visionary, if others don’t

see in it the possibility of realizing their own hopes and desires, they won’t

follow willingly. Leaders must show others how they, too, will be served by

the long-term vision of the future, how their specific needs can be satisfied.

Listen Deeply to Others

One talent leaders need to strengthen is the ability to hear what is important

to others. By knowing their constituents, by listening to them, and by taking

their advice, leaders are able to give voice to constituents’ feelings. They’re

able to stand before others and say with assurance, “Here’s what I heard you

say that you want for yourselves. Here’s how your own needs and interests

will be served by enlisting in a common cause.” In a sense, leaders hold up a

mirror and reflect back to their constituents what they say they most desire.

For many, this may be easier said than done.

By his own admission, listening didn’t come very naturally to Jim Schwap-

pach. As a U.S. Naval Academy graduate and former submarine officer, he was

more used to simply leading by example than getting others to envision the

future. Moreover, he believed that “since management was in the position of

authority they were the rightful sources of vision and strategic direction.”

Now working in the private sector as a marketing manager, Jim has come to

realize that “enlisting subordinates and other colleagues in defining the vi-

sion for the team pays off because the ideas that form the vision will be fa-

miliar to them and as a result it will be easier to get the buy-in that is essential

for translating a single person’s view to the rest of the team.” Still, he couldn’t

accomplish this unilaterally.

I began to actively and deeply listen to people. I started a collaborative, open

environment so as to promote the free exchange of ideas. In turn, people

began opening up with one another and actively talking about substantive

improvements that they feel could be made to the organization as a whole.
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I started meeting individually with each of them, asking questions as

to what they thought were the key issues and best alternatives, and incor-

porating their feedback into our decisions. I asked people what they were

proud of, what brought them to work every day, what management was

doing well, and where they were blowing it. More importantly, once I asked

the questions, I stopped and focused directly on the person answering. I

found at first that some people were startled by the attention. After a few

tries though, the level of response and the value of those responses in con-

tributing to defining a vision for our team grew immeasurably. I also began

spending more time going out and visiting my employees’ and colleagues’

workspaces, and this increase in interaction allowed me to benefit from

their varied perspectives and further enabled us to craft a vision that we

can call our own.

Leaders know very well that the seeds of any vision arise not from crystal-

ball gazing in upper levels of the organization’s stratosphere but from images

passed on from people on the front line about what the clients or customers

really want or from manufacturing’s mumblings about poor product qual-

ity. The best leaders, like Jim, are great listeners. They listen carefully to what

other people have to say, and how they feel. They have to ask good (and often

tough) questions, be open to ideas other than their own, and even lose argu-

ments in favor of the common good.12

Leaders find the common thread that weaves the fabric of human needs

into a colorful tapestry. They develop a deep understanding of collective

yearnings; they seek out the brewing consensus among those they would lead.

They listen carefully for quiet whisperings and attend to subtle cues. They get

a sense of what people want, what they value, and what they dream about.

Sensitivity to others is no trivial skill; rather, it is a truly precious human abil-

ity. But it isn’t complex: it requires receptiveness to other people and a will-

ingness to listen. As Jim discovered, it means getting out of the office and

spending time with people out in the field or on the factory floor or in the
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showroom or warehouse or back room. It means being delicately aware of

the attitudes and feelings of others and the nuances of their communication.

Determine What’s Meaningful to Others

When you listen deeply you can find out what gives work its meaning to oth-

ers. The most important reason people give for staying with an organization

is that they like the work they are doing, that they find it challenging, mean-

ingful, and purposeful.13 Indeed, when you listen with sensitivity to the aspi-

rations of others you can discover that there are common values that link

everyone together:14

• A chance to be tested, to make it on one’s own

• A chance to take part in a social experiment

• A chance to do something well

• A chance to do something good

• A chance to change the way things are

Aren’t these the essence of what most leadership challenges and oppor-

tunities are all about?

What people want has not changed very dramatically through the years.

Even though job security is increasingly tenuous, regardless of industry or

location, workers rank “interesting work” well above “high income.” And

quality of leadership (“working for a leader with vision and values”) is more

motivating than dollars. The most frequently mentioned measure of success

in work life? Would it surprise you to learn that “personal satisfaction for

doing a good job” is cited between three and four times as often as “getting

ahead” or “making a good living”?15

These findings suggest that there’s more to work than is commonly as-

sumed. There’s rich opportunity for leaders to appeal to more than just the

material rewards. Great leaders, like great companies and countries, create

meaning and not just money. For example, Mei Chih-Chen, controller at Ravix

Group, is passionate about the quality of everything she does, even when it
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comes to something as mundane, but absolutely critical to her company’s suc-

cess, as financial reports. When taking over responsibility for the annual audit,

she spoke with her staff not so much about the nuts-and-bolts of their tasks

but on the larger purpose for getting their work done properly and efficiently.

She carefully explained the bigger picture behind why their schedule is so crit-

ical, how many others are counting on her group’s performance (and accu-

racy) so that they can do their jobs well, and what it means to produce at an

extraordinary level. Mei took the time to show them specific examples of the

difference between simply completing their tasks and doing great work, and

appealed directly to their pride and sense of self-worth. From the explicit link

to their interests and values, the audit staff gained a richer appreciation of their

common purpose. “To my amazement,” she told us, “the staff started to pre-

pare schedules, make entries, perform analyses, and the like, ahead of time

and without any reminders on my part. They understood that what they were

doing was not number-crunching but work that really matters.”

There is this deep desire within each of us to make a difference. We want

to know that we’ve done something on this earth, that there’s a purpose to

our existence. Work can provide that purpose, and increasingly work is where

men and women seek it. Work has become a place where people pursue

meaning and identity.16 Like Mei, the best organizational leaders are able to

bring out and make use of this human longing by communicating the mean-

ing and significance of the organization’s work so that people understand

their own important role in creating it. When leaders clearly communicate a

shared vision of an organization, they ennoble those who work on its behalf.

They elevate the human spirit.

Make It a Cause for Commitment

People commit to causes, not to plans. How else do you explain why people

volunteer to rebuild communities ravaged by a tsunami, ride a bike from San

Francisco to Los Angeles to raise money to fight AIDS, or rescue people from

the rubble of a collapsed building after an earthquake? How else do you ex-
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plain why people toil 24/7 to create the next big thing when the probability

of failure is 60–70 percent? People are not committing to the plan in any of

these cases. There may not even be a plan to commit to. They are commit-

ting to something much bigger, something much more compelling than

goals and milestones on a piece of paper. That’s not to say that plans aren’t

important to executing on grand dreams. They absolutely are. It’s just to say

that the plan isn’t the thing that people are committing to. The most suc-

cessful strategies are visions.17 As McGill University

professor Henry Mintzberg has observed, “Calculated

strategies have no value in and of themselves. . . .

Strategies take on value only as committed people in-

fuse them with energy.”18

The kind of leadership that gets people to infuse

their energy into strategies is called transformational

leadership. According to Pulitzer Prize–winning author and historian James

MacGregor Burns, transformational leadership occurs when, in their inter-

actions, people “raise one another to higher levels of motivation and moral-

ity. Their purposes, which might have started out as separate but related, as

in the case of transactional leadership, become fused. . . . But transforming

leadership ultimately becomes moral in that it raises the level of human con-

duct and ethical aspiration of both the leader and the led, and thus it has a

transforming effect on both.”19

When people are part of something that raises them to higher levels of

motivation and morality they develop a belonging to something very special.

This sense of belonging is particularly key in tumultuous times. When Jack

Shiefer was an AT&T branch manager he learned just how important it was to

raise levels of motivation as he and his team set forth to grow their business

in the midst of some of the most challenging times in the telecommunica-

tions industry.

As Jack tells it, “We knew we had a problem as a team because we weren’t

a team. But none of us knew what to do to become one. We were too close to

People commit

to causes, not

to plans.
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it.” They began their quest to become a world-class sales organization with a

leadership team offsite workshop based on The Five Practices of Exemplary

Leadership framework. A decade later, Jack still acknowledges and confirms

that the team was initially acquiescent, but not totally committed. Then, as

the discussion moved to the idea of a shared vision, “you could feel the en-

ergy change in the room from a very casual attitude to—all of a sudden—be-

coming electric.” The difference came when the members of the group

“became committed to a journey to find out what to do to become more ef-

fective as leaders and help our associates grow.”

At first, “the horizon that we were looking at was maybe a month to three

months.” They quickly saw that they needed a vision that would work, no

matter what change was occurring, something that would stand the test of

time. To get there, they shared with each other the heartfelt desires they each

had for their sales center and for the kind of leaders they wanted to become.

From that initial groundbreaking, the vision of a world-class sales organiza-

tion, grounded in quality and reflecting a renewed commitment to their cus-

tomers, their families, and each other, was born.

Theirs was much more than a one-time exercise to craft a slick-sounding

statement; it was the creation of a new culture of success built on superior

results and “values-based leadership.” Has their vision work been helpful? In

an industry in which pricing has dropped through the floor, annual associ-

ate turnover has averaged 30 percent, and massive, gut-wrenching business-

unit-wide reorganizations have occurred almost every year, Jack’s team has

continued to put up astonishing results. Jack feels so strongly about the sales

center’s vision and their continuing attention to it that he says, “You have

nothing to lose and everything to gain by accepting the possibility that a

shared vision and a commitment to it will allow your professional life and

your personal life to be richer than they are today.” With the zealousness of a

converted skeptic (and a businessman interested in delivering results as cost-

effectively as possible), he says, “Inspiring a shared vision is the most efficient

way to produce outstanding results.”
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Be Forward-Looking in Times of Rapid Change

In this digital age when the business world is changing at warp speed, people

often ask, “How can I have a vision of what’s going to happen five or ten years

from now, when I don’t even know what’s going to happen next week?”

Venture capitalist Geoff Yang has taken risks on many new technology

companies that are expected to move at a rapid pace. What types of innova-

tors is he willing to back? “Men and women with great vision,” he says. “They

are able to recognize patterns when others see chaos in the marketplace.

That’s how they spot unexploited niche opportunities. And they are pas-

sionate about their ideas, which are revolutionary ways to change the way

people live their lives or the way businesses operate. When they come to me

they have conviction.” 20

Look at it this way. Imagine you’re driving along the Pacific Coast Highway

heading south from San Francisco on a bright, sunny day. The hills are on your

left; the ocean, on your right. On some curves, the cliffs plunge several hundred

feet to the water. You can see for miles and miles. You’re cruising along at the

speed limit, tunes blaring, top down, wind in your hair, and not a care in the

world. Suddenly, without warning, you come around a bend in the road and

there’s a blanket of fog as thick as you’ve ever seen it. What do you do?

We’ve asked this question many, many times, and we get the same answers:

• I slow way down.

• I turn my lights on.

• I grab the steering wheel with both hands.

• I tense up.

• I sit up straight or lean forward.

• I turn the music off so I can hear better.

Then you go around the next curve in the road, the fog lifts, and it’s clear

again. What do you do? Relax, speed up, turn the lights off, put the music

back on, and enjoy the scenery.
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This analogy illustrates the importance of clarity of vision, especially

when you’re going fast. Are you able to go faster when it’s foggy or when it’s

clear? How fast can you drive in the fog without risking your own or other

people’s lives? How comfortable are you riding in a car with someone else

who drives fast in the fog? The answers are obvious, aren’t they? We’re better

able to go fast when our vision is clear. We’re better able to anticipate the

switchbacks and bumps in the road when we can see ahead. There are always

going to be times when the sun hides behind the clouds or the fog makes it

difficult to maneuver, but when it comes to traveling at Internet speed it’s def-

initely preferable to be able to see farther ahead.

The point is simply this: to become a leader you must be able to envision

the future. The speed of change doesn’t alter this fundamental truth about

leadership. People only want to follow those who can see beyond today’s

problems and visualize a brighter tomorrow.

REFLECTION AND ACTION:
ENVISIONING THE FUTURE
The most important role of visions in organizational life is to give focus to

human energy. To enable everyone concerned with an enterprise to see more

clearly what’s ahead of them, leaders must have and convey an exciting and

ennobling vision of the future. The path to clarity of visions begins with re-

flecting on the past, moves to attending to the present, and then goes

prospecting into the future. But in the end, it’s all about passion, about what

people care about most deeply. Leaders can’t effectively and authentically lead

others to places they personally don’t want to go.

While they have to be clear about their own visions before they can ex-

pect others to follow them, leaders must keep in mind that it’s not one per-

son’s vision that people will willingly follow. If the vision is to be attractive

to more than an insignificant few, it must appeal to all who have a stake in it.

Only shared visions have the magnetic power to sustain commitment over
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time. Whether you’re leading a small department of ten, a large organization

of ten thousand, or a community of a hundred thousand, a shared vision sets

the agenda and gives direction and purpose to the enterprise. It begins and

ends with listening. Listening to the voices of all your constituents. Listening

for their hopes, dreams, and aspirations. And because a common vision spans

years and keeps everyone focused on the future, it has to be more than a job;

it has to be a cause, something meaningful, something that makes a differ-

ence in people’s lives.

In the action steps that follow, we offer some practical guidance in en-

hancing your own capacity to Envision the Future and to be open to the

possibilities.

Determine the “Something” You Want to Do

Are you in your job to do something, or are you in your job for something to

do? If your answer is “to do something,” take out a sheet of paper and at the

top write, “What I want to accomplish.” Now make a list of all the things that

you want to achieve on the job. For each item, ask yourself, “Why do I want

this?” Keep on asking why until you run out of reasons. By doing this exer-

cise, you’re likely to discover those few higher-order values that are the ide-

alized ends for which you strive.

Here are some additional questions that you can use as catalysts in clari-

fying your vision:

• How would I like to change the world for myself and our organization?

• How do I want to be remembered?

• If I could invent the future, what future would I invent for myself and my

organization?

• What mission in life absolutely obsesses me?

• What’s my dream about my work?

• What’s my most distinctive skill or talent?

• What’s my burning passion?

• What work do I find absorbing, involving, and enthralling?
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• What will happen in ten years if I remain absorbed, involved, and enthralled

in that work?

• What does my ideal organization look like?

• What’s my personal agenda? What do I want to prove?

Take all the information you’ve just gathered and write your ideal and

unique image of the future for yourself and for your organization.

Picture What You Will Do Next

Imagination, some have asserted, is more important than intelligence, and

this is even more true for leaders dealing with rapidly changing times. But

often the mundane day-to-day realities of dealing with problems bogs us

down, and thinking about how to get beyond today’s difficulties gets over-

looked or forgotten. So try thinking more about what you’re going to do after

the current problem, task, assignment, project, or program has been com-

pleted. “What’s next?” should be a question you frequently ask yourself.

Here’s a useful way to calibrate how distant your time horizon should be.

Answer this question: “When is the scheduled completion date for the

longest-term project for which I am accountable?” Got that date? Okay, now

ask yourself, “What will we be doing after that’s over?” Have you given any

thought to that question? You should. Whether that project ends one year,

five years, or ten years down the road, your job as a leader is to think beyond

that end date. If you’re not thinking about what’s happening after the com-

pletion of your longest-term project, then you’re thinking only as long-term

as everyone else. In other words, you’re redundant! The leader’s job is to think

about the next project, and the one after that, and the one after that.

Great football coaches, for example, aren’t thinking about the current play

being called on the field—that’s the execution left up to the players, and

they’ll be either successful or not. What the coach is thinking about is the play

after this one, considering all the possibilities before even knowing the out-

come of the play currently being executed. Similarly, Grand Master bridge or

chess players (or even poker players) aren’t simply thinking about their next
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play but are considering possible permutations that could emerge in the play

after that one. The same is true in all sports and games. That’s what you

should be doing—thinking about what you and your team will be undertak-

ing after what you’re currently working on has been completed. As a leader

you need to be thinking a few “moves” ahead of your team and picturing the

possibilities.

Survey Your Constituents About Their Aspirations

The first consideration in learning about your constituents’ aspirations is to

be sure you’re thinking broadly enough about who makes up your constituent

group. Make a list of all the individuals or groups of individuals you want to

enlist in your vision of the future. Your organizational managers and any di-

rect reports obviously are on the list. In all probability, you’ll also want your

peers, customers, and suppliers to buy into your dream. Perhaps you’ll want

the support of the citizens of your local community, state, or even nation.

You may even have a global vision. Don’t limit your list to only present con-

stituents. As your organization grows and develops, it will want to attract new

people to it. The point is this: identify those who have a stake today and will

have a stake tomorrow in the outcomes of what you envision.

Once you’ve identified your constituents, conduct what the marketing

folks call “focus groups” with your key constituencies. Ask them to tell you

about what they like and don’t like about your product, services, programs,

policies, leadership practices, and so on. But don’t stop there. Ask them things

such as the following:

• If you could create your ideal company, what would it look like?

• What are the qualities that would make this organization a great place to

work?

• Describe the kind of organization that’d make you say, “I can’t wait to go

to work there (or shop there, or invest there)”.

• As you look ahead five or ten years, tell us about the kind of organization,

community, or world you would like to see.
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• What are your hopes and dreams for you and your family?

• What keeps you awake at night?

• What drives you to do the very best you know how?

There are hundreds of questions like these. The idea is to probe and then

listen to the voices of your constituents talking about their hopes, dreams,

and aspirations. You want to know what motivates and drives them. In the

process, it’s important that your constituents know you value their opinions,

and that you are listening carefully to their thoughts. What’s more, in focus

group or forum settings you benefit from the way people bounce ideas off

one another. You also get a chance to test whether one person or group’s

needs are idiosyncratic or commonly held. Everyone learns in this process

about what it takes to work together to achieve common objectives.

COMMITMENT NUMBER 3
Envision the Future

Essentials of Envisioning the Future

• Imagine the possibilities

• Find a common purpose

Taking Action

• Determine the “something” you want to do

• Picture what you will do next

• Survey your constituents about their aspirations
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“You have to paint a powerfully compelling picture of the future

for people to want to align with the vision.”

Vicky Ngo-Roberti, VMware, Inc.

“What really drives performance,” Keith Sonberg told us, “is not metrics.

It’s passion plus pride equals performance. I call it the three P’s. The

leader’s job is to create an environment where people are passionate about

what they’re doing and take pride in what they’re doing. The end result

will always be performance.” For Keith, director of site operations for

Roche in Palo Alto, California, and his team, the three P’s are all about sus-

tainability, a vision of a company that delivers a triple bottom line. “We

E N L I S T  O T H E R S
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want to be environmentally sound, economically viable, and socially just,”

Keith explained.

This new vision of sustainability began in 2002 when Keith was deliver-

ing his annual “state-of the-union” speech to the seventy-five employees in

site operations. That year he asked everyone—the mechanics, engineers, se-

curity people, folks from shipping and receiving, and the service groups—to

reflect on a question Keith felt passionate about. “What’s the legacy that you’re

leaving behind?” he asked. “When you’re no longer here, no longer at Roche,

or no longer on this earth, what is it that people will remember you for? What

would you like them to remember you for?”

This is not exactly the kind of thing you expect to hear at an operations

review, but that year Keith wanted to infuse renewed energy into the organi-

zation and more fully engage people. “With that in mind,” he asked, “how are

you going to approach your job and your life so that you are creating a legacy

you can be proud of?”

For Keith, the answer was clear. “There’s no greater legacy,” he said, “than

a positive environmental legacy. There was a great opportunity for people to

really feel a passion for creating this legacy.” So he met with his management

team and they talked about a new vision for the organization, one that would

engage everyone and inspire great pride and passion every day they came to

work—and went home from work. “It was my vision of a legacy, and I wanted

to make sure it was a compelling vision. . . . I absolutely felt that this was

something that would benefit everyone, that would have an impact on people,

and that at the end of the day would change people.”

So Keith told his team,“Sustainability is about more than just daily opera-

tions that are environmentally friendly. This is something bigger. This is our

responsibility, and that responsibility is something that we can’t turn our backs

on. We’ve got all these fantastic skills that we’ve developed over the years to

make our business great. Now we have to take those same skills and focus them

on sustainability in a way that really makes an impact. That’s our responsi-

bility.” Then Keith popped the question. “Do you accept that responsibility?”
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Indeed they did. “Once we talked about it,” Keith told us, “it was a chal-

lenge that they could embrace and get behind as well.” Then they took it a

step further. “We wanted to be completely transformed,” Keith said. “We

wanted to do something that you go home and talk about.” Beyond the vi-

sion and mission statements, Keith and his team developed a program with

seven categories of projects—including energy conservation, natural re-

sources conservation, recycling, green engineering and construction, and em-

ployee and community growth and development. They started to document

everything, including developing manuals so they could share their successes

with others. They wanted to become a model for what an organization could

do to create sustainability.

When you listen to Keith you can’t help but get caught up in his enthusi-

asm and excitement. He inspires you to accept your own responsibility for

the future of the planet, and he enables you to see how that makes for good

business. And for Keith, like all the leaders who enlist others in a common vi-

sion, it all comes down to something fairly simple and straightforward. “Have

a passion for making a difference in people’s lives,” he said, “and at the end

of the day that’s what it’s all about.”

In the personal-best cases that we collected, people frequently talked

about the need to get everyone on board with a vision and to enlist others in

a dream. People talked about how they had to communicate and build sup-

port for the direction in which the organization was headed. These leaders

knew that in order to get extraordinary things done everyone had to fervently

believe in and commit to a common purpose.

We’ve also learned from our research that constituents expect their lead-

ers to be inspiring. A shared vision of the future is necessary, but insufficient,

to achieve extraordinary results. We all need vast reserves of energy and ex-

citement to sustain our commitment to a distant dream, and leaders are ex-

pected to be a major source of that energy. We’re not going to follow someone

who’s only mildly enthusiastic about something. They have to be wildly en-

thusiastic for us to give it our all.
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Whether they’re trying to mobilize a crowd in the grandstand or one per-

son in the office, to Enlist Others leaders must improve their capacities to act

on these two essentials:

• Appeal to common ideals

• Animate the vision

Successfully engaging in these two essentials can produce very powerful

results. In our research we found that when leaders effectively communicate

a vision—whether it’s to one person, a small group, or a large organization—

constituents report significantly higher levels of job satisfaction, motivation,

commitment, loyalty, team spirit, productivity, and profitability. Clearly

there’s a big payoff to bringing the vision to life.

APPEAL TO COMMON IDEALS
In every personal-best case leaders talked about ideals. They expressed a de-

sire to make dramatic changes in the business-as-usual environment. They

reached for something grand, something majestic,

something magnificent, something that had never been

done before.

Visions are about ideals—hopes, dreams, and aspi-

rations. They’re about our strong desire to achieve

something great. They’re ambitious. They’re expres-

sions of optimism. Can you imagine a leader enlisting others in a cause by

saying, “I’d like you to join me in doing the ordinary better”? Not likely. Vi-

sions necessarily stretch us to imagine exciting possibilities, breakthrough

technologies, or revolutionary social change.

Ideals reveal our higher-order value preferences. They represent our ulti-

mate economic, technological, political, social, and aesthetic priorities. The

ideals of world peace, freedom, justice, a comfortable life, happiness, and self-

respect are among the ultimate strivings of our existence—the ones that we

Visions are

ideals.
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seek to attain over the long term. They’re statements of the idealized purpose

that we hope all our practical actions will enable us to attain.

By focusing on the ideal we gain a sense of meaning and purpose from

what we undertake. When leaders communicate visions they should be talk-

ing to people about how they are going to make a difference in the world,

how they are going to have an impact.

Connect to What’s Meaningful to Others

In Chapter Five we talked about how it’s essential for leaders to understand

what’s meaningful to others. In communicating a shared vision, leaders have

to bring these ideals into the conversation. Remember, exemplary leaders

don’t impose their visions of the future on people—as if one could in this

day and age—they liberate the vision that’s already in their constituents. They

awaken dreams, breathe life into them, and arouse the belief that we can

achieve something grand.

When leaders talk about visions of the future, it’s not all about the num-

bers, about revenue earned, growth rates, or returns to shareholders. Those

things are certainly extremely important concerns for leaders and con-

stituents, but they don’t get people enthused and energized over the long haul.

What truly pulls people forward, especially in the more difficult times, is the

exciting possibility that what they are doing can make a profound difference

to the future of their families, friends, colleagues, customers, and communi-

ties. They want to know that what they do matters.

When Preethi Chandrasekhar was put in charge of a newly developed tech-

nical support center for a VOIP company, she understood that others would

be looking to her for direction and for setting standards. However, she quickly

realized that in order to make the vision exciting and relevant to her team, she

needed to make it meaningful. So she started out by having informational ses-

sions in which she and the team members talked about the “big picture” and

why their work matters: What difference do we make for this company and

for our customers? How will our working together make a difference?
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She proceeded to ask the team to continue thinking about a vision and a

set of objectives. She conducted a follow-up brainstorming session in which

everyone shared their ideas and suggestions on what they needed to do to re-

duce call volume, improve customer wait times, and reduce the time reps

spent on the telephone. Preethi recalled, “I could see the team was motivated,

and each individual took it upon themselves to provide thoughtful insights

on how we could improve the call center.” But it was always important, she

told us, “to keep focusing on the big picture, while still concentrating on the

details that would enable us to realize these aspirations.”

While Preethi searched for a unique way to communicate to her team the

meaning and significance of their work, what she discovered was that she

could do something each and every day to keep people focused and excited

about their vision. “All of us have the power within ourselves to accomplish

whatever we desire,” she told us, and, more important, she found ways each

and every day to repeat this statement to the members of the call center in

the context of achieving their shared vision. She made sure that each team

member could repeat the vision, not just by rote but from the heart, and she

showed how their individual and collective efforts could make a positive dif-

ference. “We put pride back in the workplace,” Preethi observed. “We would

be the envy of the company when it came to enjoying our work, basking in

one another’s accomplishments, and making our customers’ lives not just eas-

ier but more productive. After all, what’s better than being the geniuses who

can answer other people’s questions?”

In time, Preethi’s message became a march. Everyone could connect with

these ideas and aspirations. Each member of the team could easily see how

they would answer a friend’s question, “So, why do you work there?” Preethi

lifted them up from the humdrum mechanics associated with the call center—

or any workplace for that matter—and reminded them about the nobility of

what they accomplish.

Leaders help people see that what they are doing is bigger than themselves

and bigger, even, than the business. It’s something noble. It’s something that

c06.qxd  6/3/07  1:20 PM  Page 135



136 THE LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE

lifts their moral and motivational levels. When people go to bed at night they

can sleep a little easier knowing that others are able to live a better life be-

cause of what they did that day.

Take Pride in Being Unique

Exemplary leaders also communicate what makes us—our work group or

organization—and our product or service singular and unequaled. Compelling

visions set us apart from everyone else. Visions must differentiate us from oth-

ers if we’re to attract and retain employees, volunteers, customers, clients,

donors, or investors.1 There’s no advantage in working for, buying from, or

investing in an organization that does exactly the same thing as the one across

the street or down the hall. Saying, “Welcome to our company. We’re just like

everyone else,” doesn’t exactly make the spine tingle with excitement. When

people understand how we’re truly distinctive and how we stand out in the

crowd they’re a lot more eager to voluntarily sign up and invest their energies.

Uniqueness fosters pride. It boosts the self-respect

and self-esteem of everyone associated with the orga-

nization. The prouder all of us are of the places we

shop, the products or services we buy, the school we (or

our children) attend, the community in which we live,

or the place we work, the more loyal we’re likely to be.

Answer this question: Why should your customers or

clients want to buy your service or product, attend your

school, enroll in your program, or listen to your sermon?

The late Edward Goeppner, former managing partner of the Podesta Bal-

docchi flower shop, one of the oldest businesses in San Francisco and one of

the oldest, continuously operating floral-design businesses in the United

States, offered a simple yet eloquent response to the question of “Why should

people want to buy from you?” He said, “We don’t sell flowers, we sell beauty.”

Customers of a florist do exchange money for a dozen roses, but what they’re

really buying is something more than that; they want to beautify their homes,

Compelling 

visions set us

apart from

everyone else.
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or express their love for others, or brighten the day. It doesn’t take vision to

sell a flower on a street corner, but it does take vision to sell beauty.

Uniqueness also makes it possible for smaller units within large organi-

zations, or neighborhoods within large cities, to have their own visions while

still encompassed by the collective vision. While every unit within a corpo-

ration, public agency, religious institution, school, or volunteer association

must be aligned with the overall organizational vision, it can express its dis-

tinctive purpose within the larger whole. Every function and every depart-

ment can differentiate itself by finding its most distinctive qualities. Each can

be proud of its ideal and unique image of its future as it works toward the

common future of the larger organization.

These days, though, with the latest and greatest available in a nanosecond

at the touch of a key, it’s become increasingly difficult to differentiate your-

self from others. Log on to any Internet search engine, type in a key word,

and up come thousands, sometimes tens of thousands, of sites and offerings.

And it’s not just the speed and volume of information that creates problems.

It’s a sea of sameness out there. Towns around the world are looking the same.

Whether you’re in the United Kingdom or the United States, Germany or

Greece, you’re likely to find establishments like Levi’s, Starbucks, Citibank,

and Wal-Mart. Everything begins to look and sound alike, and eventually it

gets awfully boring. Businesses, new and old, must work harder and harder

to differentiate themselves (and their products) from others around them.

Business consolidations, the Internet, the information overload, the 24/7/365

always-on, everyone’s-connected world means leaders must be even more at-

tentive to ways in which they can be the beacon that cuts through the dense

fog and steers people in the right direction.

Align Your Dream with the People’s Dream

In learning how to appeal to people’s ideals, move their souls, and uplift their

spirits—and your own—there is no better place to look than to a master of

this art: the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. He certainly did offer people
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a brilliant beacon of light that cut through the fog of his troubled times to

offer guidance to a more promising future. His “I Have a Dream” speech tops

the list of the best American public addresses of the twentieth century.2

On August 28, 1963, on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in Washing-

ton, D.C., before a throng of 250,000, Martin Luther King Jr. proclaimed his

dream to the world. As he spoke, and as thousands clapped and shouted, a

nation was moved. Imagine that you’re a communication researcher study-

ing how leaders enlist others in a dream. Imagine that you’re there in the au-

dience on that August day, listening to King. Imagine that you’re there to

better understand how King is so capable of moving people. As you read this

text, pay attention not just to the content but imagine how he expressed these

words and phrases. Think about the rhythm, the cadence, and the pauses.

Place yourself on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial and attempt to get a feel

for how the audience reacted as they listened to these words:

I say to you today, my friends, so even though we face the difficulties of

today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the

American dream.

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the

true meaning of its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all

men are created equal.”

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of for-

mer slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down to-

gether at the table of brotherhood.

I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state swel-

tering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression,

will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation

where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content

of their character.

I have a dream today.
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I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists,

with its governor having his lips dripping with the words of interposition

and nullification, one day right there in Alabama, little black boys and

black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as

sisters and brothers.

I have a dream today.

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and

mountain shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the

crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be re-

vealed, and all flesh shall see it together.

This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the South with. With

this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation

into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to

work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together,

to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day.

This will be the day, this will be the day when all of God’s children will

be able to sing with a new meaning, “My country, ’tis of thee, sweet land

of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the pilgrim’s

pride, from every mountainside, let freedom ring.”

And if America is to be a great nation this must become true. So let

freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. Let free-

dom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from

the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania!

Let freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado!

Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California!

But not only that; let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia!

Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee!

Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. From

every mountainside, let freedom ring.

And when this happens, and when we allow freedom to ring, when we

let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every
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city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God’s children, black

men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be

able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, “Free

at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!”3

What do you observe? What do you hear? What do you notice about this

speech? How was he able to move so many, what makes it so powerful, and

why has this speech survived the test of time? Here are some of the observa-

tions that participants in our workshops and classes have made in reflecting

on King’s speech:

“He appealed to common bonds.”

“He talked about traditional values of family, church, country.”

“It was vivid. He used a lot of images and word pictures. You could see the

examples.”

“People could relate to the examples. They were familiar.”

“His references were credible. It’s hard to argue against the Constitution and

the Bible.”

“He mentioned children—something we can all relate to.”

“He knew his audience.”

“He made geographical references to places the people in the audience could

relate to.”

“He included everybody: different parts of the country, all ages, both sexes,

major religions.”

“He used a lot of repetition: for example, ‘I have a dream,’ ‘Let freedom ring.’”

“He said the same thing in different ways.”

“He began with a statement of the difficulties and then stated his dream.”

“He was positive and hopeful.”

“Although positive, he also said people might have to suffer in order to get

there. He didn’t promise it would be easy.”

“There was a cadence and a rhythm to his voice.”
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“He shifted from ‘I’ to ‘we’ halfway through.”

“He spoke with emotion and passion. It was deeply felt.”

Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” speech illustrates how the ability to exert an

enlivening influence is rooted in fundamental values, cultural traditions, per-

sonal conviction, and a capacity to use words to create positive images of the

future. To enlist others, leaders need to bring the vision to life. Leaders have to

animate the vision and make manifest the purpose so

that others can see it, hear it, taste it, touch it, feel it. In

making the intangible vision tangible, leaders ignite

constituents’ flames of passion.

And there is something else you can learn when you

actually listen to King’s speech.4 What you’ll hear is an

audience that was participating. The people in the

crowd that day were clapping and shouting back, “Yes,”

and “Oh, yes,” and “Um-hmm,” and “Hear, hear.” They

were fully engaged. It wasn’t a one-way street. King was in a conversation with

them about their lives and about their dreams. They could see the dream he

was envisioning and they were affirming it. They were telling him with their

shouts and nods and claps and responses, “You have heard me, and you are

talking to me about what I long for. You are saying what I am feeling.” Their

shouts and claps prove that Dr. King’s dream was not his dream alone. It was

the people’s vision. It was a shared vision.

ANIMATE THE VISION
Leaders have to arouse others to join in a cause and to want to move deci-

sively and boldly forward. Part of arousing others is appealing to their ideals.

Another part, as we see in Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, is animating

the vision, breathing life into it. To enlist others you have to help them see

and feel how their own interests and aspirations are aligned with the vision.

To enlist others,

leaders need to

bring the vision

to life.
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You have to paint a compelling picture of the future, one that enables con-

stituents to experience viscerally what it would be like to actually live and

work in an exciting and uplifting future. That’s the only way they’ll become

internally motivated to commit their individual energies to its realization.

“But I’m not like Dr. King,” you say. “I can’t possibly do what he did. Be-

sides, he was a preacher, and I’m a businessperson. His constituents were on

a protest march, and mine are here to get a job done.” Most people initially

respond this way. Most people don’t see themselves as personally uplifting,

and certainly don’t get much encouragement for behaving this way in most

organizations. Despite the potency of clearly communicated and compelling

visions, the people we studied feel more uncomfortable with inspiring a

shared vision than with any of the other leadership practices. And, more

specifically, their discomfort comes less from envisioning the exciting possi-

bilities of the future and more from having to express their emotions. That’s

not easy for working adults to do; it becomes a lot tougher as people get older

to express naked enthusiasm for the work that they’re doing and the ends

they’re striving to achieve. But we all underestimate ourselves. We sell our-

selves short. We’re too quick to discount our capacity to communicate with

passion and enthusiasm.

People’s perception of themselves as uninspiring is in sharp contrast to

their performance when they talk about their personal-best leadership expe-

riences or when they talk about their ideal futures. When relating hopes,

dreams, and successes, people are almost always emotionally expressive. Ex-

pressiveness comes naturally when talking about deep desires for the some-

thing that could be better in the future than it is today. People lean forward

in their chairs, they move their arms about, their eyes light up, their voices

sing with emotion, and smiles appear on their faces. They’re enthusiastic, ar-

ticulate, optimistic, and uplifting. In short, they are inspiring!

This contradiction is most intriguing. Why is it that people seem to see

no connection between the animated, enthusiastic behavior they use in de-

scribing their personal bests and their ability to be inspiring? This is because
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most people have attributed something mystical to the process of being in-

spirational. They seem to see it as supernatural, as a grace or charm that

comes from the gods. This assumption inhibits people far more than any

lack of natural talent for being inspirational. It’s not necessary to be a fa-

mous, charismatic person to inspire a shared vision. It is necessary to be-

lieve, however—and to develop the skills to transmit that belief. A deeply felt

belief, along with commitment and enthusiasm for it—genuinely displayed—

brings the vision to life for all of us.

If you’re going to lead, you have to recognize that your enthusiasm and

expressiveness are among your strongest allies in your efforts to generate

commitment in your constituents. By using symbolic language, creating word

images of the future, practicing a positive communication style, tapping into

verbal and nonverbal expressiveness, and speaking from the heart, you

breathe life (the literal definition of the word inspire) into a vision.

Use Symbolic Language

Leaders make full use of the power of symbolic language to communicate a

shared identity and give life to visions. They use metaphors and other figures

of speech; they give examples, tell stories, and relate anecdotes; they draw

word pictures; and they offer quotations and recite slogans. They enable con-

stituents to picture the future, to hear it, to sense it, to recognize it.

Ricardo Semler is the chief executive of the Brazil-based company Semco,

but he uses the CEO title in a very unusual way. “I’m a catalyst,” he writes.

“By definition a catalyst, usually an enzyme, initiates a reaction. The way I

handle the role is by broaching weird ideas and asking dumb questions.

Strictly speaking, I’m a highly evolved CEO, as in ‘Chief Enzyme Officer.’”5

Now Semler is not literally an “enzyme,” but figuratively he is. This simple

metaphor says more about how Semler sees his job than any lengthy job de-

scription could. And Semler is full of them. In a clear and clever contrast to

the notion of work being 24/7 or a seven-day work week, he says, “I’ve got a

much better idea, though, one that I’ve been testing now for many years: the
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seven-day weekend.” In reference to how Semco develops people, he says,

“Planting seeds is more effective than pulling weeds.” And in discussing his

approach to business planning, he comments, “Money doesn’t grow on de-

cision trees.”6

“Leaders can use metaphors explicitly and deliberately to influence others,

give shape to the world, and even manipulate listeners,” write Thomas Ober-

lechner and Viktor Mayer-Schönberger of the John F. Kennedy School of Gov-

ernment at Harvard University.7 There are war metaphors, game and sports

metaphors, art metaphors, machine metaphors, and religious or spiritual

metaphors. “Paying attention to metaphors and to their implications helps us

recognize such influences more quickly and react to them in more informed

and reflective ways.”8 When Amy Cole, then director of sales training and ser-

vices at Intraware, was just assembling her team, she spoke about “painting a

picture” and about “getting everyone on the bus.” “I used the metaphor that

we are a team traveling in a bus,” she explained, “and it is important that we

all travel in the same direction.” All leaders need to be more conscious about

the powerful effect that these tools of language can have in shaping the way

people envision their work—and in shaping the ethics of a firm.

Andrew Coven, when taking over leadership of a technology design team

for Adobe Systems, used another variation of symbolic language. He reframed

the existing work of his team in terms of “telling a story”—this was a novel,

engaging, and unique way of training third-party developers, who were used

to just straight reference documentation.

We created a fictional company that became our example third-party de-

veloper company in our documentation. The company was called “Code-

Hawgs” (a play on words, to hog all the code). CodeHawgs was a systems

integrator that was creating plug-ins to integrate our product with their

own database and workflow management system. We even created a mas-

cot (the CodeHawg), which then appeared everywhere—like shirts, flyers,

walls, etc.—to remind folks what we were about.
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“CodeHawg” was just one way that Andrew painted a word picture that

portrayed the meaning behind their vision. Andrew went so far as to invent

new words and phrases (such as “training-centric”), and then he would lis-

ten carefully to see who had read various documents by noting who was using

these new catchphrases.

Leaders such as Andrew appreciate the way using symbolic language not

only sparks people’s imaginations but makes them feel part of a very special

team. They learn to master the richness of figurative speech so that they can

paint the word pictures that best portray the meaning of their visions.

Make Images of the Future

Visions are images in the mind, impressions and representations. They be-

come real as leaders express those images in concrete terms to their con-

stituents. Just as architects make drawings and

engineers build models, leaders find ways of giving ex-

pression to our collective hopes for the future.

When talking about the future we all talk in terms

of foresight, focus, forecasts, future scenarios, points of

view, and perspectives. The thing that each of these

words has in common is that they are visual references.

The word vision itself has at its root the verb “to see.”

Statements of vision, then, should not be statements at

all. They should be pictures—word pictures. They’re

more image than words. For a vision to be shared it needs to be seen in the

mind’s eye.

In our workshops and classes we often illustrate the power of images with

this simple exercise. We ask people to shout out the first thing that comes to

mind when they hear the words, Paris, France. The replies that pop out—the

Eiffel Tower, the Louvre, the Arc de Triomphe, the Seine, Notre Dame, good

food, wine, romance—are all images of real places and real sensations. No

one calls out the square kilometers, population, or gross domestic product of

For a vision to

be shared it

needs to be

seen in the

mind’s eye.
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Paris. Why? Human memory is stored in images and sensory impressions,

not in numbers.

So what does this mean for leaders? It means that to enlist others and in-

spire a shared vision, you must be able to draw upon that very natural men-

tal process of creating images. When you speak about the future, you need to

paint word pictures so that others get a mental image of what things will be

like when you are at the end of your journey. Images are windows on the

world of tomorrow. When talking about going places you’ve never been—

whether to the top of an unclimbed mountain or to the pinnacle of an en-

tirely new industry—you have to be able to imagine what they’ll look like.

You have to picture the possibilities. Those who are more auditory by nature

talk about it as a “calling.” While Martin Luther King’s underlying vision (and

message) was about freedom, he called upon us to see by imagining a situa-

tion in which “little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with

little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers.”

The ability to enable others to see into the future is not some supernat-

ural power. Every one of us possesses it. We do it every time we return from

a vacation and show the photos to our friends. If you doubt your own abil-

ity, try this exercise. Sit down with a few close friends and tell them about one

of your favorite vacations. Describe the people you saw and met, the sights

and sounds of the places you went, the smells and tastes of the food you ate.

Show them the photos or videos if you have them. Observe their reactions—

and your own. What’s that experience like? We’ve done this activity many

times, and people always report feeling energized and passionate. Those hear-

ing about a place for the first time usually say something like, “After listening

to you, I’d like to go there someday myself.”

Although some people may have a more creative imagination than oth-

ers, all of us have the capacity to get other people to see places they’ve never

been to before. The first challenge is to vividly imagine the destination in your

mind’s eye, and the second part is to describe it so colorfully that others will

see it and want to visit it themselves.
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Practice Positive Communication

To foster team spirit, breed optimism, promote resilience, and renew faith

and confidence, leaders must learn to look at the bright side. They must keep

hope alive. They must strengthen their constituents’ belief that life’s struggle

will produce a more promising future. Such faith results from an intimate

and supportive relationship, a relationship based on mutual participation in

the process of renewal.

Constituents look for leaders who demonstrate an enthusiastic and gen-

uine belief in the capacity of others, who strengthen people’s will, who supply

the means to achieve, and who express optimism for the future. Constituents

want leaders who remain passionate despite obstacles and setbacks. In today’s

uncertain times, leaders with a positive, confident, can-do approach to life

and business are desperately needed.

We all want leaders with enthusiasm, with a bounce in their step, with a

positive attitude. We want to believe that we’ll be part of an invigorating

journey. We follow people with a can-do attitude, not those who give sixty-

seven reasons why something can’t be done. Researchers working with neural

networks have found that when people feel rebuffed or left out, the brain ac-

tivates a site for registering physical pain.9 People actually remember down-

beat comments far more often, in greater detail and with more intensity,

than they do encouraging words. When negative remarks become a preoc-

cupation, an employee’s brain loses mental efficiency. In light of the impact

their words have on other people’s brains it is even more critical for leaders

to be positive.

Consider the positive attitude and communication style that Joan Carter

exhibited when she took over as general manager and executive chef of the

Faculty Club at Santa Clara University. Before Joan’s arrival, both member-

ship and sales had been seriously declining for several years, the restaurant’s

remaining customers were unhappy, its balance sheet was “scary,” and the staff

was divided into factions.
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Joan took all this in, and what she saw was a dusty diamond. “I saw a

beautiful and historic building full of mission-era flavor and character that

should be, could be, would be the place on campus.” In her mind’s eye, she

saw the club bustling. She saw professors and university staff chatting on the

lovely enclosed patio and enjoying high-quality, appealing yet inexpensive

meals. She envisioned the club assisting alumni in planning wonderful, per-

sonal, and professionally catered wedding receptions and anniversary cele-

brations. Joan could see a happy staff whose primary concern was customer

satisfaction, a kitchen that produced a product far superior to “banquet food,”

and a catering staff that did whatever it took to make an event exceptional.

She wasn’t quite sure how the club had deteriorated to the extent it had, but

that really didn’t matter. She decided to ignore the quick fix and set out to

teach everyone how unique and wonderful the club could be.

Over the next two years, as she talked with customers and worked with

her staff, she instilled a vision of the club as a restaurant that celebrated good

food and good company. As food and service quality began to improve, smiles

became more prevalent among customers and staff and sales began to rise:

20 percent the first year and 30 percent the next. When a top financial man-

ager of the university asked how she had managed to turn the finances

around so quickly and dramatically, Joan responded, “You can’t turn around

numbers. The balance sheet is just a reflection of what’s happening here, every

day, in the restaurant. I just helped the staff realize what we’re really all about.

It was always here,” she said, “only perhaps a little dusty, a little ignored, and

a little unloved. I just helped them see it.”

Express Your Emotions

In explaining why particular leaders have a magnetic effect, people often de-

scribe them as charismatic. But charisma has become such an overused and

misused term that it’s almost useless as a descriptor of leaders. “In the popular

media,” notes leadership scholar Bernard Bass, “charisma has come to mean

anything ranging from chutzpah to Pied Piperism, from celebrity to super-
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man status. It has become an overworked cliché for a strong, attractive, and

inspiring personality.”10

Social scientists have attempted to investigate this elusive quality in terms

of observable behavior.11 What they’ve found is that people who are perceived

to be charismatic are simply more animated than others. They smile more,

speak faster, pronounce words more clearly, and move their heads and bod-

ies more often. What we call charisma, then, can better be understood as en-

ergy and expressiveness. The old saying that “Enthusiasm is infectious” is

certainly true for leaders.

“You, as leader, are responsible for the energy level—the level of authen-

tic excitement—in your organization,” write leadership developers Belle Linda

Halpren and Kathy Lubar.12 “Emotion drives expressiveness,” they tell us, and

leaders must communicate their emotions using all means of expression—

verbal and nonverbal—if they are to generate the intense enthusiasm that’s

required to mobilize people to struggle for shared aspirations.

There’s another thing that emotion drives. It makes things more memo-

rable. And since leaders want their messages to be remembered, they need to

add more emotion to their words and their behavior. James L. McGaugh, pro-

fessor of neurobiology at the University of California, Irvine, and a leading

expert on creation of memory, has reported that “emotionally significant

events create stronger, longer-lasting memories.”13 No doubt you’ve experi-

enced this yourself when something emotionally significant has happened to

you—a serious trauma, such as an accident, or a joyful surprise, such as win-

ning a contest. But the events don’t have to be real to be memorable. They

can simply be stories. For example, in one experiment researchers showed

subjects in two groups a series of twelve slides. The slide presentation was ac-

companied by a story, one line for each slide. For one group in the study the

narrative was quite boring, for the other the narrative was emotionally mov-

ing. Two weeks later the two groups returned and took a test of how well they

remembered the details of each slide. (They didn’t know when they watched

the slides that they would be tested.) While neither group differed in their
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memory of the first few or last few slides, they did differ significantly in the

recollection of the slides in the middle. “The subjects who had listened to the

emotionally arousing narrative remembered details in those particular slides

better” than the group that listened to the neutral story. “Stronger emotional

arousal,” says McGaugh, “is associated with better memory; emotional arousal

appears to create strong memories.”14

It doesn’t even have to be a complete narrative to

make strong memories. It can be just the words them-

selves. In another laboratory experiment, researchers

asked subjects to learn to associate pairs of words.

“Some of the words in the pairs . . . were used because

they elicited strong emotional responses, as indicated

by changes in the subjects’ galvanic skin response. . . . On a retention test a

week later the subjects remembered the emotionally arousing words better

than they remembered less arousing words.”15 Whether it’s a story or a word,

we’re more likely to remember the key messages when they’re attached to

something that triggers an emotional response. The reasons for this have to

do with our physiology. We’re just wired to pay more attention to stuff that

excites us or scares us. Keep all this in mind the next time you deliver a Pow-

erPoint presentation. It’s not just the content that will make it stick; it’s also

how well you tap into people’s emotions.

The dramatic increase in the use of electronic technology also has an im-

pact on the way people deliver messages. From podcasts to Webcasts, My-

Space to YouTube, more and more people are turning to their digital devices

for information. This trend only lends support to what researchers are dis-

covering about memory. Entertainment is playing a bigger and bigger role in

our lives. Leadership is a performing art, and this has become even truer as

new technologies hit the market. It’s no longer enough to write a good

script—you’ve also got to put on a good show. And you’ve got to make it a

show that people will remember.

Emotion makes

things more

memorable.
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Speak from the Heart

None of these suggestions will be of any value whatsoever if you don’t believe

in what you’re saying. If the vision is someone else’s, and you don’t own it, it

will be very difficult for you to enlist others in it. If you have trouble imag-

ining yourself actually living the future described in the vision, you’ll cer-

tainly not be able to convince others that they ought to enlist in making it a

reality. If you’re not excited about the possibilities, how can you expect others

to be? The prerequisite to enlisting others in a shared vision is genuineness. The

first place to look before talking to others about the vision of the future is in

your heart.

When asked how she was able to lead the development team for the PCnet

family of Advanced Micro Devices, breaking all barriers and launching this ex-

tremely successful family of products, Laila Razouk replied simply,“I believed.

Believing is a very important part of the action. You have to have faith. If you

don’t have that, then you’re lost even before you get started.” It’s easy to under-

stand why people were eager to follow Laila: “If I believe in something badly

enough, and if I have the conviction, then I start picturing and envisioning how

it will look if we did this or if we did that. By sharing these thoughts with other

people, the excitement grows and people become part of that picture. With-

out much effort—with energy, but not much effort—the magic starts to hap-

pen. People start to bounce ideas back and forth, they get involved,

brainstorm, and share ideas. Then I know I don’t have to worry about it.”

How successful would the project have been if instead Laila had thought,

“This project will never work. The person who thought this up doesn’t un-

derstand the details. I’m doing this because I’m forced to, but I really think

this project is a stupid idea!” For Laila, the net effect of speaking from the

heart, as she explained, is that “by openly sharing what I saw, what I knew,

and what I believed—not by dictating it, but by being willing to iterate and

adjust things—I got other people involved.”
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There’s no one more believable than a person with a deep passion for

something. There’s no one more fun to be around than someone who is

openly excited about the magic that can happen. There’s no one more deter-

mined than someone who believes fervently in an ideal. People want leaders

who are upbeat, optimistic, and positive about the future. It’s really the only

way we can get people to want to struggle for shared aspirations.

REFLECTION AND ACTION: 
ENLISTING OTHERS
Leaders appeal to common ideals. They connect others to what is most mean-

ingful in the shared vision. They lift people to higher levels of motivation and

morality, and continuously reinforce that they can make a difference in the

world. Exemplary leaders speak to what is unique and singular about the or-

ganization, making others feel proud to be a part of something extraordinary.

And the best leaders understand that it’s not their personal idiosyncratic view

of the future that’s important, it’s the aspirations of all their constituents that

matter most.

To be sustained over time, visions must be compelling and memorable.

Leaders must breathe life into visions, they must animate them so that oth-

ers can experience what it would be like to live and work in that ideal and

unique future. They use a variety of modes of expression to make their ab-

stract visions concrete. Through skillful use of metaphors, symbols, word pic-

tures, positive language, and personal energy leaders generate enthusiasm and

excitement for the common vision. But above all, leaders must be convinced

of the value of the shared vision and share that genuine belief with others.

They must believe in what they are saying. Authenticity is the true test of con-

viction, and constituents will only follow willingly if they sense that the vi-

sion is genuine.

Here are three action steps you can take to increase your ability to Enlist

Others.
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Record Your Shared Vision

You need to practice expressing your hopes, dreams, and aspirations fully. In

Chapter Five we asked you to do a few things to envision the future. Now we’d

like you to take all the information you’ve just gathered and write your ideal and

unique image of the future for yourself and for your organization. We recommend

that this statement be brief but not a one-liner. The one-liners come later. Mar-

tin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech was five minutes and a few sec-

onds in length, so we suggest you aim for something in the three- to five-minute

range. Any longer, and people are likely to lose interest. Much shorter, and you

won’t be providing enough vivid detail for people to know where you really

want to be ten or so years from now—what it truly feels like to really be there.

Using your notes from your responses to the questions about the “some-

thing” you want to do, expand your vision by answering these questions:

• What is your ideal work community? What do you personally aspire to

create?

• What is unique about your hopes, dreams, and aspirations? How are they

distinctive compared to all the other visions of the future?

• When you project this vision into the future ten to fifteen years, what does

it look like? What innovations and trends will influence that future? What

vision will carry us forward into the future?

• What images come to mind when thinking of the future? What does it look

like, sound like, taste like, and feel like?

• How does this vision serve the common good? What are the shared aspira-

tions among all the constituents? How does the vision fulfill others’ ideal

and unique images of their futures?

Don’t censor yourself. This is about aspirations; it needs to be uplifting.

Give voice to your dreams. Once you’ve written your vision, try drawing it,

finding a picture that resembles it, or creating a symbol that represents it. Fi-

nally, create a short slogan of five to nine words that captures the essence of
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your vision. Something similar to Edward Goeppner’s “We don’t sell flowers,

we sell beauty” is what we have in mind. A brief slogan is no substitute for a

complete statement, but it does help others remember the essential message,

and it can evoke images of a shared destiny.

After you’ve crafted your vision statement, revisit it periodically. Refine it

and update it. The world changes, so be sure to adapt your statement and slo-

gan to the changing times. Also keep in mind that while we’re talking about

your vision statement, we are definitely not suggesting that you impose your

will on your constituents. Successful visions are shared. Much as we strongly

encourage you to write and rehearse a consistent message to deliver to oth-

ers, communicating a vision should be a conversation—not just a speech.

What you articulate should provide others with the opportunity for dialogue.

Breathe Life into Your Vision

Remember earlier in this chapter when we related the images people had

when they heard the words Paris, France? People recalled sights, feelings,

tastes, and smells. When Martin Luther King Jr. spoke he used historical

events, Biblical texts, patriotic songs, important documents, significant places,

and patriotic symbols to give his speech a unique narrative quality. You have to

be able to do the same thing. You have to make the future come alive in peo-

ple’s minds. You have to stir their hearts. Recall that study about the slides? It

was the strong emotions that made each slide more memorable. You have to

evoke strong emotions if you want people to remember where it is you want

them to go.

Values such as quality, service, respect, freedom, creativity, and respon-

siveness don’t exist in nature. They must be defined in concrete terms. Your

job is to make these intangible values tangible by using the richness of lan-

guage to transport people to a place they’ve never been. Use as many forms

of expression as you can to transform the vision’s intangibles into tangibles.

• If your vision speech were to have a sound track, what songs would be in it?

• What poem best expresses the shared vision of the future?
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• What short stories express what you are trying to communicate?

• What memorable quotations enrich the delivery?

• What symbols best represent the shared vision?

• What metaphors and similes express the vision and achieve the effect you

are seeking?

• What geographical locations come to mind when you think about the vision?

When it comes to making visions memorable you have to be evocative,

even provocative. It’s the figures of speech, not the figures on the balance

sheet, that create that memory.

Expand Your Communication and Expressiveness Skills

In our research we found that expressing a vision is the most difficult of all

the leadership skills. People find it easier to imagine an ideal and unique fu-

ture than they do painting a compelling picture for others. When it comes to

inspiring a shared vision, we all could use some help in articulating it.

A course in presentation skills will benefit you greatly. If you haven’t taken

one yet, sign up for the next available class. Join Toastmasters. More than

likely there’s a chapter in your town. Having to give a short speech once a

week is great practice. Presentation skills workshops and meetings not only

help you learn effective techniques for getting your ideas across, they also help

you gain confidence in yourself. Whenever possible, volunteer to stand up in

front of a group and speak, even if it’s just to introduce someone or make an

announcement. The more practice in public speaking you have, the more

comfortable you will become.

Put on a DVD collection—or connect to a Web site—of famous speeches.

Listen and watch. Notice what the speaker does to move the audience. Do

the same thing when you are in the audience and someone is speaking. If the

speaker doesn’t connect, notice what he or she does that fails to arouse emo-

tion and interest. And it’s not too much of a stretch to suggest that you take

an acting class. After all, the “Great Communicator,” the late President Ronald

Reagan, managed to use to great effect the skills he learned in the movies.
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And be sure to put more energy and enthusiasm into your vision presenta-

tions. Let your emotions show. Smile. Use gestures and move your body. Speak

clearly and quickly. Make eye contact. All of these signals are cues to others that

you’re personally excited about what you’re saying. If you don’t perceive your-

self as an expressive person, begin to practice expressiveness by talking to a fa-

vorite friend about what most excites you in life. As you do this, pay attention

to your verbal and nonverbal behavior. If possible, turn on a video camera so

that you can watch yourself later. We bet that you’ll discover that when you talk

about things that excite you, you do a lot of the things we’ve just described.

And finally, practice, practice, practice. None of history’s greatest speeches

were delivered extemporaneously. They had been rehearsed and tested in other

events and in other conversations. Be prepared to take your first draft (or latest

draft, whatever its number) and continue to revise, hone, edit, and revise again

until you think it expresses your ideas just right. Try it out in front of others, ob-

tain feedback, and determine the words, phrases, and thoughts that most res-

onate (and which ones don’t). You just never know when someone might ask

you,“Tell me about your dreams for this organization.”When that opportunity

knocks you want to be ready to answer the door.

COMMITMENT NUMBER 4
Enlist Others

Essentials of Enlisting Others

• Appeal to common ideals

• Animate the vision

Taking Action

• Record your shared vision

• Breathe life into your vision

• Expand your communication and expressiveness skills
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“I realized that my job as a leader was to make 

change each and every day.”

Robin Selden, Logitech

“I believe that transformation can happen in a heartbeat,” Jacqueline

Maartense told us. “And I believe that you can build a great company if the

customer is the center of all you do.” Jacqueline had the chance to boldly and

quickly demonstrate her commitment to these ideals when she was appointed

managing director of the United Kingdom division of Intuit, the personal and

small-business financial software company. The U.K. division had never been

S E A R C H  F O R  

O P P O R T U N I T I E S
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profitable, and she was given one year to turn it around. Jacqueline felt she

had to do something dramatically different, so she shut down the company

for an all-day meeting on her very first day on the job!

The employees in the U.K. division were three weeks away from three

product launches, and everyone had been working around the clock to meet

the deadlines. Profitability of the entire year was dependent on the success

of those launches. “I wasn’t met with a warm fuzzy reception when I told

everyone from the janitors to the engineering staff that they were to cancel

all of their plans so they could attend a company meeting about building

partnerships with customers,” Jacqueline told us. When she arrived at the

office straight from an overseas red-eye flight, she said, everyone was

slumped in their chairs, their folded arms telegraphing their skepticism and

resistance.

I asked the team to suspend judgment for one day. I invited them to be

open to the possibility that we could turn the company profitable if we

learned to listen to customers better than everyone else on the planet. I

shared my belief that we will build products and programs right the first

time, because collectively we will know what customers want. With that

opening, I spent a half-day teaching people customer-contact techniques

and how to gain insight from customer interactions.

By noon, I saw growing optimism, but there were still some grumpy

people. That’s when I handed out the customer phone list and challenged

the team to make calls to find out how they could make a difference in our

customers’ lives.

Magic took place in that afternoon as they began to hear about what

customers were experiencing and started to realize “Wow, I can do some-

thing about this,” or “Wow, I didn’t know you felt that way.” In many cases,

the reports back from customers were wonderful, and it was just an op-

portunity for employees to hear about how great the company was. That

in itself was inspiring. . . .
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Following the phone calls, the entire company broke into cross-functional

groups to talk about what they had learned and what actions needed to be

taken to change the system as well as to address specific customer problems.

“By the end of the day,” Jacqueline reported, “the place was on fire. After we

regrouped to share our stories, the people who had been the most disgrun-

tled were the ones who were now saying, ‘Wow, I can’t even imagine devel-

oping a product without doing this kind of thing on an ongoing basis.’ ”

The ideas generated that day about how to create customer delight be-

came the fabric of their business plan, and the beginning of a new way of

doing business. To ensure that the momentum continued, over the next sev-

eral months Jacqueline made a point to listen in on calls and to get on the

phone herself every week so that everyone could hear her calling customers.

She spent lots of time with the customer service and technical support reps,

continually asking them, “What did you learn about what we could do to

make a difference in a customer’s life today?” That question became a ritual in

her interactions with employees, and she encouraged leaders of her organi-

zation to also ask it regularly.

As Jacqueline told us, “Sometimes you just have to go against the grain

and do what you think is right because you believe so strongly in a philosophy

and a long-term way of doing business.” Within seven months, the U.K. op-

eration became profitable for the first time in its history.

What Jacqueline did at Intuit is what all exemplary leaders do. When we

analyzed the very first set of personal-best cases, we discovered that the situ-

ations people chose to discuss were about major change that had a signifi-

cant impact on their organizations. The leaders in our study talked about

times when they turned around losing operations, started up new plants, de-

veloped new products or services, installed untested procedures, renewed op-

erations threatened with closing, or released the creative spirit trapped inside

stifling bureaucratic systems. The personal-best leadership cases continue to

be about radical departures from the past, about doing things that have never

been done before, and about going to places not yet discovered.
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The work of leaders is change. And all change requires that leaders actively

seek ways to make things better, to grow, innovate, and improve. To Search

for Opportunities to get extraordinary things done, leaders make use of two

essentials:

• Seize the initiative

• Exercise outsight

Sometimes leaders have to shake things up. Other times they just have to

grab hold of the adversity that surrounds them. Whether change comes from

outside challenges or inside challenges, leaders make things happen. And to

make new things happen they rely on outsight to actively seek innovative ideas

from outside the boundaries of familiar experience.

SEIZE THE INITIATIVE
When people think about their personal bests they automatically think about

some kind of challenge. Why? The fact is that when times are stable and secure,

people are not severely tested. They may perform well, get promoted, even

achieve fame and fortune. But certainty and routine breed complacency. In

contrast, personal and business hardships have a way of making people come

face to face with who they really are and what they’re capable of becoming.

Thus the study of leadership is the study of how men and women guide

others through adversity, uncertainty, hardship, disruption, transformation,

transition, recovery, new beginnings, and other significant challenges. It’s the

study of people who triumph against overwhelming odds, who take initia-

tive when there is inertia, who confront the established order, who mobilize

people and institutions in the face of strong resistance. It’s also the study of

how men and women, in times of constancy and complacency, actively seek

to disturb the status quo and awaken others to new possibilities. Leadership,

challenge, and seizing the initiative are inextricably linked. Humdrum situa-

tions simply aren’t associated with award-winning performance.
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Evident in the tone of almost all the personal-best stories is that leaders

are people who seize the initiative with enthusiasm, determination, and a de-

sire to make something happen. They embrace the challenge presented by the

shifts in their industries or the new demands of the marketplace and com-

mit themselves to creating exciting new possibilities that make a meaningful

difference.

Change Requires Leadership

What’s significant about the emphasis on change in our leadership cases is

that we don’t ask people to tell us about change, we ask them to tell us about

their personal-best leadership experiences. They can discuss any leadership

experience they choose—past or present, unofficial or official; in any func-

tional area; in any community, voluntary, religious, health care, educational,

public-sector, or private-sector organization. In electing to talk about times

of change, our respondents underscore the fact that leadership demands al-

tering the business-as-usual environment.

Rosabeth Moss Kanter, a distinguished Harvard Business School profes-

sor, investigated the human resource practices and organizational designs of

innovation-producing organizations, seeking to learn what fostered and

what hindered innovation in corporations. Our study and Rosabeth’s were

done independently of each other, in different regions and periods in time,

and with different purposes. We were studying leadership; Rosabeth was

studying innovation. Yet we arrived at similar conclusions in analyzing our

respective cases: leadership is inextricably connected with the process of inno-

vation, of bringing new ideas, methods, or solutions into use. To Rosabeth,

innovation means change, and “change requires leadership . . . a ‘prime

mover’ to push for implementation of strategic decisions.”1 Like hers, our

cases are evidence of that.

Arvind Deogirikar knows firsthand what it takes to build from the ground

level up. Arvind was the regional marketing director in Moscow for Sun CIS

(Commonwealth of Independent States) when he was charged with putting
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together the Russian Hockey All Star Tour. The Tour was initiated during the

NHL player strike by Scott McNealy, then Sun Microsystems’ CEO (himself

an ardent hockey player and fan), and sponsored by Sun to address the chal-

lenges the CIS operation faced. Having entered this marketplace late—both

IBM and HP had well-established operations in place—Sun had found it dif-

ficult to either attract and retain top talent or secure premier organizations

to work with them as channel partners. Arvind saw the Russian Hockey All

Star Tour as a golden opportunity. “It would open many doors and pave the

way for success in establishing a successful organization,” he told us. “This

was an opportunity to change the way Sun was perceived by customers and

partners alike in that region and beyond.”

With his background in managing complex technical development proj-

ects and working with teams from different parts of the world, Arvind was

confident that he’d be able to assemble and lead a team to execute this proj-

ect. Arvind also understood that he’d be working with the Russian bureau-

cracy, a pursuit that was, in his words, “an art and not a science . . . There is

no structure,” he explained, “and nearly anyone along a chain of command

can simply say ‘Nyet’ and everything stops right then and there.”

Arvind seized the opportunity to make a difference and created a series

of partnerships that pulled off something that had never been done before.

He changed the way that people interacted with one another, for example, by

creating teams composed of members from multiple organizations. Each

team was given clear instructions as to the expectations, timelines, and com-

munication channels. They were encouraged to select a team leader and a

backup person. And by fostering a “we are all in it together in the same boat”

spirit, Arvind empowered each team to come up with methods for making

the Tour successful.

Team leaders were assigned and then encouraged to share their results with

other team members. Regular meetings and conference calls with all the

stakeholders—both local and remote—kept the team organized and al-
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lowed me to integrate and coordinate effectively. Each team was provided

with tools and information they needed to succeed and worked collabo-

ratively throughout the process. Everything had to happen on time and be

orchestrated correctly to make sure all the pieces of the puzzle fell in place

at the right time. We also had our corporate HQ and regional HQ team

tied into these subgroups. For two months I had daily conference calls with

these HQ team managers to ensure that things were on track, and I kept

the team up-to-date on the situation on a daily basis.

We were also quite innovative in coming up with our own local solu-

tions to critical problems. For example, we brought together our internal

team from the Moscow office along with staff and managers from the

channel partners. We had a kick-off meeting where we clearly identified

the opportunities and challenges associated with this project. We laid out

a draft plan of action for everyone’s comment. We formed four teams to

study and come back in a couple of days with concrete recommendations.

That allowed them to voice their opinions and feel part of the team right

from the beginning, especially the channel partners. This kind of man-

agement style was new to Russians; they were used to top-down ap-

proaches. My approach was to integrate them into a team right up front

and tell them in no uncertain terms that we are all in it together. I was very

open and honest in clearly letting all know what the success or failure of

this event meant to Sun CIS employees and partners.

Once he got going, it seemed that no opportunity to challenge the status

quo was too large or too small for Arvind. A good example is the cold morn-

ing when Arvind presented a plan to paint Moscow’s decaying fleet of trams

and buses. At first, people thought he was kidding—on reflection, they fig-

ured he must be crazy. But when the painting was completed—envision

trams running all over the city with huge purple Sun logos all over them—

the company’s reputation went from “Sun who?” to “Sun, the great computer

company.” As a result of all of these undertakings, sales went from essentially

c07.qxd  6/3/07  1:21 PM  Page 167



168 THE LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE

nothing to over $30 million in less than three years. What’s more, these in-

novations created considerable good will in the local community, which in

turn helped in recruiting top-notch channel partners and gaining the confi-

dence of key customer accounts.

It’s quite clear that leaders must be innovators to navigate their organiza-

tions into and through the global economy. And the need to be innovative is

by no means limited to a single company or country, time or place. Innova-

tion pays off big time. The real result of the work of all the leaders with whom

we talked was that the organization was substantively improved. There was a

significant difference that could be seen, felt, and measured. It wasn’t just that

a new system, structure, or process was installed but that it was being used

and making a positive difference for everyone.

Leaders Make Something Happen

Leaders, like Arvind, are fundamentally restless. They don’t like the status

quo. They want to make something happen. They want to change the busi-

ness-as-usual environment.

Notre Dame professor J. Michael Crant found, for example, that M.B.A.

students who rated high on proactivity were considered by their peers to be

more transformational leaders, and were more engaged in extracurricular

and civic activities targeted toward bringing about positive change.2 Simi-

larly, managers who rated themselves high in proactivity were assessed in turn

by their immediate managers as more transformational and charismatic lead-

ers.3 And it’s not just that proactive individuals make better leaders; Crant

also found that real estate agents who scored high on proactivity were likely

to make significantly more sales and receive higher commissions than those

who tended to score low on proactivity.4 Similar results about the connection

between performance and proactivity have been found among entrepreneurs,

administrative staff, and even college students searching for jobs. Proactivity

consistently produces better results than reactivity or inactivity.5 And in a re-

cent study we found that proactive managers scored high on the leadership
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practice of challenging the process, and that this inclination was independent

of both gender and national culture.6 It seems everyone performs better when

they take charge of change.

Why? One reason is that proactive people tend to

work harder at what they do. They persist in achieving

their goals, while others tend to give up, especially when

faced with strong objections or great adversity.

Just look at Jean Campbell’s actions when her

computer-based medical billing company was literally

knocked down to its very foundations by an earth-

quake. Even this, the most serious crisis in her com-

pany’s history, did not seem insurmountable to her.

Jean didn’t wait for anyone or anything to begin taking initiative and formu-

lating ways to keep clients apprised of the company’s status. Her primary con-

cerns were to keep the revenues flowing for her clients and to be fully

operational within two weeks. She knew that her employees would need money

and didn’t want anyone to go without a paycheck any longer than absolutely

necessary. Yet as she inspected their facility—its ceiling collapsed on the floor,

its twenty-eight-foot-high south wall pulled ten inches off the concrete base,

its desks overturned, its files scattered, and its ceiling pipes leaking—she saw

that she had a “no-business business.” Faced with such destruction, others

might have thought her goal of being fully operational within two weeks ut-

terly impossible. Not Jean.

Working closely with IBM Business Recovery Services, Jean organized,

planned, listened, reassured, and motivated the employees and contractors

to restore essential services within forty-eight hours and full services in less

than ten business days. Jean and her team seized the initiative and energized

a partnership of employees, suppliers, and customers so powerful that it over-

came the forces of devastation unleashed by nature. She used her initiative

and encouraged others to do the same; in so doing, she accomplished the ex-

traordinary amid incredible chaos and change.

Everyone 

performs better

when they take

charge of

change.
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Encourage Initiative in Others

Stephen Ravizza went from learning how to seize initiative himself to helping

others do the same. Stephen, ECAD engineer at Straec Technologies, told us

that the driving force behind his willingness to “stick my neck out” and con-

tinually practice being a leader came from the way he had redefined success:

In the past, my definition had been too rigid; it was all or nothing. Instead

of focusing on each and every thing that went wrong, I began concentrat-

ing on what worked and considered those successes. For example, I sub-

mitted a proposal for five changes in our design methodology that I

thought would enhance performance. Only one of the suggestions was im-

plemented, and the other four were rejected. In the past I would have con-

sidered this an utter failure. By my new way of thinking, I was pleased with

myself for taking the initiative. I considered my proposal a success because

at least one of my suggestions was good enough to be implemented. That’s

one more than we would have had if I’d never stuck my neck out to pro-

pose them.

Stephen found that “building myself up with the positives, as opposed to

tearing myself down, made me more confident and willing to take on new

challenges. My successes made me confident.” He started looking for oppor-

tunities to apply this insight. When a senior engineer responded with “it won’t

work” to a manager’s question about a project’s feasibility, everyone jumped

on this melody and sounded ready to accept defeat. Stephen asked the group

to take another tack: “What is working?”

Posing this question, he explained to us, stimulated new discussion. Peo-

ple slowly turned their cynicism into a positive outlook, concentrating their

discussion on the positive elements of the project. Stephen then asked, “Sup-

pose we could magically remove this particular obstacle—how will this help

us?” Focusing on possibilities and not being hampered by limitations of con-

ventional thinking gave birth to a number of new ideas for how to revive the
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project. People responded with new levels of creativity and imagination, and

decided that they could make the project successful.

Leaders, as Stephen illustrates, seize the initiative themselves and encour-

age initiative in others. They want people to speak up, to offer suggestions for

improvement, and to be straightforward about their constructive criticism.

Yet when it comes to situations that involve high uncertainty, high risk, and

high challenge, many people feel reluctant to act, afraid they might make mat-

ters worse. There are a number of ways that leaders can create conditions so

that their constituents will be ready and willing to seize the initiative in tu-

multuous as well as tranquil times.

First, people who speak out and challenge the status quo believe in their

ability to do something about the situations they face.7 People who are high

in self-efficacy—who consider themselves capable of taking action in a spe-

cific situation—are more likely to act than those who are not. The most im-

portant way leaders create this can-do attitude is by providing opportunities

for people to gain mastery on a task one step at a time. Training is crucial to

building self-efficacy and to encouraging initiative. During periods of rapid

change it may seem as though there’s no time to stop for training, but this

short-term thinking is sure to doom the organization. The best leaders know

that the investment in training will pay off in the long term. People can’t de-

liver on what they don’t know how to do, and short of firing everyone who

doesn’t come with all the skills intact—a virtual impossibility—you have to

upgrade capabilities continuously.

Training is one form of preparation; another effective way to prepare is

mental simulation.8 As Stephen Ravizza showed with his questions to the

group dealing with the moribund project, being able to imagine how things

will be done before they need to be done is a powerful heuristic strategy for

making people confident that they can act when the situation requires. It’s

much the same as practice fire drills, except you run them in your head. Play-

ing a scenario through in your mind until you can picture it frame by frame

is a terrific way to encourage and support initiative.
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In addition, leaders find ways for people to stretch themselves. They reg-

ularly set the bar incrementally higher, understanding the importance of set-

ting it at a level at which people feel they can succeed. Raise it too high, and

people will fail; if they fail too often, they’ll quit trying. Raise the bar a bit at

a time, and eventually more and more people master the situation and build

the self-confidence to continue moving the bar up-

ward. Leaders balance this human need to grow and

develop with a similar need to be successful.

Providing positive role models of peers who are

successful at meeting the new challenges also fosters

initiative. Seeing one of their own succeed in doing

something new and different is an effective way to en-

courage others to do it, too. Leaders also recognize that

simply saying “I know you can do it; I know you can do

it” actually works. When people hear those words they are more likely to try

harder than if they hear nothing, or, worse yet, hear those deflating words,

“I’m not sure we’re going to make it, but . . .”

Challenge with Purpose

Arlene Blum knows firsthand the importance of challenging the status quo

and taking matters into her own hands. Arlene, who earned a doctorate in

biophysical chemistry, has spent most of her adult life climbing mountains—

literally and figuratively. She’s had more than three hundred successful as-

cents. Her most significant challenge—and the one for which she is best

known—was not the highest mountain she’s ever climbed. It was the chal-

lenge of leading the first all-woman team up Annapurna I, the tenth-highest

mountain in the world.9

“The question everyone asks mountain climbers is ‘Why?’ And when they

learn about the lengthy and difficult preparation involved, they ask it even

more insistently,” says Arlene. “For us, the answer was much more than ‘be-

cause it is there.’ We all had experienced the exhilaration, the joy, and the

Leaders find

ways for people

to stretch 

themselves.
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warm camaraderie of the heights, and now we were on our way to an ulti-

mate objective for a climber—the world’s tenth-highest peak. But as women,

we faced a challenge even greater than the mountain. We had to believe in

ourselves enough to make the attempt in spite of social convention and two

hundred years of climbing history in which women were usually relegated to

the sidelines.”10 Arlene talks about how women had been told for years that

they were not strong enough to carry heavy loads, that they didn’t have the

leadership experience and emotional stability necessary to climb the highest

mountains.

“Our expedition would give ten women the chance to attempt one of the

world’s highest and most challenging peaks, as well as the experience neces-

sary to plan future Himalayan climbs. If we succeeded, we would be the first

Americans to climb Annapurna and the first American women to reach eight

thousand meters (approximately 26,200 feet).”11 At 3:29 P.M. UTC on Octo-

ber 15, 1978, they succeeded.

In talking about what separates those who make a successful ascent from

those who don’t, Arlene says, “The real dividing line is passion. As long as you

believe what you’re doing is meaningful, you can cut through fear and ex-

haustion and take the next step.”12

Leadership isn’t about challenge for challenge’s sake. It’s not about shaking

things up just to keep people on their toes. It’s about challenge for meaning’s

sake. It’s about challenge with passion. It’s about living life on purpose. What

gets leaders—and all of us, really—through the tough times, the scary times,

the times when you don’t think you can even get up in the morning or take an-

other step, is a sense of meaning and purpose. The motivation to deal with the

challenges and uncertainties of life and work comes from the inside, and not

from something that others hold out in front of you as some kind of carrot.13

The evidence from our research, and from studies by many others, is that

if people are going to do their best, they must be internally motivated.14 The

tasks or projects in which they’re engaged must be intrinsically engaging.

When it comes to excellence, it’s definitely not “What gets rewarded gets
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done,” it’s “What is rewarding gets done.” You can never pay people enough to

care—to care about their products, services, communities, families, or even

the bottom line. After all, why do people push their own limits to get extra-

ordinary things done? And for that matter, why do people do many things

for nothing? Why do they volunteer to put out fires, raise money for worthy

causes, or help children in need? Why do they risk their careers to start a new

business or risk their security to change the social condition? Why do they

risk their lives to save others or defend liberty? How do

people find satisfaction in efforts that don’t pay a lot of

money, options, perks, or prestige? Extrinsic rewards

certainly can’t explain these actions. True leaders tap

into people’s hearts and minds, not merely their hands

and wallets.

Why concern yourself with intrinsic rewards? After

all, people in the workplace aren’t volunteers; they are

getting paid. However, it’s precisely because people

are getting paid, because people are eligible for bonuses

and other awards, that a leader ought to be concerned.

If work comes to be seen solely as a source of money

and never as a source of fulfillment, organizations will

totally ignore other human needs at work—needs involving such intangi-

bles as learning, self-worth, pride, competence, and serving others. Em-

ployers will come to see people’s enjoyment of their tasks as totally

irrelevant, and they will structure work in a strictly utilitarian fashion. The

results will be—and already have been—disastrous. Just take a look at the

cost of recruitment and the cost of retention in some of the celebrated New

Economy companies. Have big stock option plans or huge signing bonuses

really done much to make them successful? There’s very convincing evidence

that reliance on extrinsic motivators can actually lower performance and cre-

ate a culture of divisiveness and selfishness, precisely because it diminishes

our inner sense of purpose.15

True leaders tap

into people’s
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EXERCISE OUTSIGHT
You only have to read the cover story of weekly newsmagazines to know how

dramatic the changes are that influence people’s lives at home and at work. The

old norms are being replaced by still uncertain ground rules. Recent research

on the sources of innovation clearly indicates that the most disruptive and de-

structive innovations can wreak havoc on even the very best companies.16

The only effective response from leaders is to be ahead of the innovation

curve. For sure, they can never afford to be behind it. So where do these new

ideas for products, processes, and services come from? Research tells us that

innovations come from just about anywhere,17 and according to a global

study of CEOs, two of the three most significant sources of innovative ideas

are outside the organization.18 Sometimes ideas come from customers, some-

times from the lead users, sometimes from suppliers, sometimes from busi-

ness partners, and sometimes from the R&D labs. That may not be a very

satisfactory answer, but it’s the only legitimate one. Well then, if innovation

can come from anywhere, what practical lessons can be drawn from this un-

predictable phenomenon? Perhaps none is more important than this: lead-

ers must always be actively looking for the fuzziest signs and intently listening

to the weakest signals to anticipate that there’s something new about to

emerge over the horizon. This means honing their “outsight”—the capacity

to perceive external things—and helping their constituents develop that abil-

ity as well.

If leaders are going to detect demands for change, they must stay sensi-

tive to external realities, especially in this networked, global world. They must

go out and talk to their constituents, be they citizens, customers, employees,

stockholders, students, suppliers, vendors, business partners, managers, or

just interested parties. They must listen—in person, on the phone, via e-mail,

via Web sites—and stay in touch.

As CEO of Bay Area Credit Services, Michael Priest learned firsthand that

leaders must look outward for fresh ideas. “Sometimes you just can’t predict
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where the change will come from,” he says, “but you have to have your eyes

wide open if you have any hope of even catching a glimpse of it.” In fore-

casting growth for his nearly $4 million collection agency, he realized that his

biggest client, a large grocery retailer, generated about one-quarter of the

agency’s revenue and that the growth predicted for that client’s business was

not very likely. Therefore, his company’s growth prospects were limited if it

stayed with this client and with its current business model. To solve the prob-

lem, in essence caused by the major client’s situation, Michael realized that

they would need to change the company from a collection agency into a

much larger one of a general call center operation. And to do so meant can-

celing the company’s contract with its largest customer because this was the

only way to free up the resources necessary for the change. The transforma-

tion was not without its risk, but in the two years following the agency’s re-

alignment as a call center, revenue has jumped nearly five-fold.

Kathleen Wilson Holtzer, while working with Ketchum, underscored

Michael’s point when she told us that she’s always been surprised by where

successful ideas come from, even in the course of everyday responsibilities.

One example came when she was working on promotional campaigns for

Kikkoman Soy Sauce:

I inherited a high-budget program that involved local celebrity chefs pro-

viding cooking demonstrations using the product inside grocery stores.

The demonstration provided free samples as well. These promotional cam-

paigns (hitting a targeted group at the point of purchase) were the tradi-

tional approach. But after completing a few of them I realized that we

always had lots of samples left over. The costs for the food giveaways (sam-

ples) were negligible when compared with all of the other expenses in-

volved in conducting the events. So, after one of these events, we simply

distributed the remaining leftover samples throughout the greater shop-

ping area where the store was located. And it turned out that this store had

the highest coupon redemption rate of any of the other events.
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This experience gave birth to the idea of moving

our events to much larger, more trafficked areas than

a single store location. This idea paid off big-time,

with increased redemption rates and huge overall

sales bumps bigger than the store events. You just

never know where the inspiration will come from.

Innovation requires more listening and communi-

cation than does routine work. Leaders guiding a

change must establish more relationships, connect with

more sources of information, and get out and walk around more frequently.

Successful innovations don’t spring from the fifty-second floor of the head-

quarters building or the back offices of City Hall. It’s only by staying in touch

with the world around them that leaders can ever expect to change the busi-

ness-as-usual environment.

Promote External and Internal Communication

Leaders can expect demand for change to come from both inside and outside

the organization. But organizational leaders are likely to cut themselves off

from critical information sources over time, often precisely because they’re

so busy trying to build an organization that’ll be operationally efficient and

sustain itself. And when the pressures for profit and efficiency are greatest,

they may even mistakenly act to eliminate or severely limit the very things

that provide the new ideas they need to weather the storms of uncertainty—

by cutting the budgets for travel and training, for example. Unless external

communication is actively encouraged, people interact with outsiders less

and less frequently and new ideas are cut off.

Noam Shendar, while with MIPS Technologies, was charged with creating a

marketing requirements document that reflected the views—and was deemed

credible, he said—by all the company’s departments. This meant, quite liter-

ally, that he had to bring together people from “all parts of the company” and

Innovation 
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tine work.
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actively engage them in constructive debate. “Face-to-face meetings are es-

sential,” he told us, “even in this era of electronic communication. Phone calls

and e-mail are poor substitutes for ensuring that everyone puts a face—and

a function—with a name . . . we didn’t allow any bystanders,” Noam ex-

plained, and because of this “everyone was committed to rolling up their

sleeves and greatly contributed to the process from start to finish.”

Research by professors Ralph Katz and Tom Allen of the MIT Sloan

School of Management supports Noam’s experience. As part of their study

of research and development teams, they examined the relationship between

the length of time that people had been working together in a particular

project area—what they called “group longevity”—and the level of commu-

nication of project groups at various stages of their lives. Three areas of in-

terpersonal oral communication were examined for each team: intra-project

communication, organizational communication, and professional commu-

nication. Each team’s technical performance was also measured by depart-

ment managers and laboratory directors.19

The higher-performing groups had significantly more communication

with people outside their labs, whether with organizational units such as mar-

keting and manufacturing or with outside professional associations. Intrigu-

ingly, however, groups that had been together the longest reported lower

levels of communications in all three areas and “were significantly more iso-

lated from external sources of new ideas and technological advances and from

information within other organizational divisions, especially marketing and

manufacturing.”20 It seems the long-lived teams cut themselves off from the

kind of information they needed the most to come up with new ideas, and

thus reduced their performance. They’d been together so long, it appears, that

they felt they didn’t need to talk to outsiders. They were content just to talk

to each other. It’s easy to understand how some workgroups and organiza-

tions become myopic and unimaginative. The people themselves aren’t dull

or slow-witted; they’ve just become too familiar with their routines and too

isolated from outside influences.
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There simply aren’t enough good new ideas floating around inside, how-

ever, to fill the innovation pipeline. You have to listen to the world outside.

You’ve got to tap into the rich field of ideas that exist outside your own bor-

ders. Procter & Gamble’s Larry Huston, vice president for innovation and

knowledge, and Nabil Sakkab, senior vice president for corporate research

and development, talk about the shift in thinking this way:

We needed to move the company’s attitude from resistance to innova-

tions “not invented here” to enthusiasm for those “proudly found else-

where.” And we needed to change how we defined, and perceived, our R&D

organization—from 7,500 people to 7,500 plus 1.5 million outside, with a

permeable boundary between them. It’s against this backdrop that we cre-

ated the connect and develop innovation model.21

Huston and Sakkab go on to relate how this new model has worked for

P&G. “Today more than 35% of our new products in market have elements

that originated from the outside, up from 15% in 2000. And 45% of the ini-

tiatives in our product development portfolio have key elements that were

discovered externally.”22 This is quite a shift for a company that had previ-

ously developed almost all of its new products internally or had acquired

other companies in order to buy the new offerings. Huston and Sakkab be-

lieve theirs is not an isolated case: “We believe that the connect and develop

will become the dominant innovation model in the twenty-first century.”23

We suggest that you heed their advice and begin connecting to others with

great ideas and developing those much needed innovations.

Let Ideas Flow Freely from the Outside In

On a visit to Northern California, we stumbled across some extremely im-

portant advice for leaders. When exploring the Mendocino coast we picked

up a pamphlet describing a particular stretch of shoreline. Printed boldly

across the top of the first page was this warning: “Never turn your back on the
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ocean.” And why shouldn’t you turn your back on the ocean to look inland

to catch a view of the town? Because a rogue wave may come along when

your back is turned and sweep you out to sea, as it has many an unsuspect-

ing beachcomber. This warning holds lifesaving advice for travelers and for

leaders alike. When you take your eyes off the external realities, turning inward

to admire the possibilities within your own organization, you may be swept

away by the swirling waters of change.

You must continuously scan the external realities. To be sure, innovation

requires insight—the ability to apprehend the inner nature of things—but it

also requires even keener outsight. When you keep the doors to the outside

world open, ideas and information can flow freely into the organization.

That’s the only way you can become knowledgeable about what goes on

around you. Outsight is the sibling of insight, and without it innovation could

not happen. Insight without outsight is like seeing clearly with blinders on;

you just can’t get a complete picture.

Jacqueline Maartense, whom we met at the beginning of this chapter, told

us how Intuit has become the only company in the world that has repeatedly

and consistently beaten Microsoft in its software category (Quicken has out-

sold Microsoft’s flagship personal finance brand by over 5 to 1). How do they

beat Microsoft year after year when they’re outgunned in terms of budget and

resources? The answer is a penchant for seeking ideas from outside sources.

Jacqueline calls it “customer-driven innovation.”

“Customer-driven innovation was the key source of Intuit’s competitive

advantage,” she says. “It was so deeply ingrained in our operations that it be-

came part of our very fabric—it was the way we did business—it wasn’t a re-

search project or a task to be completed. It was a philosophy that permeated

the organization from top-to-bottom.” Jacqueline points to Scott Cook, co-

founder, former CEO, and now chairman of the executive committee, as the

embodiment of that philosophy.

Scott insisted that every employee in the company—from him to the

janitor—spend time in “customer contact activities.” There was call lis-
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tening for a minimum of eight hours per employee after a product launch.

And, “follow-me-home” programs where we would have our development

staff visit buyers’ homes to watch them use our software after purchase. I

used to stand in the shopping aisles of CompUSA asking for research vol-

unteers when people bought our software. During airline flights Scott

would engage other travelers in conversation about our products and bring

me back the Post-It notes with ideas. The list goes on and on.

If you want the innovative and competitive edge of an Intuit, then you

need to destroy confining barriers and adopt an inquisitive attitude toward

others’ opinions and insights. Keep your eyes and ears open for new ideas.

Remain receptive and expose yourself to broader views. Remove the protec-

tive covering in which organizations often seal themselves. Be willing to hear,

consider, and accept ideas from sources outside the company.

Take Chef Allen’s, an award-winning restaurant in North Miami Beach

specializing in “Palm Tree Cuisine.” Chef Allen uses a seemingly endless sup-

ply of unconventional techniques to keep pace with the emerging trends in

his marketplace. One time, for example, he ran a “Chow Now” program. Allen

gave servers and cooks $50 each to dine at any restaurant with cuisine similar

to that of Chef Allen’s. Employees returned with short written and oral re-

ports on what they learned.

One cook reported that he had sampled a competitor’s fare and was dis-

mayed to find elegant food being served on cold plates, ruining the meal.

Nearly all staffers participated. “They like to laugh at the little mistakes and

believe they wouldn’t make them,” said Allen. And there’s no doubt they paid

more attention to warming plates up—and the hundreds of other details that

make a restaurant truly elegant and successful.24

Leaders who are dedicated to getting extraordinary things done are open

to receiving ideas from anyone and anywhere. They are adept at using their

outsight to constantly survey the landscape of technology, politics, econom-

ics, demographics, art, religion, and society in search of new ideas. Because

they never turn their backs on what is happening outside the boundaries of
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their organizations, exemplary leaders are not caught by surprise when the

waves of change roll in. They are prepared to search for opportunities to ad-

dress the constant shifts in the organization’s environment. And because they

are proactive they don’t just ride the waves of change, they make the waves

that others ride.

Challenges Often Find You

Although leaders personally seize the initiative, encourage others to do the

same, and actively look everywhere for great ideas, that doesn’t mean that you

can’t get extraordinary things done if you’re leading a project that’s been as-

signed to you. It doesn’t mean you have to wait to start your own business to

change the business-as-usual environment. Consider what we found when

we asked people to tell us who initiated the projects that they selected as their

personal bests. We assumed that the majority of people would name them-

selves, but, surprisingly, that’s not what we found. Someone other than the

leader—usually the person’s immediate manager—initiated more than half

the cases. Yet if leaders seize the initiative, how can we call people leaders

when they’re assigned the jobs and tasks they undertake? Doesn’t this find-

ing fly in the face of all that we’ve said about how leaders behave?

As we see it, the fact that over half the cases were not self-initiated should

be a relief to the leaders who thought they had to initiate all the change, and

it should be encouragement to everyone in the organization that responsi-

bility for innovation and improvement is everyone’s business. If the only

times people reported doing their best were when they got to be the founder,

CEO, county supervisor, police chief, agency director, or other head honcho,

the majority of leadership opportunities would evaporate—as would most

social and organizational changes. The reality is that much of what people do

is assigned; few of us get to start everything from scratch. That’s just a fact of

organizational life.

Stuff happens in organizations and in people’s lives. Sometimes they

choose it; sometimes it chooses them. People who become leaders don’t al-
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ways seek the challenges they face. Challenges also seek leaders. It’s not so im-

portant whether you find the challenges or they find you. What’s important

are the choices you make. What’s important is the purpose you find for chal-

lenging the way things are. The question is: When opportunity knocks are

you prepared to open the door?

To prepare yourself to welcome the next challenge that comes to your

door, think hard about what motivates you. What gets you going in the morn-

ing, eager to embrace whatever might be in store? What inspires you to do

your best, day in and day out? When you find the answers to these questions,

when you discover what gives your work and life meaning and purpose, you’ll

become a generous host to the next change that comes to visit.

REFLECTION AND ACTION:
SEARCHING FOR OPPORTUNITIES
In this chapter, we’ve emphasized how closely associated leadership is with

change and innovation. Whether entrepreneurs, managers, community ac-

tivists, educators, volunteers, or individual contributors, whether young or

old, at the top, middle, or bottom of the organizational pyramid, when peo-

ple describe their personal-best leadership experiences, they talk about the

challenge of change. When we look at leaders, we see that they’re associated

with transformations, large and small. Leaders don’t have to change history,

but they do have to change “business as usual.”

The pace of change has accelerated, and opportunities may come and go

in a nanosecond. Exemplary leaders, therefore, are proactive: they actively

seek and create new opportunities. They’re always on the lookout for any-

thing that lulls a group into a false sense of security; they constantly invite

and create new initiatives. Leaders, by definition, are out in front of change,

not behind it trying to catch up.

The quest for change is an adventure. It tests your wills and your skills. It’s

tough, but it’s also stimulating. It brings forth talents that have been dormant.
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It introduces you to yourself. For leaders to get the best from themselves and

others, they must understand what gives meaning and purpose to work and

what makes it intrinsically motivating. External rewards aren’t sufficient when

you struggle for shared aspirations.

Innovation and leadership are nearly synonymous. Leaders are innova-

tors; innovators are leaders. The focus of a leader’s attention is less on the

routine operations and much more on the untested and untried. Leaders are

always asking “What’s new? What’s next? What’s better?” And when search-

ing for opportunities to grow and improve, the most innovative ideas are

most often not your own, and not in your own organizations. They’re else-

where, and the best leaders look all around them for the places in which

breakthrough ideas are hiding. Exemplary leadership requires outsight, not

just insight. That’s where the future is.

Here are three steps that you can take toward that future. They are things

you can begin to do today to Search for Opportunities to challenge the sta-

tus quo and move along the path of getting extraordinary things done.

Treat Every Job as an Adventure

Even if you’ve been in your job for years, treat today as if it were your first

day. Ask yourself, “If I were just starting this job, what would I do?” Begin

doing those things now.

Approach every new assignment as a start-over. Stay alert to ways to con-

stantly improve the organization. There’s no magic to making a previously

poor-performing unit a high-performing one. All you have to do is unlock

the talent and resources for excellence. Often the critical difference is a leader

who sees untapped energy and skill in the existing group and who assumes

that excellence can be achieved. It’s that old pioneering spirit reawakened.

Think of your leadership assignment as an exciting adventure through un-

explored wilderness. Think of your constituents and colleagues as pioneers and

discover new territory together. Identify those projects that you’ve always wanted

to undertake but never have. Ask your team members to do the same. Pick one
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major project per quarter. Implement one smaller improvement every three

weeks. Figure out how to do all of this within the budget you now have (or using

the money you’ll save or earn when your project succeeds). If you still need

more money, go out and raise it from your supporters, as other adventurers do.

Be an adventurer, an explorer. Where in your organization have you not

been? Where in the communities that you serve have you not been? Make a

plan to explore those places. As kids we called it a field trip. Take a field trip to

a factory, a warehouse, a distribution center, or a retail store. If you’re in a

school district, go sit in on the class that was once your favorite subject. How’s

it different today? If you’re in city government, go to a department that re-

ally intrigues you. If you’re in a professional services organization, go on a

site visit with someone in a different practice. Field trips are more fun with

other people. Take your team. Go on a bus or in a van so you can talk on the

way there and the way back. Go!

Question the Status Quo

Some standard practices, policies, and procedures are critical to productivity

and quality assurance. However, many are simply matters of tradition. To di-

vide them out, make a list of all the practices in your organization that are

“the way we’ve always done it around here.” For each one, ask yourself, “How

useful is this in helping us become the best we can be? How useful is this for

stimulating creativity and innovation?” If your answer is “absolutely essen-

tial,” then keep it. If not, find a way to change it.

Then, review all the policies and procedures. For each one, ask yourself

the same questions and assign it “keep” or “change” status. Vow to eliminate

every useless rule and every needless routine within the next month, the next

quarter, the next year—whatever time frame is feasible. Wander around the

plant, the store, the branch, the halls, or the office. Look for things that don’t

seem right. Ask questions. Probe.

A new assignment is a perfect opportunity to use your naive under-

standing of the operation to your advantage. Everyone tolerates your dumb
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questions. By constantly asking, “Why do we do this, and why do we do that?”

you’ll uncover some needed improvements. Don’t stop at what you can find

on your own. Ask employees what really bugs them about the organization.

Ask what gets in the way of doing the best job possible. Promise to look into

everything they bring up and get back to them with answers in ten days.

Commit yourself to removing three frequently mentioned organizational

roadblocks that stand in the way of getting extraordinary things done.

Questioning the status quo is not only for leaders. Effective leaders create

a climate in which others feel comfortable doing the same. If your organiza-

tion is going to be the best it can be, everyone has to feel comfortable in

speaking up and taking the initiative.

Send Everyone Shopping for Ideas

Be on the lookout for new ideas, wherever you are. If you’re serious about

promoting innovation and getting others to listen to people outside the unit,

make gathering new ideas a personal priority. Encourage others to open their

eyes and ears to the world outside the boundaries of the organization. Choose

among the abundant processes for collecting suggestions and make them fun

for employees and customers. There are focus groups, advisory boards, sug-

gestion boxes, breakfast meetings, brainstorming sessions, customer evalua-

tion forms, mystery shoppers, mystery guests, visits to competitors, and scores

more. The World Wide Web is a gold mine for this kind of thing. Chat rooms

are great chances to swap ideas with those outside your field—anonymously,

if you’d like. You can get a number of free online newsletters that are dedi-

cated to innovation and include contributions from far and wide. At least

once a day do a Web search for something related to what you do—and visit

the site even if it’s totally unrelated to your business. We’re not in the restau-

rant business, but Chef Allen gave us a great idea. Just as he did, give your

team members some cash and send people shopping for new ideas at com-

petitors’ stores or at totally unrelated businesses.
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Make idea gathering part of your daily, weekly, and monthly schedule.

Call three customers or clients who haven’t used your services in a while and

ask them why. Call three customers or clients who have made recent pur-

chases and ask them why. Sure, we know about e-mail—the human voice is

better for this sort of thing. Work the counter and ask people what they like

and don’t like about your organization. Shop at a competitor’s store. Better

yet, anonymously shop for your own product and see what the salespeople

in the store say about it. Call your organization and see how the phones are

answered and how questions are handled.

Make sure that you devote at least 25 percent of every weekly staff meet-

ing to listening to outside ideas for improving processes and technologies and

developing new products and services. Don’t let staff meetings be simply sta-

tus reports on routine, daily, inside stuff. Invite customers, suppliers, people

from other departments, and other outsiders to your meetings to offer their

suggestions on how your unit can improve.

Keep your antenna up, no matter where you are. You can never tell where

or when you might find new ideas.

COMMITMENT NUMBER 5
Search for Opportunities

Essentials of Searching for Opportunities

• Seize the initiative

• Exercise outsight

Taking Action

• Treat every job as an adventure

• Question the status quo

• Send everyone shopping for ideas

c07.qxd  6/3/07  1:21 PM  Page 187



188

8

“Leaders are not afraid to take risks and step outside their comfort zones.”

Chris Hintz, Cisco Systems

When Patricia Maryland came on board as president of Sinai-Grace Hospi-

tal in Detroit, Michigan, she found a hospital in distress. Sinai-Grace was the

one hospital remaining after a series of mergers, and all the “burning and

slashing” had left the staff feeling angry and distrustful. In addition, the hos-

pital was still losing money. It was a hospital looking not only for new lead-

ership but also a new identity.1

One of the first things Patricia noticed was that employees mostly related

to the way things had been done in the past. No one was speaking about the

E X P E R I M E N T  A N D

T A K E  R I S K S
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need to do things differently, and that was very troubling to her. As Patricia

explained, “Given the major challenges we face in this field, you have to think

outside the box when analyzing your situation and implementing change.”

Patricia began by talking with and listening to her staff, searching for

things they could begin to work on that would create momentum for im-

provement. An obvious challenge was the long waits patients experienced in

the emergency room. “When I arrived at Sinai-Grace, people in Emergency

had to wait an average of eight hours to be seen and admitted to a hospital

bed,” Patricia said. “This was clearly unacceptable.”

Another challenge was the way the hospital was perceived by the com-

munity. “It was a dirty hospital,” Patricia related. “People who lived within a

block of us were going to other hospitals. It was clear that the physical envi-

ronment was a significant part of our image problem.”

Then there was the way patients saw the staff—and how the staff saw them-

selves. Staff would argue and talk inappropriately with patients. Attendance was

poor and morale was low. The staff didn’t wear uniforms—they were pretty

much wearing street clothes—which Patricia felt was very unprofessional.

These kinds of issues demanded immediate action, and because they had

existed for so long, they required experimenting with some fundamentally

new approaches. They turned out to be things that could be quickly ad-

dressed, enabling Patricia to win a few early victories in her efforts to improve

the quality of care, patient satisfaction, and staff morale.

To address the unacceptable ER wait times, Patricia challenged the long-

standing tradition of how the department was organized. “One of the changes

we wanted to make was to create a separate area for chest pain patients so

they would be triaged immediately. Then our urgent care population was

moved to another area called Express Care.” In Express Care they built exam

rooms with walls, improving privacy and confidentiality. These simple

changes reduced wait time by more than 75 percent.

Building on this success was a $100,000 foundation grant to upgrade

hospital décor. Fresh paint, new carpets, and new furniture can do wonders.
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Patricia got the doctors to donate artwork, and the place started to look like

a contemporary medical center. “I really felt it was important to create an en-

vironment that was warm and embracing, allowing incoming patients to feel

some level of trust and comfort,” Patricia explained.

Patricia improved the staff ’s “décor” by challenging the practice of infor-

mal dress. “If you place your employees in uniforms,” she said, “that sets a

tone of professionalism, because if you look good, people get the first im-

pression that you are very organized and care about what you’re doing.”

Patricia also challenged staff to take a look at the way they related to pa-

tients: “Imagine this patient were your mother or your father. How would

you work with them? How would you talk to them? How would you feel if

someone was cold, unfriendly, and treated you like an object rather than a

human being?”

These first few changes at Sinai-Grace Hospital started an outstanding

turnaround. Patricia got increasing buy-in from the staff because these early

visible successes demonstrated that things could be different. Customer ser-

vice scores went up tremendously—from mostly ones and twos on a five-

point scale to mostly fours and fives. Morale went up, and a new vitality and

enthusiasm emerged at Sinai-Grace. Today, the hospital is doing quite well fi-

nancially. Most important, said Patricia, “The community has confidence in

Sinai-Grace, and they are feeling more comfortable about using the hospital

for their health care.”

Patricia Maryland moved on to seek more ways to shake up the status quo

when she accepted the position of president at St. Vincent Hospitals and

Health Services in Indianapolis, one of Indiana’s largest hospitals and the flag-

ship of the Ascension Health system, the nation’s largest network of Catholic

hospitals. There she continues to challenge herself and others to “think out-

side the box,” just as she did at Sinai-Grace. “We’ve decided, as an organiza-

tion, that we will look for opportunities for improvement,” she says, “and we

will challenge the way we do things if we feel we have not been effective in

the past.”
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To pursue your passions and fulfill your dreams, as Patricia Maryland

points out, you have to do the unorthodox. Every single personal best we have

heard and read speaks to the need to take risks with bold ideas. It’s clear why

this is the case. Nothing new and nothing great is achieved by doing things

the way you’ve always done them. You have to test unproven strategies. You

have to break out of the norms that box you in. You have to do the things you

think you cannot. You have to venture beyond the limitations you normally

place on yourselves. Getting extraordinary things done in organizations de-

mands a willingness to experiment and take risks with innovative ideas.

Boldness is not necessarily about go-for-broke, giant-leap projects. More

often than not it’s about starting small and gaining momentum. Fresh paint,

new carpets, professional uniforms, and a new Express Care service are just as

important as grander schemes. In fact, these small, visible steps are more likely

to win early victories than are big-bang efforts, and they gain early supporters.

Of course, when you experiment, not everything works out as intended.

There are mistakes and false starts. They are part of the process of innovation.

What’s critical, therefore, is that leaders promote learning from these experiences.

To create a climate in which the norm is to Experiment and Take Risks,

it’s essential for leaders to

• Generate small wins

• Learn from experience

These essentials can help leaders transform challenge into an exploration,

uncertainty into a sense of adventure, fear into resolve, and risk into reward.

They are the keys to making progress that becomes unstoppable.

GENERATE SMALL WINS
If we’re talking about challenging the process, you should just pull out all the

stops and go for it, right? Wrong. There’s an old African proverb that advises,

“Never test the depth of the water with both feet.” Wise counsel whenever
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you’re trying something brand new. Leaders should dream big, but start small.

Dream big about crossing that enormous cosmos to find some new world, but

start small with a few short journeys to test your theories and your abilities.

Consider what Gary Jamieson told us about a project involving the in-

troduction of a new source-control system across several sites and countries,

while he was with Scientific Atlanta (now part of Cisco Systems):

At the start of the project there was this general belief that it could never

be completed. It was important to prove to the team early in the project

that it could be achieved. In order to do so, I structured the project so that

key early milestones had significant and distinct deliverables that could

be seen as clear achievements under difficult circumstances. Making these

early milestones gave the team members confidence in their ability to de-

liver. I then ensured that intermediate milestones were announced as

small achievements within the larger project, and demonstrated the ben-

efits of achieving the milestone. This helped to build not only excitement

but momentum.

Why not start big? Because, as leaders like Gary understand, if you think

of problems too broadly or too expansively they appear overwhelming. They

suffocate people’s capacity to even conceive of what might be done, let alone

begin doing something immediately. Imagine solving the global warming

problem, the international terrorism problem, or the homelessness problem.

Or imagine solving the problems of rising fuel costs, lack of affordable hous-

ing, shrinking pension funds, or rising college tuition. What can you do about

these big issues?

Leaders face this dilemma all the time. They want people to reach for big

heights, but not become fearful of falling. They want them to be challenged,

but not overwhelmed. They want them to be curious, but not lost. They like

to see people excited, but not stressed. Framing the challenge as something

too big can actually have the effect of dampening motivation to do some-
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thing about it. Making a dent, let alone a difference, in

the major problems people face can seem to require

such overwhelming force that it’s a challenge to even set

out on the journey.

So how do you get people to want to move in a new

direction, break old mind-sets, or change existing be-

havior patterns in order to tackle big problems and at-

tempt extraordinary performance? The answer:

step-by-step through the generation of small wins. The

most effective change processes are incremental, not one giant leap. Each step

forward creates a psychological “win” that propels people to continue in that

direction. A “win” generates excitement, energy, and commitment.

Progress Step-by-Step

Leaders know they have to break down big problems into small, doable ac-

tions. They also know that you have to try a lot of little things when initiat-

ing something new before you get it right. Not every innovation works, and

the best way to ensure success is to experiment with a lot of ideas, not just

one or two big ones. Successful leaders help others to see how breaking the

journey down into measurable milestones can move them forward. Which is

exactly what Venkat Dokiparthi experienced at a large enterprise software

company when he was asked to lead a technical development team in India.

We needed to do a task to improve a certain part of the product, and I

asked the team to come up with a proposal for how to go about it. After

several weeks with no response, they finally told me that it was “beyond

their scope.” Then I realized that I needed to break down the task and make

it simple for them to feel successful.

So I divided the task into a ten-week program and asked them to try

the first week’s assignment. The task for that week was now so clear to them,

and so much within their capabilities, that they actually implemented it

The most effec-

tive change

processes are 

incremental, not

one giant leap.
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within three days. So I encouraged them to start on the following week’s as-

signment. They showed considerable progress and in fact completed the

entire implementation process in six weeks! Initiating incremental steps

and encouraging small wins has really been the key for success of this task.

A small wins approach fits especially well with the nature of work in the

information society. The pace is fast and fragmented. Today’s manager typi-

cally spends an average of three minutes of uninterrupted time on any sin-

gle event and around twelve minutes on a “work sphere” before switching to

something else.2 That means a manager could be switching from project

to project forty or more times a day. It’s enough to make any leader dizzy.

This kind of work pattern requires leaders to act on their dreams in brief

bursts. The beauty of a small win is that it’s compact, it’s simple, and it can

catch the attention of people who have only a few minutes to listen to an idea

or read a proposal.

We can learn something about taking it step-by-step from how success-

ful coaches help young players become successful. Incremental progress was

exactly what Institute for Women’s Leadership founder Rayona Sharpnack

had in mind when she was coaching her eight-year-old daughter’s softball

team. Rayona certainly knew the game: she was the first player-manager in

the 1980s of the most profitable franchise of the International Women’s Pro-

fessional Softball League. Before that, she set a Junior Olympic record by

throwing a softball 189 feet. On one of the first days of practice for her

daughter’s team, she had everyone try to do some batting. As she explains,

I take a really soft, spongy ball, and I toss it to the first girl. She’s standing

maybe 10 feet away, I’m throwing baby tosses, and she screams and hides

her head. So I say, “Hey, no problem, Suzy. Go to the back of the line. That’s

fine. Betsy, you step up.” Next girl in line, she does the same thing—buries

her head and screams. So I’m realizing that this is going to be a really long

practice if we don’t do something different.
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I go out to my car where I have my handy whiteboard markers in my

briefcase. I take the bag of practice balls and draw four smiley faces—red,

black, blue, and green—on each ball. When you look at a ball, all you see

is one smiley face. I go back out and call the girls back over: “Okay. We’re

going to play a different game this time,” I say. “This time, your job is to

name the color of the smiley face. That’s all you have to do.”

So little Suzy stands up, and I toss a ball by her. She watches it all the

way and goes, “Red.” Next girl, Betsy, gets up there. Betsy goes, “Green.”

They’re all just chirping with excitement because they can identify the

color of the smiley face, so I say, “Okay. Now I want you to do the same

thing, only this time I want you to hold the bat on your shoulder when the

ball goes by.” Same level of success. Excitement builds. The third time

through, I ask them to touch the smiley face with the bat.

We beat our opponents 27 to 1 in the first game.3

Rayona took something that was initially frightening and gradually over-

came the team’s fear and the lack of skill. She coached the girls in increments on

how to focus on the task and then to execute. If we could all approach new and

challenging tasks this way, we could enjoy the same success as Rayona’s team.

Try a Lot of Little Things

When Philip Diehl was appointed director of the U.S. Mint, he didn’t spend

his early days at this multibillion dollar organization making big promises

and bold declarations; he chose the small wins path. “I didn’t rush the

changes at the Mint,” says Diehl. “I started small, with a few initiatives here

and there. Then as the envelope was pushed or as roadblocks appeared, prob-

lems were tackled as they cropped up, and progress continued. Big changes

have been made over the past six years, but they’ve been made incrementally.

You do big things by doing lots of small things.”4

Consider the Mint’s 50 State Quarters Program, one of the most successful

consumer-product launches ever. It’s a long-term project that is designed to
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rejuvenate the public’s interest in coins and in coin collecting. The program

honors each state with its own special quarter. The public gets involved,

through the governor’s office in each state, in the design process. Every ten

weeks for ten years a new state quarter gets put into circulation, released in

the order in which each state joined the Union. One step, or quarter, at a time.5

The U.S. Mint continues its small wins approach to

growth and improvement with the almost monthly in-

troduction of limited edition and commemorative

coins, from the Bison Nickel and Buffalo Quarter to the

“Granite Lady” honoring the San Francisco Old Mint.

It’s incremental innovations like these that keep the col-

lector coming back. Diehl’s point that “You do big

things by doing a lot of small things” ought to be the

mantra of leaders engaged in transforming change. We

heard it over and over in the personal-best cases we collected.

Take the turnaround at the car dealerships within the Whites Group in

London, which chairman Lindsay Levin told us could be credited to an or-

ganizational culture that supported experimentation and incremental im-

provement. Volunteers were recruited to get started on doing anything that

they thought would make the customer experience more delightful. Many of

the early projects addressed in-house headaches—such as redoing the kitchen

and cleaning up the workshop—and not necessarily things that would have

an immediate impact on customers. With these small wins, the teams esca-

lated up the learning curve and rapidly moved on to projects that would di-

rectly benefit the customer.

Parking, for instance, had been a problem for customers and staff alike.

A team at Camberley completely reorganized the parking lot and managed

to create twenty new spaces. Flowerbeds had to be moved, concrete dividers

had to be torn up, and the whole area repainted. It may sound simple, but it

was a major achievement, not least because it was a problem that had been

talked about for years and no one had done anything about it. This experi-

You do big

things by doing

a lot of small

things.
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ence became a model showing people what could be done, as well as rein-

forcement that learning was taking place. This success so uplifted people’s

spirits that the “Camberley parking lot” became a showcase for how teams

could make a difference in their own locations.

Models like the Camberley parking lot are limited experiments in accom-

plishing change. They’re laboratories for trying, failing, and learning. They’re

also great visual aids for teaching people about what success looks like.

They’re tangible showcases for change. By showcasing some “little thing” you’ve

experimented with you give people a tangible sense of what success looks like.

You also boost morale and confidence. People see that it’s possible to do some-

thing about what might otherwise be perceived as an intractable problem.

Whatever you call your experiments—model sites, pilot studies, demon-

stration projects, laboratory tests, field experiments, market trials—all are

methods about trying lots of little things in the service of something much

bigger. These are the tactics that continually generate lots of possibilities for

small wins. And all those possibilities can add up to big results.

Small Wins Produce Results

Small wins produce results for a simple reason: it’s hard to argue against suc-

cess. The fact that small wins work isn’t news to scholars of technological in-

novation. An extensive study involving five DuPont plants documented that

minor technical changes (for example, introduction of forklift trucks)—

rather than major changes (for example, introduction of new chemical pro-

cessing technologies)—accounted for over two-thirds of the reductions in

production costs over a thirty-year period.6 The minor technical changes were

small improvements, made by people familiar with current operations. Less

time, skill, effort, and expense were required to produce them than to imple-

ment the major changes. Much of the improvement was really part of the

process of learning by doing.

The scientific community has always understood that major break-

throughs are likely to be the result of the work of hundreds of researchers, as
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countless contributions finally begin to add up to a solution. Taking the sum

total, all the “little” improvements in technology, regardless of the industry,

likely have contributed to a greater increase in organizational productivity

than all the great inventors and their inventions.7 Indeed, researchers have

found that rapid prototyping, and plenty of it, results in getting higher-

quality products to the marketplace more quickly.8

Small wins produce results because they form the basis for a consistent

pattern of winning that attracts people who want to be allied with a success-

ful venture. Small wins build people’s confidence and reinforce their natural

desire to feel successful. Because additional resources tend to flow to winners,

this means that slightly larger wins can be attempted next. A series of small

wins therefore provides a foundation of stable building blocks. Each win pre-

serves gains and makes it harder to return to preexisting conditions; each win

also provides information that facilitates learning and adaptation.

Small wins produce results because they actively make people feel like

winners and make it easier for others to want to go along with their requests.

If people can see that a leader is asking them to do something that they’re

quite capable of doing, they feel some assurance that they can be successful

at the task. If people aren’t overwhelmed by a task, their energy goes into get-

ting the job done, instead of wondering “how will we ever solve that prob-

lem?” They then have heightened interest in continuing with the journey.

Small wins produce results because they build personal and group com-

mitment to a course of action. Think about the way professional fundraisers

operate: they begin by asking for a small or indeterminate contribution. They

know that it’s easier to go back and request more in the future from those

who’ve made an initial contribution than to return to someone who’s already

said no. By working at finding all the little ways that people can succeed at

doing things differently, effective leaders make people want to be involved

and stay involved because they can see that what they are doing is making a

difference. Small victories attract constituents, create momentum, and get

people to remain on the path.
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We appreciated the lessons Kathryn Winters recounted to us about a time

when one of her experiments working with the communications department

at NVIDIA Corporation didn’t pan out as intended. Her review of what she

would do differently the next time around is a blueprint for how exemplary

leaders set up small wins to produce extraordinary results:

In the future I plan to set up experiments, start small, listen and talk with

people about how they think the process should be accomplished, give peo-

ple choices, and make it easy for them to say “yes.” We’ll build upon each

success and make certain that people are recognized for moving forward.

Stanford University’s Debra Meyerson refers to people who engage in this

sort of action as “tempered radicals”—cautious catalysts whose small victo-

ries, won over time, lay the groundwork for something grander.9

LEARN FROM EXPERIENCE
People never do anything perfectly the first time they try it—not in sports,

not in games, not in school, and most certainly not in work organizations.

When they engage in something new and different people make a lot of mis-

takes. That’s what experimentation is all about, and, as research scientists

know very well, there’s a lot of trial and error involved in testing new con-

cepts, new methods, and new practices.

Consider the times when you tried to play a new game or a new sport.

Maybe it was skiing, snowboarding, tennis, bridge, golf, hockey, or poker. Did

you get it perfect the very first day? Not likely. For example, do you imagine

that you could navigate a skateboard or snowboard all day long the first time

you get on it? Are you very likely to win a game of chess the very first time you

play or record a par the first time you play golf?

Over and over again, people in our studies tell us how important mistakes

and failure have been to their success. Without mistakes we’d be unable to

know what we can and cannot do (at least at this moment). Without those
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experiences, respondents said, they would have been unable to achieve their

aspirations. It may seem ironic, but many echo the thought that the overall

quality of work improves when people have a chance to fail. Studies of the

innovation process make the point: “Success does not breed success. It breeds

failure. It is failure which breeds success.”10

Just consider what James E. West, research profes-

sor at Johns Hopkins University, who has secured

nearly fifty domestic and more than two hundred for-

eign patents, has to say about the topic: “I think I’ve

had more failures than successes, but I don’t see the

failures as mistakes because I always learned something

from those experiences. I see them as having not

achieved the initial goal, nothing more than that.”11 To

be sure, failure can be costly. For the individual who

leads a failed project, it can mean a stalled career or

even a lost job. For an adventurous leader, it can mean the loss of personal

assets. For mountain climbers and other physical adventurers, it can mean

injury or death. The point is that there is no success without the possibility

of failure.12

We don’t advocate for a moment that failure ought to be the objective

of any endeavor. The objective is learning. Learning happens when people

feel comfortable in talking about both successes and failures. It happens

when people can openly talk about what went right and what went wrong.

Leaders don’t look for someone to blame when the inevitable mistakes are

made in the name of innovation. They ask, “What can be learned from the

experience?”

This is precisely the attitude of the FAA (United States Federal Aviation

Administration)—they want pilots to learn from one another’s mistakes in

an effort to keep accident rates low. Inc. magazine’s contributing editor David

Freedman, author of several books on business and technology, is himself a

licensed pilot. He explains,

The overall

quality of work

improves when

people have a

chance to fail.
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I once managed to land a small plane on the wrong strip at a small air-

port. I could have gotten in plenty big trouble for it, so you might have

thought my best move would have been to keep my mouth shut and hope

the FAA wouldn’t find out. But I couldn’t wait to report my screwup to the

government. I wish I could say it was because I’m such a conscientious fel-

low. But the truth is, I fessed up fast because the U.S. government rewards

pilots for quickly owning up to their mistakes, agreeing to waive punitive

action if they report themselves. In fact, most pilots carry the self-reporting

form with them in their flight case, just in case.

Nearly three thousand of these self-reported confessions are filed monthly,

gathered by NASA (the U.S. National Aeronautics and Space Administration),

and selectively published in a monthly newsletter (Callback) that is avidly

read. “You can’t stamp out mistakes at your company, no matter how good a

manager you are or how brilliantly you hone your processes,” Freedman tells

us. One thing you can do, he says, is “create an environment in which each

mistake becomes a collective learning experience.”13

Create a Climate for Learning

Promoting learning requires a spirit of inquiry and openness, patience, and

building in a tolerance for error and a framework for forgiveness. “Learning

requires tolerating people who make mistakes,” says Universant’s cofounder

and chairman Joe Hage, “and it requires tolerating some inefficiencies and

failures. Learning requires letting people try things they’ve never done be-

fore, things that they probably won’t be all that good at the first time around.”

It means accepting the necessary trade-off between proficiency and learning.

Similarly, when projects or programs don’t pan out as intended at Xilinx,

a leader in the programmable logic device market, the conclusion is always

that the project or concept failed, not the individuals or the group involved.

Otherwise, there would be little support for innovation and experimentation.

They never focus on “who screwed up” but always focus on “what was the
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problem, and how can we solve it or learn from it?” Chris Taylor, the com-

pany’s senior director of communications, explained: “We’re not about fin-

ger-pointing. Everyone is going to make mistakes; the issue is what you do

with this experience, how you grow and learn from it.” She described how

one (“failed”) product was canned, and, in fact, the project team itself deter-

mined that it wasn’t worth pursuing, even after years of intensive develop-

ment. They could make that recommendation because they knew they

themselves wouldn’t be blamed. This same group subsequently came up with

the most significant new product ever for the company—out of this so-called

failure. Leaders at companies like Xilinx appreciate that learning always comes

with a cost, but that the price is worth it.

Because people know that they won’t do well the first time they try some-

thing, learning new things can be a bit scary. They might embarrass them-

selves in front of peers. They might look stupid in front of their manager.

Learning is more likely to happen in a climate in which people feel safe in

making themselves vulnerable, safe in taking the risk of failure.

It may seem paradoxical, but the safer people feel the more risks they’ll

take and the more mistakes they’ll be willing to make. For example, we’d all

agree that jumping out of an airplane with a parachute on our backs is very

risky. Jumping out of an airplane without a parachute on our backs is fool-

hardy. The parachute and the training to use it make that dangerous activity

safe enough for some people to be willing to take the risk.

Feeling safe is not just about parachutes. Safety is also about a climate

that encourages people to offer ideas, even crazy ideas. Too often, though,

people like to cling to the familiar and put down new ideas by saying things

such as “It’s not in the budget,” “It’ll never work,” or “We’ve never done that

before.” When confronted with change, some tend to respond like firefight-

ers hosing down a fire—they douse ideas before they can flare up—and

thereby extinguish enthusiasm, spirit, and new possibilities.14

When Maureen Fries was administrator of the Los Olivos Women’s Med-

ical Group, a staff member suggested at a department meeting that anyone
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heard “firehosing” should have to put 25 cents into a “no negativism” fund.

Everyone agreed, and the policy went into effect immediately.

As time went by, Maureen says, staff members were obviously thinking

more carefully about what they were saying to one another in order not to

be—or sound—negative. People policed one another on a daily basis. Cries

of “That’s worth a quarter!” and “Another quarter for the kitty!” could be

heard all over the department. Collection jars sprang up everywhere. Morale

improved noticeably, as did the number of innovative ideas. The jars were a

physical reminder of the importance of keeping a positive attitude about

learning.

Leaders Are Active Learners

Curious about the relationship between leadership and learning, we con-

ducted a series of empirical studies to find out if managers could be differ-

entiated by the range and depth of learning tactics they employ when facing

a new or unfamiliar experience.

First we looked at how engaged these managers were in four different ap-

proaches to learning: “taking action” (preferring to learn by trial and error),

“thinking” (reading articles or books or going online to gain knowledge and

background), “feeling” (confronting themselves on what they are worrying

about), and “accessing others” (bouncing hopes and fears off someone they

trust). We then correlated these with leadership practices. We found that

managers who were more rather than less engaged in each of these learning

tactics were also more engaged in The Five Practices of Exemplary Leader-

ship.15 Others have shown that people more engaged in these various learn-

ing tactics were more likely to have started something from scratch, played a

significant role in an acquisition, turned around an organizational unit, ne-

gotiated a major contract, and the like.16 In other words, the more you’re en-

gaged in learning the more successful you are at leading—and at just about

anything. One reason that leaders take learning seriously is that they’re hum-

ble about their own abilities.17
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Despite what may objectively be extraordinary achievements, many lead-

ers are loath to attribute these to some extraordinary competency on their

part. They recognize that they don’t know it all and can’t do everything, and

they realize they still have a lot to learn. Think about the people in your or-

ganization who are the most likely to voluntarily sign up and participate in

leadership-development programs. Chances are they’re the ones who are al-

ready quite capable based on their track record. They’re going to those pro-

grams to get even better.

Another reason that leaders are serious learners is that they’re apt to adopt

a “scientific method” perspective to their analysis of problems, challenges,

and opportunities. The scientific method has long em-

phasized the virtues of disproving a hypothesis and

then testing new ones as the path to understanding.

Rather than trying to prove that something is true, re-

searchers try to prove themselves wrong (that is, dis-

confirming the hypothesis). Only by rejecting or ruling

out rival hypotheses can they be more confident that

some phenomenon is what they believe it to be. Mis-

takes are a necessary part of the learning process.

For this reason, scientists, designers, and inventors

generally focus on potential flaws, which makes failure,

and the lessons that come with it, quite revealing and

informative.18 Leaders, while accepting the observation that most innovations

are “failures in the middle,” simply recognize that if we’re not making mis-

takes then we’re only doing what we already know how to do.

There’s no simple test for determining the best tactic for learning. But it’s

clear that leaders approach each new and unfamiliar experience with a will-

ingness to learn, an appreciation for the importance of learning, and a recog-

nition that learning necessarily involves making some mistakes. The only way

that people can learn is by doing things they’ve never done before. This en-

tails resiliency and becoming psychologically hardy.

The only way

that people can

learn is by doing

things they’ve

never done 

before.
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View Change as Challenge

Even though we urge every leader to experiment, take risks, and learn from

the accompanying mistakes, we know that many learning experiences can be

very stressful and painful. Falling down when skiing can result in injury. Fail-

ing to achieve the expected results from an innovation can set you back. And

despite the overwhelmingly positive emotions associated with personal-best

cases, we can’t overlook the fact that they were filled with stress. Although

95 percent of the cases were described as exciting, about 20 percent of lead-

ers also called the experiences frustrating, and approximately 15 percent said

that their experiences aroused fear or anxiety.

But instead of being debilitated by the stress of a difficult experience, lead-

ers said they were challenged and energized by it. Stress always accompanies

the pursuit of excellence, but when you’re doing your best it never overtakes

you. Disruptive change demands significant commitment and sacrifice, but

the positive feelings associated with forward progress generate momentum

that enables you to ride out the storm. It’s this kind of attitude that leaders

must develop in their constituents when challenging the process to improve

and grow.

Making mistakes is part of the price people pay for innovation and for

learning. Even if you could compute risk to the fifth decimal place, every in-

novation would still expose you to some peril. There’s just no way you can

make it perfectly safe to make a change. Knowing this, leaders have to ap-

proach adversity with a belief that they and others can bounce back from fail-

ure. They have to believe that they and their constituents can recover from

mistakes, and that they can learn and move on. They have to be hardy and

resilient.

But it turns out that the ability to grow and thrive under stressful, risk-

abundant situations is highly dependent on how you view change. The stress

of doing something new doesn’t affect everyone in the same way. Many people

associate stress with illness. They’ve been led to believe that if they experience
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seriously stressful events, they’ll become ill. If we all adopted this point of

view, we might as well sit back in our overstuffed easy chairs, surf through

the television channels, and never venture into the world. But the reports of

illness resulting from stress are misleading. Stress—even at its most strenuous—

doesn’t necessarily contribute to severe illness. After all, many people have

experienced life-threatening, even torturous, circumstances and remained

healthy. Indeed, some stress even energizes people. The personal bests shared

with us by the leaders in our study are clear examples of difficult, stressful

projects that generated enthusiasm and enjoyment. It isn’t stress that makes

you ill but how you perceive and respond to stressful events.

Intrigued by people who’d experienced a high degree of stress yet had a

relatively low degree of illness, psychologists have hypothesized that such in-

dividuals must have a distinctive attitude toward stress, which they call “psy-

chological hardiness.”19 Studies of psychological hardiness began with a

twelve-year longitudinal study of executives at Illinois Bell Telephone as that

organization experienced the firestorm of changes produced by the federal

antitrust case against the Bell system and the resulting breakup of the com-

pany. Some executives were undermined by the mounting stresses of this up-

heaval; they had high stress scores along with high rates of illness. Yet another

group of executives with equally high stress scores thrived and were below

average on incidence of illness.

As the researchers had predicted, there was a clear attitudinal difference

between the high-stress and high-illness group and the high-stress but low-

illness group. Psychologically hardy executives made these assumptions about

themselves in their interaction with the world:

• They felt a strong sense of control, believing that they could beneficially in-

fluence the direction and outcome of what was going on around them

through their own efforts. Lapsing into powerlessness, feeling like a victim

of circumstances, and passivity seemed like a waste of time to them.

• They were strong in commitment, believing that they could find something

in whatever they were doing that seemed interesting, important, or worth-

c08.qxd  6/5/07  9:35 AM  Page 206



EXPERIMENT AND TAKE RISKS 207

while. They were curious about what was going on around them, and this

led them to find interactions with people and situations stimulating and

meaningful. They were unlikely to engage in denial or feel disengaged,

bored, and empty.

• They felt strong about the need for challenge, believing that personal im-

provement and fulfillment come through the continual process of learn-

ing from both negative and positive experiences. They felt that it was not

only unrealistic but also stultifying to simply expect, or even wish for, easy

comfort and security.

We found this same kind of psychological hardiness in the personal-best

cases we collected. The leaders we studied experienced the change in which

they were engaged, whether they initiated it or not, as a challenge out of

which something extraordinary would come. They were fully engaged, curi-

ous, and committed to making something happen. They believed that they

had the power to influence the destiny of their own and their teams’ lives.

What’s more, they made the people on their teams feel the same way.

Take a look at Sandra Stach, media manager for Safeway, and the way she

and her team have been fortified by taking on new challenges. As one exam-

ple, Sandra told us how media buys for display advertising in her company,

as is true for most companies, were not centralized. “For some inexplicable

reason, these buys were personal,” she explained. Sandra challenged the con-

ventional thinking about the validity of this buying process and quickly found

like-minded supporters within her team. “Once I was enthusiastic about de-

termining and justifying the right media buy,” she said, “it was easy to gener-

ate enthusiasm with my team members by questioning the buy at every turn.

Soon I found my team asking questions on their own.”

Sandra and her team viewed change as challenge, believed strongly that

asking questions about the status quo led to better results, and felt they could

effect a difference. Their psychological hardiness, Sandra reported, has “im-

proved the team’s performance,” and she characterized them as having a “con-

tinuous sense of ongoing learning.”
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Each project has given them the opportunity to demonstrate their knowl-

edge, creativity, and passion for a shared cause. Though some of the

team’s suggestions have been unrealistic or impossible to execute, I have

tried to direct discussions to encourage innovations but discourage rene-

gade-ism. In doing so, I have been able to obtain very innovative ideas

that can be applied to other areas. I have tried to push each team mem-

ber to work beyond his or her limit and to support each idea as valid and

applicable.

Over the last few months, we have experimented with various ideas,

and some have proven unsuccessful. Each time we have failed, I have asked

the team to recap the failure with what they perceive the reason to be.

Many team members have been discouraged when a measurement tech-

nique fails, for example, but we’ve found that there is significant improve-

ment once it is analyzed and everyone understands why it failed. These

very team members have been the ones to propose the next experiment.

Enthusiasm seems to build even higher with each new challenge.

Apparently it isn’t just innovation and challenge that play important roles

in your personal progress; it’s also the way you view the challenges that come

your way. If you see them as learning opportunities, you’re much more likely

to succeed than if you see them simply as check marks on a report card. Thus

your view of events contributes to your ability to cope with change and stress:

with a positive view, you can transform stressful events into manageable or

desirable situations rather than regressing, or ignoring or avoiding issues and

situations.

Foster Hardiness

How do you develop psychological hardiness? Hardiness, it turns out, can be

learned and cultivated at any time in life.20 Leaders can help their constituents

cope more effectively by creating a climate that develops hardiness by build-

ing the following:
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• A sense of control through choosing tasks that are challenging but within

the person’s skill level

• Commitment with the offer of more rewards than punishments

• An attitude of challenge by encouraging people to see change as full of

possibilities

In our advice on promoting hardiness, there are two important implica-

tions for leaders. First, people can’t lead if they aren’t psychologically hardy.

No one will follow someone who avoids stressful events and won’t take deci-

sive action. Second, even if leaders are personally very

hardy, they can’t enlist and retain others if they don’t

create an atmosphere that promotes psychological

hardiness. People won’t remain long with a cause that

distresses them. They need to believe that they can

overcome adversity if they’re to accept the challenge of

change. Leaders must create the conditions that make

all of that possible.

Fortune magazine senior writer Adam Lashinsky, in

writing about Google, says, “Spend just a few minutes

on Google’s sprawling campus and you’ll feel it right away: This is a company

thriving on the edge of chaos. . . . It’s a place where failure coexists with tri-

umph and ideas bubble up from lightly supervised engineers.”21 All engineers,

in fact, are required to spend 20 percent of their time pursuing their own

ideas. The company’s goal, says Shona Brown, senior vice president for busi-

ness operations, is “to determine precisely the amount of management it

needs—and then use a little bit less.”22

This is an organization that doesn’t just foster psychological hardiness, it

promotes it. How did founder and CEO Larry Page respond to Sheryl Sand-

berg’s admission of an error she’d made that cost Google several million dol-

lars? “I’m so glad you made this mistake,” he said, “because I want to run a

company where we are moving too quickly and doing too much, not being

People won’t 

remain long

with a cause

that distresses

them.
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too cautious and doing too little. If we don’t have any of these mistakes, we’re

just not taking enough risk.”23

The personal-best examples involved change and stressful events in the

lives of leaders; they involved significant personal and organizational change.

And nearly all of these cases were described in terms consistent with the con-

ditions for psychological hardiness. Participants experienced commitment

rather than alienation, control rather than powerlessness, and challenge rather

than threat.

Although our cases represent a sample of only the best of times, it’s in-

structive to know that people associate doing their best with feelings of mean-

ingfulness, mastery, and stimulation, that people are biased in the direction

of hardiness when thinking about their best. It’s equally helpful to know that

people don’t produce excellence when feeling ignored, insignificant, and

threatened.

Furthermore, feelings of commitment, control, and challenge provide in-

ternal cues for recognizing when you’re excelling and when you’re only get-

ting through the day. They tell leaders what signs to look for when assessing

the capacity of their constituents to get extraordinary things done and give

them guidelines to use when creating an environment for success.

This sense of being committed and in control during times of great chal-

lenge is very similar to what other researchers have referred to as “optimal

performance.” These are the times when people feel that they are performing

effortlessly despite the difficulty of the experience, a state that athletes often

refer to as “flow.” People perform at their best when they are confident that

their skills match the level of challenge of the experience, even though the

challenge might be a bit of a stretch. The relationship of challenge and skill

to optimal performance is illustrated graphically in Figure 8.1.

When the forces of challenge never test their skills and abilities are not in

balance, people feel apathy and boredom. When the challenges overwhelm

their capabilities, they feel worry or anxiety. Neither of these conditions pro-
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duces optimal performance. It’s only when the challenges are moderate to

high and the skills are at the same level—or are moderately stretched—that

people can attain a sense of effortless and optimal performance.

The vast majority of us can feel in charge of change at least some of the

time. As the personal-best cases demonstrate, people have an intuitive sense

of what makes them strong and what makes them weak. The challenge is to

apply these lessons to daily life at work. Leaders have a responsibility to create

an environment that breeds hardiness on a regular, not an occasional, basis.

REFLECTION AND ACTION: 
EXPERIMENTING AND TAKING RISKS
A major task for all leaders is to identify and remove self-imposed constraints

and organizational conventions that block innovation and creativity. Yet in-

novation is always risky—and leaders recognize failure as a necessary fact of

FIGURE 8.1OPTIMAL PERFORMANCE, CHALLENGE, AND SKILL.

Source: M. Csikszentmihalyi, Finding Flow: The Psychology of Engagement with Everyday Life, New York:
Basic Books, 1997, p. 31. Reprinted by permission of Basic Books, a member of Perseus Book Group.
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the innovative life. Instead of punishing it, they encourage it; instead of try-

ing to fix blame for mistakes, they learn from them; instead of adding rules,

they encourage flexibility.

Leaders are experimenters: they experiment with new approaches to all

problems. They venture outside the constraints of normal routine and ex-

periment with creative and risky solutions. They create climates in which or-

ganizational members can also accept the challenge of change.

Leaders guide and channel the often-frenetic human motion of change

toward some end. When things seem to be falling apart, leaders show their

constituents the exciting new world they can create from the pieces. Out

of the uncertainty and chaos of change, leaders rise up to show how accept-

ing the present challenge will actually help shape a better tomorrow. This is

critical to commitment levels, since people need to believe that they’re ded-

icating themselves to the creation of a noble and meaningful future that is

worthy of their best efforts.

By having and fostering an attitude of psychological hardiness, leaders

can turn the potential turmoil and stress of innovation and change into an

adventure. By creating opportunities for small wins, leaders make it possible

for people to get started on new adventures. In establishing step-by-step ways

to learn from both success and failure, leaders create the climate and the con-

ditions for turning their constituents into leaders themselves.

Here are three actions you could start doing today to encourage yourself

and your constituents to Experiment and Take Risks.

Conduct Postmortems

No matter what your position or location, learning from mistakes—yours

and others’—is key. The U.S. Army is known for conducting “After Action

Reviews” that enable participants to analyze, discuss, and learn from both the

successes and failures of a variety of military initiatives. Similarly, hospitals

use “Morbidity and Mortality” conferences (in which physicians convene to
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discuss significant mistakes or unexpected deaths) as a forum for identify-

ing, discussing, and learning from failures. Indeed, we sometimes suggest that

participants in our training programs write a case on their personal-worst

leadership experience. Although it’s tempting to let painful memories fade,

the lessons from failure are too precious to go unrecorded.

At the completion of a project (or at periodic intervals while in progress)

take the team through a review retreat. Build the agenda around four questions:

• What did we do well? Or, what are we doing well at the moment?

• What did we do poorly? Or, what are we doing poorly?

• What did we learn from this project? Or, what are we learning from this

project?

• How can we do better the next time? Or, how can we be doing better than

we are currently?

Make sure that everyone contributes. Record all the ideas so that every-

one can see, and then type up the notes and make them available to all. Take

immediate action as needed when you return, and begin the next project with

a review of any lessons learned.

Conduct Pre-Mortems

Another idea is to anticipate how to fix problems before they happen. Have

your team conduct a “pre-mortem” to discover the possibly hidden flaws and

minefields in any new project. It works like this: when your team gathers to

kick off a new project, conclude that meeting by pretending to gaze into a

crystal ball and say, “Look six months into the future. The news is not good.

Despite our hopes, the project has failed. How did this happen?” Give your

team members three minutes to run a mental simulation, and ask them to

write down why they think their work derailed. All sorts of reasons will

emerge. For example, “There were too many distractions,” “The project was
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overly ambitious,” or “We pushed the project too much toward our own self-

interests, without considering those of our partners.”

At this beginning stage people in the group are usually quite candid, and

that’s because the context of this conversation is very different from a real-

life retrospective critique. The entire focus is on trying to understand why the

project might fail. By looking six months into the future, people feel secure

enough to say what they really think. Each comment is recorded, so that

everyone knows the potential speed bumps before they go forward. Pre-

mortems are much like planning for small wins, only in a backwards mode.24

A similar technique is the “worst-case scenario.” Ask yourself and your

team to imagine what it could be like if things don’t quite go the way you ex-

pect them to. For example:

• People throughout the organization don’t seem to buy in.

• It’s demanding far more of your time than you thought it would.

• The bottom line is suffering in the short term.

• You communicate but still people say they haven’t been informed.

• You can see the improvements and you know that others can too, but you

don’t have the right measures and facts to illustrate this.

• Improvements have been made, but everyone’s expectations have also gone

up, so people still complain!

Any of these could happen to you and your team. What are you going to

do to ensure that if they do happen, you can cope with them? Use a list like

this one, stressing that it’s a worst-case scenario, and get everyone’s ideas up-

front about how to avoid or minimize these risks and deal effectively with

them as they (inevitably) arise.

Strengthen Resilience

Hardiness and resilience are mental, not physical, states. They have to do with

how we view stress, disruption, and change in our lives. Throughout human
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history people have overcome severe hardships not because of physical

prowess but because of “mental toughness.” Here are a few things you can do

to help yourself and others in developing the capacity to bounce back from

failures and take charge of change.

First, step back and gain some perspective. How bad is the situation?

What’s the absolute worst thing that can happen as a result of the change?

How bad is it, really? Don’t allow yourself to dwell on the “ain’t it awfuls.” In-

stead find the opportunities in the change. What exciting possibilities might

exist for you? Look for ways that you can transform the change into a chal-

lenge that will propel you forward.

Second, ask yourself what new skills and knowledge you will need. One

of the wonderful things about change is that it affords you the chance to learn

new things. Just think about how it felt to learn something like a new game

or software. Immerse yourself in learning so that you can master the new and

not become overwhelmed by it.

Third, set some goals and make a plan. People gain control over change

when they have a clear direction in which they want to head, achievable mile-

stones that they can anticipate, ways to measure their progress, and action

steps they can take. Without your own personal plan, you yield control to the

circumstances or get swept along by the plans others make for you. Stay fo-

cused on what you want to accomplish.

Fourth, get some help and support from others. In times of significant

change, people need each other more than ever. The worst thing you can do

is to isolate yourself. Form support groups, ask others to assist you in some

very specific ways, get some coaching, and find a friend you can lean on. And

don’t forget that others need you. Offer them the same kind of encourage-

ment that you need. Remember, you’re not in it alone.
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COMMITMENT NUMBER 6
Experiment and Take Risks

Essentials of Experimenting and Taking Risks

• Generate small wins

• Learn from experience

Taking Action

• Conduct postmortems

• Conduct pre-mortems

• Strengthen resilience

c08.qxd  6/5/07  9:35 AM  Page 216



c08.qxd  6/5/07  9:35 AM  Page 217



c08.qxd  6/5/07  9:35 AM  Page 218



5P A R T

•  F O S T E R  C O L L A B O R AT I O N

•  S T R E N G T H E N  O T H E R S

ENABLE

OTHERS 

TO ACT

c09.qxd  6/3/07  1:25 PM  Page 219



c09.qxd  6/3/07  1:25 PM  Page 220



221

9

“To be successful, teams must adopt a www.com (we will win) mind-set,

and not an imm.com (I, me, myself) mind-set.”

Lily Cheng, PACE Learning & Consultancy, Singapore

The first order of business for Jill Cleveland when she became finance manager

at Apple, Inc., was, “to learn how to trust my employees. After being responsi-

ble only for myself for so long, it was very difficult to have to relinquish

control. But I understood that in order for my employees, and thus myself,

to be successful I needed to learn to develop a cohesive and collaborative

team, beginning with trust as the framework.” This is a key realization for

all leaders.

F O S T E R  

C O L L A B O R A T I O N
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Jill recognized that she needed not only to give her constituents the tools

to succeed but also to trust them to get their work completed. She began by

creating an environment in which people felt comfortable asking questions

at any time: “I felt that if I provided a climate where everyone felt safe to make

mistakes that they would be better prepared to learn from those mistakes. I

wanted people to know that the only stupid question was the one not asked.”

Jill explained that she also realized “that leaders can’t gain the respect of their

team without instilling a sense of confidence within their employees and al-

lowing them the freedom to come to their own conclusions.”

Jill opened up lines of communication within her team by supporting face-

to-face interactions. She set aside dedicated time to talk with each person—

in addition to any daily interactions or telephone conversations—about

mutual expectations and progress on key objectives. This provided an op-

portunity for people to raise questions or concerns and reinforced her com-

mitment to her constituents and to their continued growth. Jill also made

certain that her employees developed working relationships with others out-

side of their department. As she explained,

I wanted to avoid becoming a bottleneck for information. In the past I re-

membered how extremely helpless I felt when asked to complete a task

when I knew I was missing some important piece of information and I

thought some previous managers had kept me in the dark in order to bol-

ster their sense of self-importance. This type of situation definitely did not

foster collaboration within a team and, in fact, only prompted distrust. I

think the only way for our team to succeed is if we tap into every available

source of information and attack problems and situations together.

This meant ensuring that people were given ownership of their projects

and asked to determine the best course of action and do it. “The best way for

me to give power to other people,” Jill said, “is to allow creativity and free-

dom to explore new ideas and ways of thinking. I have to relinquish control
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and let my employees be responsible for their own jobs.” Jill made sure she

provided “the necessary training and support” before she let go, but felt that

I had to let go of some responsibility and let my employees either succeed

or fail at some particular task. They had to know that although I would al-

ways be there for support and guidance, they were ultimately responsible

for the outcome and quality of work.

She also made certain to acknowledge people’s areas of expertise, espe-

cially those outside of their immediate team, because “employees feel em-

powered when they feel important, especially in the eyes of others.” She made

it a point to recognize people for their work because “knowing that your work

doesn’t go unnoticed builds accountability as well as pride.”

Jill appreciated that another crucial foundation for collaboration was hav-

ing cooperative goals. So she made certain that employees knew, for exam-

ple, “what they were doing, why they were doing it, and who they were doing

it for. We had to see ourselves as part of a whole, not some individual cog in

a wheel.”

Leaders understand that to create a climate of collaboration they need to

determine what the group needs in order to do their work and to build the

team around common purpose and mutual respect. Just as Jill did, leaders

put trust and team relationships on the agenda; they don’t leave it to chance.

Leadership is not a solo act, it’s a team effort. In the thousands of cases

we’ve studied, we’ve yet to encounter a single example of extraordinary

achievement that’s occurred without the active involvement and support of

many people. When talking about their personal bests, people spoke pas-

sionately about teamwork and cooperation as the interpersonal route to

success, particularly when conditions were extremely challenging and ur-

gent. Throughout the years, leaders from all professions, from all economic

sectors, and from around the globe have continued to tell us, “You can’t do

it alone.”
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The ever-increasing turbulence in the marketplace demands even more

collaboration, not less.1 The emphasis on networks, business-to-business and

peer-to-peer e-commerce, strategic acquisitions, and knowledge work, along

with the surging number of global alliances and local partnerships, is testi-

mony to the fact that in an ever more complex, wired world, the winning

strategies will be based on the “we not I” philosophy. Collaboration is a so-

cial imperative—without it you can’t get extraordinary things done in orga-

nizations.2

Indeed, world-class performance isn’t possible unless there’s a strong sense

of shared creation and shared responsibility. To Foster Collaboration, lead-

ers have to be skilled in two essentials. They must

• Create a climate of trust

• Facilitate relationships

Collaboration is a critical competency for achieving and sustaining high

performance. In a world that’s trying to do more with less, competitive

strategies naturally lose to strategies that promote collaboration.3 With mul-

tiple constituencies come diverse and frequently conflicting interests. As

paradoxical as it might seem, leadership is more essential when collaboration

is required.

CREATE A CLIMATE OF TRUST
At the heart of collaboration is trust. It’s the central issue in human relation-

ships within and outside organizations. Without trust you cannot lead. With-

out trust you cannot get extraordinary things done. Individuals who are

unable to trust others fail to become leaders, precisely because they can’t bear

to be dependent on the words and work of others. Either they end up doing

all the work themselves or they supervise work so closely that they become

overcontrolling. Their obvious lack of trust in others results in others’ lack of

trust in them.
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To build and sustain social connections, you have to be able to trust oth-

ers and others have to trust you. Trust is not just what’s in your mind; it’s also

what’s in your heart.

Trusting Others Pays Off

Several major research studies support the trust-build-

ing actions taken by exemplary leaders.4 For example,

in a PricewaterhouseCoopers study on corporate inno-

vation in companies listed on the Financial Times 100,

trust was “the number one differentiator” between the

top 20 percent of companies surveyed and the bottom

20 percent. The top performers’ trust empowered individuals to turn strate-

gic aims into reality.5 The more trusted people feel, the better they innovate.

Psychologists have also found that people who are trusting are more likely

to be happy and psychologically adjusted than are those who view the world

with suspicion and disrespect.6 We all like people who are trusting and seek

them out as friends. We listen to people we trust and accept their influence.

Thus the most effective leadership situations are those in which each mem-

ber of the team trusts the others. “Trust is the most fundamental element of

a winning team,” says business trends thinker Geoffrey Colvin. “If people

think their teammates are lying, withholding information, plotting to knife

them, or just incompetent, nothing valuable will get done. The team doesn’t

create synergy. It creates ‘dysynergy’—two plus two equals three, with luck.”7

In one research experiment, for example, several groups of business ex-

ecutives in a role-playing exercise were given identical factual information

about a difficult manufacturing-marketing policy decision and then asked as

a group to solve a problem related to that information. Half of the groups

were briefed to expect trusting behavior (“You have learned from your past

experiences that you can trust the other members of top management and

can openly express feelings and differences with them”); the other half, to ex-

pect untrusting behavior.

The more

trusted people

feel, the better

they innovate.
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After thirty minutes of discussion, each team member completed a brief

questionnaire as did other executives who had been simply observing the ex-

ercise. The responses of team members and observers were quite consistent:

the group members who’d been told that their role-playing peers and man-

ager could be trusted reported their discussion and decisions to be signifi-

cantly more positive than did the members of the low-trust group on every

factor measured. The members of the high-trust group

• Were more open about feelings

• Experienced greater clarity about the group’s basic problems and goals

• Searched more for alternative courses of action

• Reported greater levels of mutual influence on outcomes, satisfaction with

the meeting, motivation to implement decisions, and closeness as a man-

agement team as a result of the meeting

In the group whose participants were told that their manager wasn’t to

be trusted, genuine attempts by the manager to be open and honest were ig-

nored or distorted. Distrust was so strong that members viewed the man-

ager’s candor as a clever attempt to deceive them, and generally reacted by

sabotaging the manager’s efforts even further. Managers who experienced

rejection of their attempts to be trusting and open responded in kind. Said

one who played the manager role, “If I had my way I would have fired the

entire group. What a bunch of turkeys. I was trying to be honest with them

but they wouldn’t cooperate. Everything I suggested they shot down; and

they wouldn’t give me any ideas on how to solve the problem.”8

The responses of the other members were no less hostile. Said one,

“Frankly, I was looking forward to your being fired. I was sick of working with

you—and we had only been together for ten minutes.”9 Not surprisingly,

more than two-thirds of the participants in the low-trust group said that they

would give serious consideration to looking for another position. People don’t

want to stay very long in organizations devoid of trust.
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It’s crucial to keep in mind that this was a simulation; participants were

executives from various organizations attending an executive development

program. They behaved and responded as they did simply because they’d been

told that they couldn’t trust their role-playing manager. Their actions showed

that trust or distrust can come with a mere suggestion—and in mere minutes.

After this simulation, participants were asked to think about what factors

might have accounted for the differences between the outcomes and feelings

reported by the various groups in the experiment. Not one person perceived

that trust had been the overriding variable. “I never knew that a lack of trust

was our problem (at work) until that exercise,” reported one executive in the

study. “I knew that things weren’t going well, but I never really could quite

understand why we couldn’t work well together. After that experience, things

fell into place.”10

To put it quite simply, trust is the most significant predictor of individu-

als’ satisfaction with their organizations.11 When you create a climate of trust,

you take away the controls and allow people to be free to innovate and con-

tribute. Trusting leaders nurture openness, involvement, personal satisfac-

tion, and high levels of commitment to excellence. They are willing to ante

up first in the game of trust, they listen and learn from others, and they

demonstrate their trust by sharing information and resources with others.

Be the First to Trust

If we could offer you only one bit of advice on how to start the process of cre-

ating a climate of trust it would be this: be the first to trust. Building trust is

a process that begins when one party is willing to risk being the first to open

up, being the first to show vulnerability, and being the first to let go of con-

trol. If you want the higher levels of performance that come with trust and

collaboration, demonstrate your trust in others before asking for trust from

them. Leaders go first, as the word leader implies.

Going first requires considerable self-confidence. If you show a willingness

to trust others with information (both personal and professional), constituents
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will be more inclined to overcome any doubts they might have about shar-

ing information. Trust is contagious. And distrust is equally contagious. If

you exhibit distrust, others will hesitate to place their trust in you and in their

colleagues. It’s up to you to set the example.

Self-disclosure is one way that you go first. Letting others know what you

stand for, what you value, what you want, what you hope for, and what you’re

willing (and not willing) to do means disclosing infor-

mation about yourself. That can be risky. You can’t be

certain that other people will appreciate your candor,

agree with your aspirations, want to enroll, or interpret

your words and actions in the way you intend. But

once you take the risk of being open, others are more

likely to take a similar risk—and thereby take the next step necessary to build

interpersonal trust.

When Peter Vermeulen was executive manager in Tianjin, China, for the

Belgium-based INVE (a family holding of more than thirty companies that

provides nutritional and health solutions in animal rearing), he was re-

sponsible for setting up a startup venture in China, and he admits he had

a lot to learn. What’s more, he wasn’t afraid to let others know it, and that

he needed their help and support. “I had to work very hard to educate my-

self in the fields of finance, sales negotiations, and production flow

processes, to name a few areas,” Peter explains. “I also relied on personal

mentors and business consultants for help with outlining business strate-

gies and strategies for building bridges between our Chinese business part-

ners and the headquarters in Belgium.” Peter made it a point to involve

people in the decision-making process who would be directly or indirectly

affected by various outcomes. “I shared lots of information that might oth-

erwise have been reserved only for top management,” he says. “The trust I

placed in them, in turn, opened others up to sharing information with me.

Everyone involved did a great job of keeping everyone else informed about

what was going on.”

Trust is 

contagious.
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Trust can’t be forced, however. If someone is bent on misunderstanding

people and refuses to perceive them as either well-intentioned or competent,

there may be little you can do to change that perception. If you find yourself

in a climate of fear and distrust created by someone else, recognize that it’s

natural for people to be reluctant to trust others. Give them time, but don’t

give up.

Be Open to Influence

Brian Coughlin was an outsider when he took on the challenge to work in

Ireland as managing director of Brown Brothers Harriman Fund Adminis-

tration Services. But, as he tells it, “I just jumped in. I wanted to know what

all the aspects of the business were doing. I wanted to get to know the indi-

viduals involved, to understand who they were, what motivated them, and

how we could work collectively to achieve things. I attempted to be open,

honest, and consistent. I made a conscious effort to listen and learn from

them—the local experts.”

Brian knew that with a new group it was especially important to build

trust early on. He also understood that he couldn’t mandate changes, espe-

cially when he didn’t yet know the people or the organization. Instead he had

to listen and learn. His openness to being influenced by the “local experts”

quickly earned Brian the respect of his new colleagues, and enabled all of

them to significantly improve the quality of their services.

Knowing that trust is key, exemplary leaders make sure that they consider

alternative viewpoints, and they make use of other people’s expertise and abil-

ities. Because they’re more trusting of their groups, they’re also more willing

to let others exercise influence over group decisions. It’s a reciprocal process—

trust begets trust. By demonstrating openness to others’ influence, you con-

tribute to building the trust that enables your constituents to be more open

to your influence.

In contrast, managers who create distrustful environments often take self-

protective postures. They’re directive and hold tight to the reins of power.
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Those who work for such managers are likely to pass the distrust on by with-

holding and distorting information.12

Brian sums up the success of his own openness to influence this way: “We

had people from all levels of the organization talking to each other about

ways of doing things differently and better. We had tremendous amounts of

success identifying opportunities for improvement. We were able to mobilize

people because they all had a sense of ownership and commitment.” Isn’t this

exactly what all leaders want?

Sensitivity to people’s needs and interests is another key ingredient in

building trust. The simple act of listening to what other people have to say

and appreciating their unique points of view demonstrates your respect for

others and their ideas. And people listen more attentively to those who listen

to them. For instance, in one management simulation, whenever the person

assuming the role of chief executive officer was informed that the financial

vice president was a “friend,” the latter’s influence was far more readily ac-

cepted than when their relationship was merely professional—even though

in all cases the “information” presented was adequate to solve the company’s

problem.13 Friends and family are the most important sources of believable

information about everything from health care to restaurants, and leaders

who listen are more likely to become accepted as members of the family than

those who don’t.

Share Information and Resources

Maggie Hammid knows firsthand the importance of listening. She also knows

how frustrating it can be to get people to share information. Maggie joined

Lam Research Corporation as a senior program manager for Lam’s Customer

Report Card Program—the company’s only vehicle for understanding the cus-

tomers’ perspective and what improvements were needed to build and sustain

customer loyalty. The challenge Maggie faced was immense: she had about

sixty people reporting indirectly (or in a dotted-line relationship) to her, in

jobs scattered all over the world. None of them worked in Fremont, Califor-
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nia, where she was based. In addition, she didn’t know any of them—and she

was 100 percent dependent on their support. “My job,” Maggie says, “was to

find out from the field reps what the customers felt were Lam’s barriers to suc-

cess and work with the reps to remove those barriers. In essence, I was to serve

as the glue that connected the field reps to the Fremont factory, a practice

that—as I soon discovered—had been fought by the field for a long time.”

Among the many initiatives that Maggie undertook was a sustained cam-

paign of information sharing. She gathered, analyzed, and shared all the data

that had been collected in the preceding year—which, prior to her arrival,

had never even been looked at. She shared the collective goals and objectives

for the next year and told the reps that they were in control of their own des-

tiny. Yet Maggie knew that information sharing had to be in all directions,

not just from her to the reps. They had to exchange information with her and

with each other. So she shared her desire to hear from every one of the reps,

and she told them that she was there to support them. “But the problem I

had,” Maggie reports,

was that initially some of the reps resisted sharing their knowledge with

other reps, claiming that they were in competition with each other. I very

quickly sent out an e-mail to all the reps and explained that there was ab-

solutely no competition among any of us. If one of us failed, then we all

failed. By helping each other gain customer loyalty with each customer, we

were working for the good of the organization, and ultimately, ourselves,

since we were each stockholders and had a stake in the company’s success.

We would sink or swim together. After that, they started experimenting on

their own and sharing their knowledge with me and their peers. This freed

me up a lot to focus on other aspects of the program.

Maggie modeled the value of collaboration by sharing information her-

self. She made very effective use of electronic communications in a situation

in which very little communication had existed. But hers is not a case of just
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sending messages. It’s one of leadership: she made good on her own promises

to the group, and established the fact that sharing information was to every-

one’s benefit. It’s these kinds of actions that can begin to create the climate

of trust and collaboration so critical to success.

By consulting with others and getting them to share information, you make

certain that people feel involved in making decisions that affect them. This is

no guarantee that a particular final decision will be accepted, but it’s certain to

decrease resistance. By seeking diverse inputs, you also help to get people’s cards

out on the table; they provide a more open forum for competing viewpoints

to be aired and discussed. Knowing how other people feel about issues en-

ables you to incorporate aspects of all the relevant viewpoints into a project

and demonstrate to others how their ideas have been heard and included.

FACILITATE RELATIONSHIPS
“I was new to Axon Instruments, and the first woman in a significant product-

development leadership position,” Siobhan Pickett explained,

and when I started with this project it was already several months behind

schedule. There were endless minor technical problems and production

issues that caused repeated delays to the launch. Turning this situation

around required, among many things, making sure that everyone saw how

they were interconnected with one another, and that our success would

not be the result of any one person or group’s efforts, especially in the

short-term, but because we were able to work together with an end goal in

our collective sight. We prioritized deliverables to the group over other

more individual responsibilities.

Although Siobhan conducted weekly meetings to keep herself and the team

informed, they didn’t wait for a meeting to discuss particular issues with any

of the members. When problems arose, they identified those who would be best

able to resolve them, then allowed and expected those people to explore solu-
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tions and bring forward their own recommendations. When problem solving,

Siobhan said,“I kept the team focused on identifying the best solution and ways

to prevent the problem from recurring in the future rather than placing blame.”

Emphasizing the big picture, and the long term, is crucial in helping peo-

ple deal with short-term setbacks. Leaders reframe any such incidents as

learning experiences that will help the team meet more difficult challenges

in the future. By emphasizing the ultimate goal, leaders strengthen team

members’ resolve.

One of the most significant ingredients to cooperation and collaboration

is a sense of interdependence, a condition in which everyone knows that they

cannot succeed unless everyone else succeeds, or at least that they can’t suc-

ceed unless they coordinate their efforts. If there’s no sense that “we’re all in

this together,” that the success of one depends on the success of the other,

then it’s virtually impossible to create the conditions for positive teamwork.

To get extraordinary things done, people have to rely on each other. They

need to have a sense of mutual dependence—a community of people in

which each knows that they need the others to be successful. To create con-

ditions in which people know they can count on each other a leader needs to

develop cooperative goals and roles, support norms of reciprocity, structure

projects to promote joint efforts, and support face-to-face interactions.

Develop Cooperative Goals and Roles

Whether it’s hockey or health care, education or financial services, the public or

private sector, for a team of people to have a positive experience together, they

must have shared goals that provide a specific reason for being together. No one

person can single-handedly teach a child, build a quality car, make a movie, cre-

ate a world-class guest experience, connect a customer to the Internet, or treat

a patient. No one can do these—or most other extraordinary things—alone.

A focus on a collective purpose binds people into cooperative efforts.

As the engineering manager for the InfoMedia Business Unit, Parthus Tech-

nologies (Ireland), John Doyle needed to ensure that team members assumed
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ownership of their tasks and took responsibility for

meeting their schedules, but, most important, to also

make certain they knew that they were members of a

team that had the same end goal in mind. John told us

how he did it:

I made sure that each team member depended on the

other and that success could only be achieved through

cooperation and teamwork. Each individual was com-

pletely informed in terms of feedback from customers, and they were fully

aware of the financial impact the program was going to make to Parthus.

This helped to create a buzz about being part of the team. I also made cer-

tain that each team member realized how important their contribution

was to the overall success of the program and the company. Finally, I fo-

cused the team on what we were doing that was special and differentiated

us from other projects in the past. In the end, we were all striving toward

the same common goal.

John, like other leaders we studied, realized that keeping individuals fo-

cused on a common goal promoted a stronger sense of teamwork than em-

phasizing individual objectives. For cooperation to succeed, roles must be

designed so that every person’s contributions are both additive and cumula-

tive to the final outcome. Individuals must clearly understand that unless they

each contribute whatever they can, the team fails. It’s like putting together a

jigsaw puzzle. Each person has a piece, and if even one piece is missing the

puzzle is impossible to complete.

Support Norms of Reciprocity

In any effective long-term relationship, there must be a sense of reciprocity.

If one partner always gives and the other always takes, the one who gives will

feel taken advantage of and the one who takes will feel superior. In such a cli-

A focus on a col-

lective purpose

binds people

into cooperative

efforts.
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mate, cooperation is virtually impossible. To develop cooperative relation-

ships, leaders must quickly establish norms of reciprocity within teams and

among partners. John Doyle, at Parthus, ensured that each member of his

team understood how they depended on one another for getting the job

done. One of the ways he achieved this was by having individuals from each

team periodically transfer to other team sites so they could experience first-

hand what others in the project were working on and what challenges they

were experiencing. This reinforced awareness that they were all in it together,

and how no one could be successful unless everyone was successful.

Political scientist Robert Axelrod dramatically demonstrated the power

of reciprocity in the best-known study of the “Prisoner’s Dilemma” puzzle.14

The dilemma is this: two parties (individuals or groups) are confronted with

a series of situations in which they must decide whether or not to cooperate.

They don’t know in advance what the other party will do. There are two basic

strategies—cooperate or compete—and four possible outcomes based on the

choices players make: win-lose, lose-win, lose-lose, and win-win.

The maximum individual payoff comes when the first player selects a

noncooperative strategy and the second player chooses to cooperate in good

faith. In this “I win but you lose” approach, one party gains at the other’s ex-

pense. Although this might seem to be the most successful strategy—at least

for the first player—it rarely proves to be successful in the long run, largely

because the second player won’t continue to cooperate in the face of the first

player’s noncooperative strategy. If both parties choose not to cooperate and

attempt to maximize individual payoffs, then both lose. If both parties choose

to cooperate, both win, though the individual payoff for a cooperative move

is less than for a competitive one (in the short run).

Axelrod invited scientists from around the world to submit their strate-

gies for winning in a computer simulation of this test of win-win versus win-

lose strategies. “Amazingly enough,” says Axelrod, “the winner was the

simplest of all strategies submitted: cooperate on the first move and then do

whatever the other player did on the previous move. This strategy succeeded
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by eliciting cooperation from others, not by defeating them.”15 Simply put,

people who reciprocate are more likely to be successful than those who try to

maximize individual advantage.

The dilemmas that can be successfully solved by this strategy are by no

means restricted to theoretical research. We all face similar predicaments in

our everyday lives:

• Should I try to maximize my own personal gain?

• What price might I pay for this action?

• Should I give up a little for the sake of others?

• Will others take advantage of me if I’m cooperative?

Reciprocity turns out to be the most successful approach for such daily

decisions, because it demonstrates both a willingness to be cooperative and

an unwillingness to be taken advantage of. As a long-term strategy, reciproc-

ity minimizes the risk of escalation: if people know that you’ll respond in

kind, why would they start trouble? And if people know that you’ll recipro-

cate, they know that the best way to deal with you is to cooperate and become

recipients of your cooperation.

Reciprocity leads to predictability and stability in relationships, which can

keep relationships and negotiations from breaking down.16 Why? Part of the

reason is that the knowledge that people share goals and will reciprocate in

their attainment makes working together less stressful. Improved relation-

ships and decreased stress: fine objectives under any circumstances.

It’s absolutely essential that every leader keep the norms of reciprocity

and fairness in mind. As Harvard professor of public policy Robert Putnam

tells us, “The norm of generalized reciprocity is so fundamental to civilized

life that all prominent moral codes contain some equivalent of the Golden

Rule.”17 And when we treat others as we’d like for them to treat us, it’s likely

they’ll repay us many times over.

When Leon Perepelitsky, senior software engineer at Scientific Atlanta, a

Cisco company, reflected back upon why their core teams interact and oper-
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ate rather smoothly, he realized that the key factor was getting these various

groups, distributed around the country, to appreciate that they could ac-

complish more by working together than they could by working all alone. As

Leon explained,

because the team members are experienced engineers they often can come up

with the solution for the problem by themselves. However, what we found

out over the years is that if we involved the entire group we would benefit

more than twofold. First, the quality of the solution would be much

higher, more long-term, and less error prone. Second, the entire group knows

what the rest of the group is doing and can be on the lookout for ways to

help—knowing that others are doing the same thing on their behalf. This rec-

iprocity has created great team camaraderie, which has helped us in so

many situations to make that last push to deliver a task or a project on time.

Once you help others to succeed, acknowledge their accomplishments,

and help them shine, especially in front of others, they will never forget it.

The “norm of reciprocity” comes into play, and they are more than willing to

return the favor. Whether the rewards of cooperation are monetary or not,

when people understand that they will be better off by cooperating, they’re

inclined to recognize the legitimacy of others’ interests in an effort to pro-

mote their own welfare.

Structure Projects to Promote Joint Effort

The leader’s job is to make sure that all parties understand each other’s inter-

ests and how each can gain more from working together than from working

alone or with only their own interests in mind. People are more likely to coop-

erate, whether in the corporation, community, or classroom, if the payoffs for

interdependent efforts are greater than those associated with working inde-

pendently. This more collectivist perspective is quite prominent in a number

of cultures around the world, whereas people growing up in many Westernized

countries that emphasize individualistic or competitive achievement have the
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perception that they’ll do better if everyone were each rewarded solely based

on their individual accomplishments. They’re wrong. The fact is that coopera-

tion pays bigger bonuses than individualistic or competitive achievement.

Leaders such as Siobhan Pickett and John Doyle, and others we studied,

structured projects so that each person’s tasks made a visible contribution to

the end result. The motivation for working diligently

on one’s own job, keeping in mind the overall common

objective, is reinforced because it is the end result that

gets rewarded and not simply individual efforts. Most

profit-sharing plans, for example, are based on meet-

ing the company’s goals and not simply those of sepa-

rate independent units or departments. Certainly

individuals within the group each have distinct roles,

but on world-class teams everyone knows they can’t

achieve the group goals unless they all play well their

individual parts. After all, if you could do it alone, why would you need a

team? Soccer isn’t a one-on-eleven sport; hockey isn’t one-on-six; baseball

isn’t one-on-nine; basketball isn’t one-on-five. They require team effort—as

do all extraordinary organizational achievements.

For cooperation to succeed, individuals need to understand that by work-

ing together they will be able to accomplish something that no one can ac-

complish on their own. Jim Vesterman learned an indelible lesson in the

power of group effort when he joined the Marine Corps. “I considered my-

self a pretty good team player,” he said, “yet everything I thought I knew about

working with other people was about to change.”18 It started on his first day

of boot camp at Parris Island when he and his fellow recruits learned to make

their beds—an exercise called “two sheets and a blanket.”

When the drill instructor begins counting, you’ve got three minutes to

make the bed—hospital corners and the proverbial quarter bounce. When

you’re done, you’re told to get back in a line. The goal is to have every bed

After all, if you

could do it

alone, why

would you need

a team?
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in the platoon made. So I made my bed, then I stood on the line. I was

pretty proud, because when three minutes were up, there weren’t more

than ten men who had finished. “Ahead of the pack,” I thought. But the

drill instructors weren’t congratulating us. Everyone’s bed had to be

made. . . . “We’ve got all day to get this right,” the drill instructors were say-

ing, looking at all the unfinished beds. “Two sheets and a blanket!”

I ripped off the sheets again, and again, and again. Finally one of the

drill instructors looked me in the eye. “Your bunkmate isn’t done. What

are you doing?” I thought, “What am I doing?” Standing on line, thinking

I’d accomplished something while my bunkmate struggled.

Together my bunkmate and I made our beds about twice as fast as we

did alone. Still, not everyone was finishing. Finally we realized, “Okay, when

we’re done, we’ve got to go help the bed next to us, and the bed down from

that,” and so on. I went from thinking, “I’ll hand my bunkmate a pillow,

but I’m not going to make the bed for him” to making beds for anyone

who needed help.19

Two sheets and a blanket was an epiphany for Jim: in the Marines, you can’t

survive without helping the guys next to you. Naomi Boyd learned a similar

lesson in her very first leadership role, serving as the senior quality assurance

analyst for Visa International.“I had to build a team,” she told us,“provide them

with proper training, ensure a test plan, create test cases and get them signed

off, and make certain that this new software was up and running within one

month—which actually required three months!” Naomi knew the group

couldn’t complete this assignment without the cooperation of everyone in-

volved. She explained the situation to the team. To meet this deadline they de-

cided they would have to work almost around the clock. So they made the

decision to split the team up into two shifts (one working from 7 A.M. and fin-

ishing up around 4 P.M. and the other starting at 3 P.M. and ending at 2 A.M.).

Naomi encouraged them to think of other ways that they could work to-

gether rather than each on their own.
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For example, we had separate stations that each member of the team could

use to test the application. The team found that by working in pairs per

station, they were able to test better. Because we all had the same common

goal in mind—which had to be completed under uncomfortable circum-

stances and incredible time pressures—we were all willing to help each

other as much as possible. None of us would be finished until all of us were

finished. This realization kept us mutually focused from the start through

the finish of this project.

Another way of facilitating cooperation through promoting joint efforts

is to emphasize long-term payoffs—that is, to make certain that the long-

term benefits of mutual cooperation are greater than the short-term benefits

of working alone or competing with others. Naomi achieved this, even within

a one-month time frame, by getting the people on her team to see that by

working together they would get the project completed faster than by think-

ing about short-term victories resulting from doing their own thing, or com-

plaining, blaming, or competing with others for scarce resources.

Support Face-to-Face Interactions

Group goals, reciprocity, and promoting joint effort are all essential for col-

laboration to occur, but what is also critical is positive face-to-face interac-

tion.20 And this need for face-to-face communication increases with the

complexity of the issues.21 Roberta Linsky, vice president of worldwide human

resources for the Swiss-owned Logitech, asserts that “a group of individuals

can only act as a team when they have met face-to-face four or five times.”

Stephanie Powell, eBusiness marketing manager at Plantronics, echoed this

observation, claiming, “Until you see someone’s face, they are not a real per-

son to you.” Stephanie approaches each interaction “as if it’ll last a lifetime,

and as if it will be important to everyone’s mutual success in the future.” It’s

the leader’s job, as both Roberta and Stephanie point out, to provide frequent

and lasting opportunities for team members to associate and intermingle
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across disciplines and between departments. As handy as virtual tools are for

staying in touch, they are no substitute for positive face-to-face interactions.

As all of us become more and more dependent on virtual connections,

we think that if we can reach across boundaries with the stroke of a key and

the click of a mouse, we can more easily establish the foundation for better

relationships. The hitch is, there’s really no such thing as virtual trust.22

Virtual trust, like virtual reality, is one step removed from the real thing.

We’re social animals; it’s in our nature to want to interact, and bits and bytes

make for a very weak social foundation. That said, in today’s global economy

our work relationships depend more and more on electronic connections,

and many work “places” are virtual in nature. How are we to combine and

balance the benefits of technology with the social imperative of human con-

tact? How can we reconcile the reality of our virtual organizations with our

knowledge that building trust depends on getting to know one another inti-

mately? The implication for leaders is that in addition to the e-mails, instant

messages, teleconferences, and video conferences, they need to look to another

technology—the airplane! There is no more effective way to build trust and

promote teamwork than making it a practice to get people together regularly,

face-to-face.

People who expect durable and frequent face-to-face interactions in the

future are more likely to cooperate in the present. Knowing that you’ll have to

deal with someone tomorrow, next week, or next year ensures that you won’t

easily forget about how you’ve treated them, and how they’ve treated you.

When durable interactions are frequent, the consequences of today’s actions

on tomorrow’s dealings are that much more pronounced. In addition, frequent

interactions between people promote positive feelings on the part of each for

the other.23 Again, as John Doyle found out, “People knew we were in this to-

gether; and we were in this for the long run. Encouraging people to transfer

between team sites for a period of time ensured familiarity with the culture

and practices of their peers. This resulted in an increased level of trust between

the teams, confidence in one another and a solid foundation for success.”
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We recognize that in this global economic environment, in which speed

is a competitive advantage and loyalty is no longer a strong virtue, the notion

of durable interactions may seem quaint and anachronistic. But that doesn’t

make the reality disappear. Sure, it’s more difficult. That’s a fact of life in the

Global Economy. Knowing that sustaining durable and face-to-face interac-

tions is likely to make you more effective, you have to make it one of your

leadership imperatives.

We know that people don’t stay in one job forever,

nor should they. Marriages do fall apart, and abusive

ones should end. Companies do fail, sometimes be-

cause of bad management and sometimes because the

marketplace isn’t buying. No matter. The point is that

fostering collaboration is so crucial to the success of

teams, companies, and communities today that every

significant relationship should be treated as if it’ll last

a lifetime—as if it will be important to all parties’ mu-

tual success in the future. Universities and many suc-

cessful consulting and executive search firms trade on this attitude in their

treatment of alumni and clients, every one of whom is viewed as a potential

source of good will and good business. Begin with the assumption that in the

future you’ll be interacting with this person in some way, and both you and

the whole society will be better served.

REFLECTION AND ACTION:
FOSTERING COLLABORATION
“You can’t do it alone” is the mantra of exemplary leaders—and for good rea-

son. You simply can’t get extraordinary things done by yourself. Collabora-

tion is the master skill that enables teams, partnerships, and other alliances

to function effectively. Collaboration can be sustained only when you create

a climate of trust and facilitate effective long-term relationships among your

Every significant

relationship

should be

treated as if it’ll

last a lifetime.
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constituents. To get extraordinary things done, you have to promote a sense

of mutual dependence—feeling part of a group in which everyone knows

they need the others to be successful. Without that sense of “we’re all in this

together” it’s virtually impossible to keep effective teamwork going.

Trust is the lifeblood of collaborative teamwork. To create and sustain the

conditions for long-lasting connections, you have to be able to trust others

and others have to trust you. Without trust you cannot lead. Without trust

you and your constituents cannot get extraordinary things done. So share in-

formation and resources freely with your constituents, show that you under-

stand their needs and interests, open up to their influence, make wise use of

their abilities and expertise, and—most of all—demonstrate your trust in

others before asking for them to trust you.

Leaders embrace the challenge of facilitating relationships among all the

people involved in any undertaking, ensuring that everyone recognizes their

inter-dependence more than their independence. Cooperative goals and roles

contribute to a sense of collective purpose, and the best incentive for others to

work to achieve your shared goals is their knowing that you’ll reciprocate,

helping them in return. Help begets help just as trust begets trust. Support-

ing norms of reciprocity enables people to clearly understand why it is in their

best interest to cooperate, as does structuring projects to reward joint efforts.

Extraordinary leaders go to great lengths to get people interacting. They know

there’s no such thing as virtual trust, so they encourage face-to-face interac-

tions as often as possible to reinforce the durability of relationships and en-

hance interpersonal team dynamics.

Here are three action steps that you can take to fulfill the leader’s com-

mitment to Foster Collaboration:

Show Trust to Build Trust

Building trust is a process that begins when one party is willing to risk being

the first to ante up, being the first to show vulnerability, and being the first

to let go of control. Since you’re the leader, the first to trust has to be you. If
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you, as the leader, show a willingness to trust others, your constituents will

be more inclined to leave behind their doubts and apprehensions. To pro-

mote trust throughout the organization, be the first to

• Disclose information about who you are and what you believe

• Admit mistakes

• Acknowledge the need for personal improvement

• Ask for feedback—positive and negative

• Listen attentively to what others are saying

• Invite interested parties to important meetings

• Share information that’s useful to others

• Openly acknowledge the contributions of others

• Show that you’re willing to change your mind when someone else comes

up with a good idea

• Avoid talking negatively about others

• Say, “We can trust them,” and mean it!

Of course there are risks. You might end up looking off-the-wall, weak, or

incompetent. But the risks are well worth it in creating a trustworthy system.

Trustworthiness is in the eye of the beholder. This means that in order for

your constituents to call you “trustworthy” they must believe that you have

their best interests at heart. It means that you don’t want to see them get hurt,

be embarrassed, feel harassed, or suffer. You want them to succeed, to be

healthy, happy, and prosperous. And because of this, people believe they can

take the risks of putting themselves in a relationship with you, even if there

are no rock-solid guarantees of positive outcomes.

Say We, Ask Questions, Listen, and Take Advice

Because no one ever accomplishes anything significant alone, your approach

can never be “Here’s what I plan for you to do”; instead, it’s “Here’s what we’ve

agreed we’ll do together.” This inclusive language reinforces the fact that goals
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are truly collaborative, not imposed. When talking about what is planned or

what has been accomplished, it’s essential that you talk in terms of our vision,

our values, our goals, our plans, our actions, and our achievements. Your task

as a leader is to help other people reach mutual goals, not your goals, and to

get there with a sense that we did it together. None of this is to say that you

don’t have individual goals or individual tasks. It’s just that as the leader your

job is to make sure that everyone sees themselves as a part of the larger mis-

sion, and your language needs to reflect that sense of being part of the team.

So, conduct an I-We language audit. Ask someone to observe the meet-

ings you hold, whether one-on-one or large-group, and count the number of

times you say I and the number of times you say We. On balance, there ought

to be more references worded in first-person plural than first-person singu-

lar. Do the same with your memos and e-mail.

You can also use this technique when interviewing candidates for roles in

which leadership is required. Candidates who use I more than We will make

poor leaders, and the organization will suffer from their attempts to push

their own agenda on the group or claim credit for themselves.

Also audit your talking and listening behavior. If you want people to trust you,

and if you want to build a climate of trust in your organization, the listening-to-

talking ratio has to be in favor of listening. People need to feel that their voice

matters and that their vote counts. The best way to get the conversation going

so that you can listen is to ask a question or ask for advice. (Of course, people

will stop giving you advice if you never take it, and they’ll see your listening as

a disingenuous technique.) If you truly listen to the advice people give you

in response to your questions, extraordinary things can happen.

Whether it’s in one-on-one discussions or town hall meetings, you’ve got

to have a routine for asking questions, listening, and taking advice from oth-

ers. Here are two assignments for you at the next two team meetings you have.

At the first meeting, ask questions more than give information. Ask someone

to monitor your actions and record your questioning-to-informing ratio. See

how you did. The ratio should be at least 2:1.
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At the second team meeting, practice listening. Remember that listening

doesn’t mean not speaking. It may mean asking questions for clarification or

paraphrasing what someone else said. Your job is not to give advice and win

arguments; it’s to pay attention to what others want and need. Once again,

have someone monitor you and make note of your listening-to-informing

ratio. See how you did. If it’s not at least 2:1, try again.

Get People Interacting

Here are just a few of the many ways in which you can create opportunities

for people to interact with one another and in the process form more trust-

ing, more collaborative relationships:

• Put a couple of chairs outside your cubicle or office. Encourage people who

pass by to sit down for a conversation. Have some of your own informal

one-on-ones out in the open.

• Be sure that the coffee, refrigerator, and other shared resources are in a

central place where everyone walks by, not in some corner or basement

hideaway.

• Hold ten-minute stand-up meetings at the start of every morning in an open

area. Move the meeting around the workplace so that you tour the facility.

• If you don’t yet hold regular group meetings at established times so people

get used to coming together, start doing this. There’s more to meetings than

disseminating information and solving problems. They’re also ways of

building connections.

• Start your formal meetings with five or ten minutes of community build-

ing before you get down to business. Ask a question as simple as, “So what

did everyone do over the holiday weekend? Stephanie or Bill, would you

mind starting?”

• Make sure there’s food in the middle of the table during meetings (rather

than in the corners or on some end table).
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• Hold small celebrations in very public places—like on the plant floor—in-

stead of in distant, secluded conference rooms or off-site venues.

• Intentionally move your office—sorry, cubicle—to the furthest spot from

the restroom so you have to walk by everyone’s desk before you get there.

Start using the restrooms on another floor.

• Rotate team meeting leadership so everyone gets a turn.

Some people may see these ideas as gimmicky and a waste of time and re-

sources. Those who have used them disagree. The reality is that people can’t

all be in this together unless you get them interacting on both a personal and

professional basis. People need these opportunities to socialize, exchange in-

formation, and solve problems informally.

COMMITMENT NUMBER 7
Foster Collaboration

Essentials of Fostering Collaboration

• Create a climate of trust

• Facilitate relationships

Taking Action

• Show trust to build trust

• Say we, ask questions, listen, and take advice

• Get people interacting
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“Great leaders grow their constituents into leaders themselves.”

Edmar Soriano, Tutoring Club of Fremont /Newark

When Sanjay Bali was assigned as officer-in-charge on an Indian navy tanker, his

department was not up to standards—neither his nor those of the fleet. “It was

clear to me,” he explains,“that while the staff members were talented, they lacked

the leadership that was necessary to bring them together as a team. My chal-

lenge was to instill confidence in them and help them recognize their abilities.”

Although the Indian navy, like armed services around the globe, is largely

hierarchically structured, within his unit Sanjay created an organization that

was greatly influenced by individual personalities and aspirations, areas of

S T R E N G T H E N  

O T H E R S
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competence, career paths, resources, and, of course, “military mandates.” San-

jay felt strongly that it was important to recognize each individual’s area of

interest and skill in assigning him or her a task and responsibility:

To understand what each person aspired to and enjoyed doing, I sat down

and discussed these things with them individually. By doing this I was able

to avoid assigning people to roles with which they were not comfortable.

We used honest, disciplined, and respectful communications and fostered

mutually beneficial relationships with people. They were willing to help

out and cooperate with me and with one another because they were con-

fident that we would do the same for them.

Sanjay asked group members to share their ideas and suggestions, and to

“think outside of the box” because “the regimented life of the service kills

one’s creativity. My being open to their thoughts made them more willing to

think of solutions and alternate courses of action instead of waiting to be told

what to do.” Sanjay made sure that making suggestions was always a positive

experience—even if someone’s idea wasn’t implemented. “I appreciated the

fact that they were putting forth the effort of coming up with ideas. How were

they going to get stronger without practice?” This is an approach, Sanjay says,

“that’s not often seen in the Indian navy, but I believe it made the group

members feel empowered.”

Sanjay felt that mutual respect and accountability were key to the team’s

success. “I emphasized that no one in the group was smarter or better than

anyone else,” he explains, “and the key was to share knowledge and informa-

tion rather than hoard it. We needed to recognize that every individual in the

group brought value to the whole team. Rather than dwelling on areas in

which they lacked skills, I pointed out the importance of them playing com-

plementary roles . . . so that they, as well as the entire group, would benefit.”

Although lack of experience was unavoidable, lack of knowledge or en-

thusiasm was not acceptable to Sanjay. If someone didn’t have knowledge
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in an essential area, he or she was responsible for gaining that knowledge.

To make this possible, Sanjay set up a buddy system in which a younger,

less knowledgeable individual was paired up with someone who had more

experience and expertise. This way, one person gained knowledge while

the other reinforced knowledge by helping someone else learn. An addi-

tional benefit to this system was cross-training, so that more than one per-

son was able to perform a particular task. Sanjay later expanded this idea at

a peer instruction program in which individuals would share past experi-

ences with the group, explaining situations that had arisen and how they

were dealt with. They also did research within their areas of expertise,

which they would then share with the group. Everyone had something to

contribute.

By the end of his tour, the sailors in Sanjay’s tanker were rated first among

the more than forty fleet ships, even higher than the aircraft carrier, which

had five times the number of people and had traditionally achieved the num-

ber one ranking. The tanker subsequently instituted an internal award in the

name of Sanjay Bali to honor the best department on the ship.

Like Sanjay, exemplary leaders strengthen others. They enable others to

take ownership of and responsibility for their group’s success by enhancing

their competence and their confidence in their abilities, by listening to their

ideas and acting upon them, by involving them in important decisions, and

by acknowledging and giving credit for their contributions.

Creating a climate in which people are fully engaged and feel in control

of their own lives is at the heart of strengthening others. People must have

the latitude to make decisions based on what they believe should be done.

They must work in an environment that both develops their abilities to per-

form a task or complete an assignment and builds a sense of self-confidence.

They must hold themselves personally accountable for results as well as feel

ownership for their achievements.

We’ve distilled these observations into two leadership essentials that

Strengthen Others:
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• Enhance self-determination

• Develop competence and confidence

By using these essentials, leaders significantly increase people’s belief in

their own ability to make a difference. Leaders move from being in control to

giving over control to others, becoming their coaches and teachers. Leaders

help others learn new skills and develop existing talents, and they provide the

institutional supports required for ongoing growth and change. In the final

analysis, what leaders are doing is turning their constituents into leaders.

ENHANCE SELF-DETERMINATION
Leaders accept and act on the paradox of power: you become more powerful when

you give your own power away. Long before empowerment was written into the

popular vocabulary, exemplary leaders understood how important it was that

their constituents felt strong, capable, and efficacious. Constituents who feel

weak, incompetent, and insignificant consistently underperform, they want to

flee the organization, and they’re ripe for disenchantment, even revolution.

People who feel powerless, be they managers or individual contributors,

tend to hoard whatever shreds of power they have. Powerless managers tend

to adopt petty and dictatorial styles, for example. Powerlessness also creates

organizational systems in which political skills are essential and “covering

yourself” and “passing the buck” are the preferred modes of handling inter-

departmental differences.1

To get a better sense of how it feels to be powerless as well as powerful, we

often ask people to tell us about their own experiences of being in these sit-

uations. First, we ask them to identify actions or situational conditions that

have made them feel powerless, weak, or insignificant, like a pawn in some-

one else’s chess game. Here are some representative statements:

• I had no input into a hiring decision of someone who was to report directly

to me. I didn’t even get to speak to the candidate.
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• People picked me apart while I was making a presentation, and the cham-

pion of the project didn’t support me.

• I was told I couldn’t ask questions because I lacked the appropriate educa-

tional or experience level.

• They treated us like mushrooms. They fed us horse manure and kept us in

the dark.

• I worked extremely hard—long hours and late nights—on an urgent proj-

ect, and then my manager took full credit for it.

• No one would answer my questions.

But when people have felt powerful—strong, efficacious, like the creators

of their own experience—they report actions and conditions such as these:

• I was able to make a large financial decision on my own. I got to write a

large check without being questioned.

• I was asked to take on a project for which I didn’t have the experience. My

manager said, “I’m confident you’ll be successful.”

• My president supported my idea without question.

• After having received a memo that said “Cut travel,” I made my case about

why it was necessary to travel for business reasons; and I was told to go

ahead.

• I was five years old, and my dad said, “You’ll make a great mechanic one

day.” He planted the seed.

• All the financial data were shared with me.

As we examine powerless and powerful times, we’re struck by one clear

and consistent message: feeling powerful—literally feeling “able”—comes from

a deep sense of being in control of your own life. People everywhere share this

fundamental need. When they feel able to determine their own destiny, when

they believe they’re able to mobilize the resources and support necessary to

complete a task, then they persist in their efforts to achieve. But when they
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feel they’re controlled by others, when they believe that they lack support or

resources, they show no commitment to excel (although they may comply).

Any leadership practice that increases another’s sense of self-determina-

tion, self-confidence, and personal effectiveness makes that person more pow-

erful and greatly enhances the possibility of success.2

For Arjun Lahiri, who was working as a business devel-

opment manager for a Silicon Valley–based start-up

company at the time, this meant enabling each and

every member of his team to articulate the value of

their technological solution in business terms for their

customers. Arjun explained,

I encouraged them to express their ideas and con-

cerns, no matter how ridiculous they might have

seemed. This made them comfortable that they were

being heard, paid attention to, and they experienced

a sense of ownership for the project delivery. Within the team, I listened

carefully to their suggestions and discussions patiently without jumping

to conclusions. This gave them the opportunity to present their ideas in a

safe environment which, in turn, allowed them to be more confident and

articulate advocates. They knew that I trusted them, had confidence in

their judgment, and that I was ready and prepared to back them up when-

ever necessary. Each one of them felt powerful and acted with the confi-

dence that they could meet any challenge put before them.

Arjun’s personal experience is supported by a quarter-century of research

showing that the more people believe that they can influence the organization,

the greater organizational effectiveness and member satisfaction there will be.

A sense of personal power results in higher job fulfillment and performance

throughout the organization.3 Gallup surveys involving more than ten million

employees, from over 110 countries in industries as varied as electrical utilities,

Feeling power-

ful comes from

a deep sense of

being in control

of your own

life.
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retail stores, restaurants, hotels, hospitals, paper mills, government agencies,

banks, and newspapers, as well as dozens of others, clearly show that the extent

to which people feel powerful and engaged in their work is directly linked to

positive business outcomes (sales growth, productivity, customer loyalty, and so

forth).4 Or consider the fact that business units with actively disengaged work-

ers experience 30 to 50 percent more turnover than those with engaged em-

ployees, and that these employees annually miss more than three times the

number of days reported by their more engaged peers.5

Self-determination can be enhanced in a number of ways. The most sig-

nificant actions a leader can take to ensure that people can decide for them-

selves are to provide more choices, design jobs that offer latitude, and foster

personal accountability.

Provide Choices

“What made this experience so significant,” explained John Zhang, who was

just starting out his career at Dalin International Trading Corporation, “was

that my manager listened carefully to me and then asked me what I thought

we should do.” After presenting several alternatives, his manager asked John

again what he thought should be done and said, “It’s your decision.” They

talked some more about the alternatives, and John recommended a particu-

lar strategy. “He backed me up completely,” John said of his manager, “and I

subsequently did everything I could to ensure our success. There was no way

I was going to let us not be successful.” Choice builds commitment. Imagine

what would have happened if John’s manager had said, “It’s my decision, and

you have no choice in the matter but to do what I’ve decided.” Would John

have reported that he’d do everything he could to ensure success? Would you?

We doubt it.

Many have written about how choice is required for organizations and

their employees to provide exceptional customer service.6 Responsive service

and extra employee efforts emerge when people have the necessary leeway to
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meet customer needs and sufficient authority to serve customer wants. These

ideas don’t just apply to frontline service personnel. Consider a study of the

Fortune 200. Over a period of two decades, 13 of the top 200 companies out-

performed the other 187 organizations. Only a few factors separated the top

13 from the rest of the pack. One of the key factors was a much higher spend-

ing authority at the divisional level. For example, divisional managers in the

most successful firms could spend up to $20 million on their own signature

(ten times the amount at the other organizations).7

When Rajalakshmi (Raji) Santhanam was managing the Technical Pub-

lications Department in Bangalore, India, for ENCIRQ Corporation, her team

had zero attrition over a three-year period. She told us that this group was

“considered the most cohesive and tightly knit team” in the company. In ex-

plaining the reasons for this, Raji was keen to point out the importance of

making certain that every member of the team had many opportunities to

exercise choices about what they did. For example, apart from conducting

the typical performance review with each individual, Raji introduced a “per-

sonal blank-page exercise where we would talk about what the person really

wanted to do, and we generally included this in their jobs to help build them.”

Raji went on to explain that for each new assignment the team took on, they

got together and determined collectively who should do what and why. The

creation of these peer teams worked very well, she said, because “they had the

latitude to decide what to do and they could go out and develop it in any way

that they thought fit.”

People simply cannot lead and can’t make a difference unless they have a

choice. If someone has no freedom of choice and can only act in ways pre-

scribed by the organization, then how can they respond when the customer

or another employee behaves in ways that are not in the script? They will have

to ask the “boss” what to do—even if they think they know what needs to be

done and feel they could do it! And a boss who doesn’t know will have to ask

his or her manager. And up the ladder it goes.
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Design Jobs to Offer Latitude

If leaders want higher levels of performance and greater initiative from their

constituents, they must be proactive in designing work that allows people dis-

cretion and choice. In another word, latitude. To feel like they’re in control

of their own work lives people need to be able to take nonroutine action, ex-

ercise independent judgment, and make decisions that affect how they do

their work without having to check with someone else. It means being cre-

ative and flexible—liberated from a standard set of rules, procedures, or

schedules. It means having more broadly defined jobs, offering more alter-

natives. Narrow job categories confine choices; broader categories permit in-

creased flexibility and discretion. Those who hold broadly defined jobs have

more options about how to accomplish the assigned objectives.

The shift to fewer job classifications in large organizations is a clear sign

that breadth is essential to rapid response. Narrow job classifications limit

our options, and narrower options mean people can’t do very much to re-

spond to customer needs. We’ve all heard this line: “It’s not my job.” In fact,

the old notion of work as a collection of “jobs” is being replaced by the more

expansive concept of work as a series of “projects.” This restructuring allows

people more freedom of movement, choice, and contact. Get rid of multiple

managerial layers and sign-offs; those requirements are disabling and waste-

ful of time, money, talent, and motivation. They also lose customers.

In this dynamic global environment, only adaptive individuals and orga-

nizations will thrive. This means leaders must support more and greater indi-

vidual discretion to meet the changing demands of customers, clients,

suppliers, and other stakeholders. With this increased discretion comes an in-

creased ability to use and expand one’s talents, training, and experience. The

payoff, as leaders like Grace Chan discovered, is improved performance.

As a program manager for Intel, Grace was leading a complex project re-

quiring support from parties in Japan as well as the United States and input

across several levels of management, functional partners, and suppliers. She

understood the importance of making certain that job and specification re-
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quirements weren’t so narrowly defined that people didn’t have any room to

maneuver. She made sure people had some latitude with their own choices

and decisions and the chance to move across disciplines and boundaries.

Grace’s viewpoint was clear to all: “A healthy business relationship starts with

reasonable compromises and mutual understanding from both sides, not by

simply pressing hard on one side.” She empowered team members to claim

ownership of various parts of the program, and as the owner of their re-

spective areas, they were held accountable for the out-

come. She insisted on “providing some leeway to the

suppliers, for example, on terms which were critical to

them, and in turn we gained headroom on other terms

essential to our business model. In the end, both par-

ties were satisfied with the terms and conditions and

there were absolutely no hard feelings.

“Empowering and strengthening all the members

of the team to do their best,” Grace told us, “really mo-

tivated them to strive for optimal results.”

Foster Accountability

Grace understands something very fundamental about strengthening others.

She knows that that the power to choose rests on the willingness to be held

accountable. She knows that the more freedom of choice people have, the

more personal responsibility they must accept. There’s also a bonus: the more

people believe that everyone else is taking responsibility for their parts of the

job—and has the competence to do it—the more trusting and the more co-

operative they’re going to be. It’s also true that people will be more confident

in doing their part when they believe others will do theirs. This intercon-

nectedness between choice and accountability takes on increasing importance

in a virtually connected global workplace.

Unless people take personal responsibility and unless they are held ac-

countable for their own actions, others are not very inclined to want to work

In this dynamic

global environ-

ment, only

adaptive indi-

viduals and 

organizations

will thrive.
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with them nor much inclined to cooperate in general. Individual account-

ability is a critical element of every collaborative effort. Everyone has to do

their part for a group to function effectively.

Structuring the situation so that people have to work collaboratively can

actually increase personal accountability. Why? Because when you know that

your colleagues are expecting you to be prepared and to do your job, these

peer expectations are a powerful force in motivating you to do well. The feel-

ing of not wanting to let the rest of the group down strengthens people’s re-

solve to do their best.

Some people believe that teams and other cooperative endeavors mini-

mize individual accountability. They believe that if people are encouraged to

work collectively, somehow they’ll take less responsibility for their own ac-

tions than if they are encouraged to compete or to do things on their own.

The evidence doesn’t support this point of view.8 It’s true that some people

become social loafers when working in groups, slacking off while others do

their jobs for them. But this doesn’t last for long, because their team mem-

bers quickly tire of carrying the extra load. Either the slacker steps up to the

responsibility, or the team wants that person out. Leaders know that part of

their job is to set up conditions that enable each and every team member to

feel a sense of ownership for the whole job.

When Andy Gere was appointed to the new position of water treatment

supervisor at San Jose Water Company, an investor-owned water utility serv-

ing approximately one million people in Silicon Valley, his challenge was to

transform a fragmented, feuding group of individuals into a cohesive, coop-

erative workforce. In the end, this group developed a set of guidelines for com-

municating, problem solving, interacting, and performing critical functions

as a team. The guidelines were published in a manual (called An Operator’s

Guide to Making Teamwork Work), and each person signed an agreement that

made the guidelines a contract for the way they would work with one an-

other. Water quality improved dramatically, production increased by 8 per-

cent, and plant-related overtime decreased by 12 percent.
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This didn’t happen instantly. Andy began by making the operators ac-

countable. He gave them the authority to make plant process changes, in-

cluding plant shutdowns, without first checking with a supervisor. “It took

them awhile,” Andy admitted, “to get used to the idea that as a licensed water

treatment plant operator they not only had the authority but the responsi-

bility to optimize the plant processes to the best of their ability, all the time.”

He made the operators own the new procedures by letting them establish

their specific intergroup work rules (such as the protocol for deciding when

to turn on a creek intake after a storm) rather than dictating them from man-

agement. Similarly, the operators developed working rules, relationship rules,

and getting-along rules as a way to get beyond years of rivalry, grudges, and

sour relationships.

Accountability was pushed by reminding the operators to “focus on the

problem, not the person.” And making each operator accountable was critical

to the success of Andy’s initiative. As Andy explained,

“Asking the operators to write their own mission state-

ments and goals gave them a new sense of purpose and

created an opportunity for them to see an end product

that went beyond the end of their shift. They could see

how they were interconnected and how by working to-

gether they could accomplish more than by working

alone.” Pointing out individuals’ success in the presence

of their peers was one of the ways that Andy reinforced

who was accountable for what. Not only did this reinforce team members’ ex-

isting feelings of personal strength and capability but, Andy found, it “helped

them to recognize just how competent their counterparts in other areas were.”

Accountability results in feelings of ownership, that you—not someone

else—have the responsibility for what’s going on around you. When there is

no “they,” then no one has to be told what to do or why it is important. We

can all figure it out for ourselves. Leaders have created real owners en route

to the extraordinary.

Accountability

results in 

feelings of 

ownership.
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DEVELOP COMPETENCE AND CONFIDENCE
Options, latitude, and accountability fuel people’s sense of power and con-

trol over their lives. Yet as necessary as enhancing self-determination is, it’s

insufficient. Without the knowledge, skills, information, and resources to do

a job expertly, without feeling competent to skillfully execute the choices that

it requires, people feel overwhelmed and disabled. Even if they have the re-

sources, there may be times when people don’t have the confidence that they’re

allowed to use them, or that they’ll be backed up if things don’t go as well as

expected. And there may be times when they just lack the self-confidence to

do what they need to do.

Developing competence and building confidence are essential to delivering

on the organization’s promises and maintaining the credibility of leaders and

team members alike. To get extraordinary things done leaders must invest in

strengthening the capacity and the resolve of everyone in the organization.

Educate, Educate, Educate

When you increase the latitude and discretion of your constituents, you also

have to increase expenditures on training and development. Without educa-

tion and coaching, people are reluctant to exercise their knowledge, in part

because they don’t know how to perform the critical tasks and in part out of

fear of being punished for making mistakes. If you’re going to promise cus-

tomers quality products and superior customer service, you’re going to have

to equip employees with the skills and resources to do superior work. Suc-

cessful quality or service programs, for example, all have in common the fact

that the group members receive training in basic statistical measurement

methods, group communication skills, and problem-solving techniques. The

same goes for any improvement process, including the development of bet-

ter leaders.

Strengthening others requires up-front investments in initiatives that de-

velop people’s competencies and foster their confidence. These investments
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in training and development produce profits: companies that spend more

than the average amount on training have a higher return on investment than

companies that are below average spenders.9 Organizations that have invested

more than the average amount of money on training enjoy higher levels of

employee involvement and commitment and better levels of customer ser-

vice, along with greater understanding of and alignment with company vi-

sions and values.

As director of product development with Vasconnect, a start-up medical

device company, Gita Barry realized that building a new 3mm sterile deliv-

ery tool would be quite a stretch for her and her team. She had to challenge

everyone, internal and external to the program, to meet some very aggressive

deadlines and expand their competencies in the process. As she put it,

They needed to extend themselves beyond their current comfortable skill

sets. I ensured that team members were trained to complete each task

rather than assuming that previous experience was sufficient. This ended

up being very important to the success of the project because there were

many significant gaps in previous training, which would have killed the

project if they were not identified and addressed. With the additional train-

ing and individual attention, individuals felt like they were part of the team

and poised, even eager, to make a contribution.

For leaders, developing the competence and confidence of their con-

stituents (so that they might be more qualified, more capable, more effective,

and leaders in their own right) is a personal and hands-on affair. Leaders are

genuinely interested in those they coach, having empathy for and an under-

standing of each of their constituents.10 Among sales managers, for example,

developing others has been shown to be the competency most frequently

found among those at the top of their field.11 In today’s world, if you’re not

growing and learning in a job, you’d better find a new one. Dan Warmen-

hoven, Network Appliance’s CEO, told us that a critical hiring requirement for
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mid-level to senior managers has become “Can I learn from this person? We

don’t want to hire people that others don’t believe can teach them and make

them better in the process.”

Be sure to tap the teachers in your midst. Schoolteachers have long real-

ized that the learning of older children can be enhanced by having them tutor

younger students. In this process, the learning by both

parties is strengthened. This is equally true in organi-

zations, as demonstrated by the experiences of Sanjay

Bali, whose personal-best leadership story opened this

chapter. The late Peter Drucker explained that “knowl-

edge workers and service workers learn most when they

teach.”12 He pointed out that the best way to improve

a worker’s productivity was to ask for him or her to

give a presentation on “the secret of my success”; for

example, your star salesperson could present at the company’s sales confer-

ence, or your top surgeon could give a talk at the county medical society, or

your top volunteer could speak to the board.

Keep in mind that sometimes teaching can be informal and quite

serendipitous. A study by Xerox’s Palo Alto Research Center revealed that ser-

vice personnel learn most about fixing copiers not from company manuals but

from hanging around swapping stories.13 Instead of busting up the gang by the

water cooler, make opportunities for learning at informal get-togethers and

loosely organized off-site meetings.

Organize Work to Build Competence

In our case studies of personal bests, people talked of confronting critical or-

ganizational issues—whether improving quality, reducing manufacturing

start-up times, changing customer perceptions, raising literacy rates, reengi-

neering core agency processes, or mobilizing legislative initiatives. Although

it may seem obvious that people do their best when the work is critical to suc-

cess, this principle is often lost in the day-to-day design of work.

Leaders are gen-

uinely inter-

ested in those

they coach.
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Jack Stack, CEO of SRC Holdings, writes, “THE best, most efficient, most

profitable way to operate a business is to give everybody in the company a

voice in saying how the company is run and a stake in the financial outcome,

good or bad. . . . Financial education of the workforce—we call it open-book

management—is the key to extraordinary and sustained success. . . . Every-

one at SRC . . . understands how they personally affect the income and prof-

itability of the company.”14 At SRC at the time, 86 percent of the training

budget was spent on educating everyone to be a businessperson. Jack believes

that when everyone has the same information about what’s happening in the

business, then everyone starts thinking and acting like a CEO—regardless of

their organizational position.

Your constituents can’t act like owners and provide leadership if they fun-

damentally don’t understand how your business, agency, company, product,

or program operates. This goes way beyond clear visions and goals into the

interior domains of operations. To really understand the critical organiza-

tional issues and tasks, they need to be able to answer such questions as Who

are our most important customers, clients, suppliers, and stakeholders? How

do they perceive us? How do we measure success? What has our track record

been over the past five years? What new products or services will we initiate in

the next six months?

Many other questions could be asked; come up with the ones that make the

most sense in your context. If your constituents can’t answer critical questions

about your enterprise such as these, how can they work together to transform

shared values and common purposes into reality? How can they know how their

performance affects other teams, units, divisions, and ultimately the success of

the entire enterprise or endeavor? How can they feel very strong or capable if

they don’t know the answers to the same questions every “owner” would know?

Another way leaders can help strengthen constituents is by understand-

ing how the contextual factors of their jobs play out. Do people perceive

themselves as lacking control over their immediate situation, or lacking the

required capability, resources, or discretion needed to accomplish a task? If
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so, the most common reasons are excessive bureaucracy, authoritarian su-

pervisory styles, nonmerit-based reward systems, and rigid or limiting job

design.15 Although you may have little or no control over the bureaucracy

and reward systems, you certainly have control over your own leadership style

and over the design of the jobs of your direct reports or team members.

Here’s what to do: make certain that peoples’ jobs are designed so that

they know what is expected of them. Provide sufficient training and techni-

cal support so that people can complete their assignments successfully. En-

rich their responsibilities so that they experience variety in their task

assignments and opportunities to make meaningful decisions about how their

work gets accomplished. Create occasions for them to network with others

in the organization (including peers and senior managers). Involve them in

programs, meetings, and decisions that have a direct impact on their job per-

formance. Take a careful look at what your constituents are doing in their

jobs and determine—best to include them—where you could be enriching

their positions and consequently fostering greater self-confidence.

When he joined Datapro (India) as deputy manager, Raj Limaye found

his group feeling “quite shy and unsuccessful.” He immediately implemented

regular meetings, with new themes and new chairs each week, and he made

a concerted effort to get everyone to present their ideas. He met with each

person and asked them what they wanted to do in their jobs. While their an-

swers were not all the same, Raj made certain that he found challenging ex-

tensions to the tasks they were performing, and added variety to each job.

I tried removing unnecessary routine tasks where possible; and, if not, then

these were put on rotation. In six months we had reduced the routine tasks

to a minimum, as everyone shared ideas about how to improve these tasks

or find alternatives. We helped everyone become more competent by cre-

ating a learning climate where people needed to look beyond their own

job descriptions and organizational boundaries. People were assigned im-

portant tasks, and I made them accountable at the same time. We were able
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to complete a communications project at a critical moment in time that

proved vital to the Border Security Force of India.

How did this group get transformed? I listened to them, asked for feed-

back, acted on the feedback, involved team members in the decisions, had

them own the tasks, made them visible, and recognized their efforts for the

success of the group. We acted together.

As Raj demonstrated, people’s increased sphere of influence should be over

something relevant to the pressing concerns and core technology of the busi-

ness. Assess the critical tasks and issues in your organization and then make

sure that your constituents are well represented on the task forces, committees,

teams, and problem-solving groups dealing with them. If you’re on one of

these, make sure you take a key constituent or two along with you to meetings.

Foster Self-Confidence

Fostering the confidence to do well is critical in the process of strengthening

others. Just because individuals know how to do something doesn’t neces-

sarily mean that they will do it. Enabling others to act is not just a practice or

technique. It’s a key step in a psychological process that affects individuals’

intrinsic needs for self-determination. Each of us has an internal need to in-

fluence other people and life’s events so as to experience some sense of order

and stability in our lives. Feeling confident that we can adequately cope with

events, situations, and people we confront puts us in a position to exercise

leadership. Leaders take actions and create conditions that strengthen their

constituents’ self-esteem and internal sense of effectiveness.

Without sufficient self-confidence, people lack the conviction for taking

on tough challenges. The lack of self-confidence manifests itself in feelings of

helplessness, powerlessness, and crippling self-doubt. Building self-confidence

is building people’s inner strength to plunge ahead in uncharted terrain, to

make tough choices, to face opposition and the like because they believe in

their skills and in their decision-making abilities.16
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Empirical studies document how self-confidence can affect people’s per-

formance. In one study, managers were told that decision making was a skill

developed through practice. The more one worked at it, the more capable one

became. Another group of managers was told that decision making reflected

their basic intellectual aptitude. The greater one’s underlying cognitive ca-

pacities, the better his or her decision-making ability. Working with a simu-

lated organization, both groups of managers dealt with a series of production

orders, requiring various staffing decisions and the establishment of different

performance targets. When faced with difficult performance standards, those

managers who believed that decision making was an acquirable skill contin-

ued to set challenging goals for themselves, used good problem-solving strate-

gies, and fostered organizational productivity. Their counterparts, who

believed that decision-making ability was latent (that is, you either have it or

you don’t), lost confidence in themselves over time as they encountered dif-

ficulties. They lowered their aspirations for the organization, their problem

solving deteriorated, and organizational productivity declined.17

In a related set of studies, one group of managers was told that organiza-

tions and people are easily changeable. Another group was told, “Work habits

of employees are not that easily changeable, even by good guidance. Small

changes do not necessarily improve overall outcomes.” Those managers with

the confidence that they could influence organizational outcomes by their

actions maintained a higher level of performance than those who felt they

could do little to change things.18 A study of entry-level accountants revealed

that those with the highest self-confidence were rated ten months later by their

supervisors as having the best job performance. Their level of self-confidence

was a stronger predictor of job performance than the actual level of skill or

training they had received before being hired.19

Experience tells us—and these studies underscore—that having confi-

dence and believing in your ability to handle the job, no matter how diffi-

cult, is essential in promoting and sustaining consistent efforts. Fostering

self-confidence is not a warmed-over version of the power of positive thinking.
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By communicating to constituents that you believe that they—all of us—can

be successful, you help people to extend themselves and to persevere.

Still, there is a direct connection between self-confidence and competence.

You can’t just tell people they can do it if they really can’t. As founder of the

Institute for Women’s Leadership, Rayona Sharpnack, whom we discussed

earlier, tackles the issues of competence and confidence head-on:

I’ll go around the room and ask people how many of them would like to

have more confidence as a result of being in the class. Almost all of the

hands go up. I say, “Okay, I’m going to make you a counteroffer. I’m not

going to promise to give you more confidence. I’m going to promise to give

you more competence. And I’m going to ask you to look and see where

confidence comes from.” Then I ask how many of them think of confi-

dence as a prerequisite—how many of them will do something if they feel

confident enough to attempt it. All of the hands go up. Then I ask them

what they are confident about in their lives and how they got to be confi-

dent about those things. Whether it’s horseback riding or shipping prod-

ucts or developing software code, they all got confidence by doing

something over and over again. Oh, so then confidence is an aftermath,

not a prerequisite. Bing, bing, bing, bing!

Then it hits them: they’ve been spending their whole lives waiting to

be confident before trying to do something new, when they couldn’t pos-

sibly be confident until they’re competent. That’s transformational, be-

cause it suddenly sheds light on whole arenas of restriction and

impediment that have nothing to do with anything other than the context

from which they’re viewing the situation or their lives or themselves.20

Leaders Coach

Leaders actively seek out ways to increase choice, providing greater decision-

making authority and responsibility for their constituents. They also develop

the capabilities of their team and foster self-confidence through the faith they
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demonstrate in letting other people lead. In taking these actions, leaders act as

coaches, helping others learn how to use their skills and talents, as well as

learn from their experiences.21

Brian Baker, family-practice physician and colonel in the U.S. Army, un-

derstood how important it is for leaders to coach. Upon his arrival as hospi-

tal commander he was told that the Raymond W. Bliss Army Health Center

(located on Fort Huachuca near Tucson, Arizona) was the “most problem-

atic hospital in the army.” Brian found a group of talented people in disarray

and an organization with low morale, a set of rigidly

followed institutional rules, and a high degree of con-

flict between doctors and nurses. He also found a stun-

ningly unfavorable accreditation report by the Joint

Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organi-

zations, a report that threatened to harm the military

career of nearly everyone on staff. There was neither vi-

sion nor camaraderie—only fear, hostility, and conflict.

Yet within two years, under Brian’s leadership, the hos-

pital came “within inches” of receiving an exemplary rating—all without a

single change in personnel. Brian didn’t fire anyone, nor did he reassign any-

one or significantly change anyone’s job.

What Brian did do was coach. He listened, mentored, and fundamentally

changed the culture and the decision-making process. Restoring his staff ’s

sense of self-confidence was the first challenge. To that end, Brian held a se-

ries of meetings in rapid succession designed to allow him to meet and com-

municate openly with all of his constituents. No one’s supervisor was allowed

at these meetings because he wanted to ensure open and honest discussion.

Brian promised that he would take no direct action as a result of the meet-

ings, nor would he discuss what was said with anyone. He explained his phi-

losophy of participatory and supportive (versus directive) management.

These meetings set a tone of openness, genuine concern, and trust that was

essential to ultimately restoring people’s belief in their ability to succeed.

Leaders actively

seek out ways

to increase

choice.
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From Brian’s perspective, his leadership challenge was just a matter of

educating an already very bright and capable staff that wasn’t fulfilling their

potential:

All I had to do was point them toward the data and explain how impor-

tant it was that we did what the accreditation agency required. We’re not

here to tell people what to do but to make sure they understand what needs

to be done and understand how to do it.

You can’t just tell them to go out and do a monumental task if you

aren’t sure they really know what exactly needs to be done. So you ask lots

of questions to guide their thinking—you ask, “How are you going to do

this and such”—but you never assume control of the issue. They own it,

not you. You coach and you mentor, but you make them decide and act. If

it’s their plan, they’re more likely to make it happen. I helped add what I

consider the most important ingredient: mutual respect and a feeling of

togetherness. After that, everything just came together.

When at their best, leaders, like Brian, never take control away from oth-

ers. They leave it to their constituents to decide and to take responsibility

for the decisions they make. When leaders coach, educate, enhance self-

determination, and otherwise share power with others, they’re demonstrat-

ing profound trust in and respect for others’ abilities. When leaders help

others to grow and develop, that help is reciprocated. People who feel capa-

ble of influencing their leaders are more strongly attached to those leaders

and more committed to effectively carrying out their responsibilities. They

own their jobs.

REFLECTION AND ACTION: 
STRENGTHENING OTHERS
Strengthening others is essentially the process of turning constituents into

leaders—making people capable of acting on their own initiative. A virtuous
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cycle is created as power and responsibility are extended to others and as peo-

ple respond successfully.

Leaders strengthen others when they make it possible for constituents to

exercise choice and discretion, when they design in options and alternatives

to the ways that work and services are produced, and when they foster ac-

countability and responsibility that compels action. As more responsibility is

assumed by constituents, leaders can expend more energy in other areas, en-

hancing their own sphere of influence and bringing additional resources back

to their units to be distributed once again among the group members.

Leaders develop in others the competence, as well as the confidence, to

act and to excel. They make certain that constituents have the necessary data

and information to understand how the organization operates, gets results,

makes money, and does good work. They create a learning climate, investing

in people’s continuing competence, and they coach people on how to put

what they know into practice, stretching and supporting others to do more

than they might have imagined possible. Exemplary leaders use their power in

service of others because they know how well capable and confident people

perform. As constituents increase their competencies, even further amounts

of power and discretion can be extended.

Here are three action steps you can start taking today to Strengthen Others.

Increase Individual Accountability

Enhancing self-determination means giving people control over their own

lives. Therefore you, the leader, have to give them something of substance to

control and for which they are accountable. Here are some places to start:

• Make certain that everyone in your organization, no matter the task, has a

customer. The customer can be internal or external, but each person needs

to know who they are serving. And, by the way, the customer isn’t you, the

leader!

• Substantially increase signature authority at all levels.

• Remove or reduce unnecessary approval steps.
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• Eliminate as many rules as possible.

• Decrease the amount of routine work.

• Automate routine work wherever possible.

• Assign nonroutine jobs.

• Support the exercise of independent judgment.

• Encourage creative solutions to problems.

• Define jobs more broadly—as projects, not tasks.

• Provide greater freedom of access, vertically and horizontally, inside and

outside.

Remember to provide the necessary resources (for example, materials,

money, time, people, and information) for people to perform autonomously.

There’s nothing more disempowering than to have lots of responsibility for

doing something but nothing to do it with.

People’s increased sphere of influence ought to be over something rele-

vant to the pressing concerns and core technology of the business. Choosing

the color of the paint may be a place to start, but you’d better give people in-

fluence over more substantive issues as well. For example, if quality is top pri-

ority, find ways to expand people’s influence and discretion over issues of

quality control. If innovation is a priority, increase people’s influence over

the development of new products, processes, or services.

Offer Visible Support

Power doesn’t flow to unknown people; becoming powerful requires getting

noticed. And getting noticed means getting the visible support of the leader.

In strengthening your constituents ensure that they’re highly visible and that

individual and group efforts get noticed and recognized. Here are a few things

you can do to offer more support to your constituents:

• Assign a key presentation to one of your team members. Offer coaching

ahead of time. Introduce him or her to the group, and be there in the room

to offer words of encouragement.

c10.qxd  6/19/07  2:15 PM  Page 271



272 THE LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE

• Nominate one of your team members to address an industry conference.

• When someone asks you a question in a meeting, turn to a knowledgeable

team member and say, “Tracy knows more about that than I do. What do

you think, Tracy?”

• Ask a team member to accompany you on a sales call or important client

visit. Introduce that person as your “valuable colleague and trusted adviser.”

• Place people on task forces and committees whose members come from

across the organization and encourage active participation in professional

and community groups.

• Make sure that your constituents are well represented on the task forces,

committees, teams, and problem-solving groups dealing with the critical

issues that have to do with your part of the business. Take a key constituent

or two with you to meetings.

• Provide team members with access to senior executives.

• Regularly brag about the accomplishments of your team members. Saying,

“It wasn’t me, it was us,” or “It wasn’t me, it was Byron,” puts the spotlight

on those who played a key role and also increases their esteem in the eyes

of others.

These are just a few of the ways in which you can make others more vis-

ible. The point is, no one likes to be taken for granted, and everyone likes

being noticed. By fostering outside contacts, and by developing and promot-

ing people with promise, you help build a greater sense of personal power,

increase confidence, and open doors for people so they can exercise more of

their own influence.

Conduct Monthly Coaching Conversations

Why wait until that dreaded annual performance appraisal to talk with some-

one about how they are doing? By the time you get to them the feedback is

often eleven months too late and long past the point of being helpful. Instead,

you need to have monthly coaching conversations with each of your team
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members. Our colleague Marshall Goldsmith, a seasoned coach to some of

the world’s most senior executives, offered us the following suggestion on

how to bolster the continuous improvement of individual players.

Schedule a once-a-month one-on-one dialogue with each of your direct

reports. Have a two-way conversation on six key questions:

1. Where are we going?

• I’ll tell you where I think we’re going.

• You tell me where you think we’re going.

2. Where are you going?

• I’ll tell you where I see you and your group going.

• You tell me where you see you and your group going.

3. What are you doing well?

• I’ll give you my sense of what you’re doing well.

• You give me your sense of what you’re doing well.

4. What suggestions for improvement do you have for yourself?

• I’ll tell you the suggestions I have.

• You tell me what suggestions you have.

5. How can I help you?

• I’ll add anything else I think I can do.

• You tell me what I can do to help and support you.

6. What suggestions do you have for me?

• I’ll tell you what I think I need to do.

• You tell me what you think I need to do.

In this dialogue, both parties learn how they can be doing better than

they are. Notice how the leader and the constituent are exchanging infor-

mation about one another. You might want to adapt these questions to your
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situation, but the basic idea is to have regular, structured conversations about

a person’s direction and performance.

Coaching is not a once-a-year process. Do this at least every month and

you’ll be sure to notice continuous improvements as people become stronger

and more capable as a result of being encouraged to learn from their experi-

ences. The difference may well be extraordinary.

COMMITMENT NUMBER 8
Strengthen Others

Essentials of Strengthening Others

• Enhance self-determination

• Develop competence and confidence

Taking Action

• Increase individual accountability

• Offer visible support

• Conduct monthly coaching conversations
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•  R E C O G N I Z E  C O N T R I B U T I O N S

•  C E L E B R AT E  T H E  V A L U E S  A N D  V I C T O R I E S

ENCOURAGE

THE HEART
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“Recognition is important, challenging, and easily forgotten—

so pay attention and don’t forget to say ‘thanks.’”

Mary Le, Intel Corporation

Amanda Turner of Intuit is a leader who understands the importance of be-

lieving in people and showing appreciation. She realizes that by expecting the

best from people, they in turn expect the best from themselves. On one occa-

sion she even gave her direct report Melissa Pierce a stuffed horse. That’s

because when Melissa started at the company the team affectionately teased

her about being a “galloping horse, jumping at every challenge and opportu-

nity to contribute and support the group.” Melissa explains,

R E C O G N I Z E  

C O N T R I B U T I O N S
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Before my first meeting with the CEO, I was extremely nervous, but

Amanda encouraged me by reminding me that I was hired for my abilities

and fearlessness, and she expressed her confidence in me by saying that she

knew that I could win him over. She was right. During that meeting, I pre-

sented the CEO with my proposal for a crisis communication plan, as-

signing roles to all the executive staff members, and he thought it was

great. He said he would present it to his staff at their next meeting. I was

elated! After my successful first presentation, Amanda presented me with a

small stuffed horse that made gallop sounds when it was squeezed, fol-

lowed by proud neighing sounds. She put a sticker on the horse that read

“Victory” and told me that was his name. I displayed the horse on my shelf,

and every time I had a success, Amanda walked by and gave it a squeeze in

my honor.

Amanda also understands the importance of recognizing the accom-

plishments of her team. For example, after completing several rounds of dif-

ficult consolidations, Amanda lifted the spirits of her team by taking everyone

out for lunch and a movie—as a surprise. “None of us remembers what

movie we saw or where we ate that day,” relates one of her constituents. “All

we remember is how cool we thought Amanda was for taking time out for

us, for considering our feelings and improving our little corner of the world.”

Leaders realize that recognition needs to be well thought-out, purposeful, and

genuine. When Amanda took the team out that day, she started a ritual of

going to the movies whenever they accomplished a big project and exceeded

requirements. They never went to the movies together at any other time, for

any other reason—that would have undermined the purpose and made the

outing less special. Amanda communicated how much she valued her rela-

tionships with her team through her actions, and these actions set an exam-

ple for the rest of the team to follow to express appreciation for one another

and to celebrate their achievements as a team.
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Amanda also invested in everyone’s professional development by find-

ing classes, seminars, conferences—any learning or developmental expe-

rience that she thought would increase their competencies. Why? As

Amanda explained, “I knew that I could only be as successful as my team.

If I hindered their growth, I also hindered my own. My job is to create

leaders to ensure future successes for the company.” When Amanda even-

tually relocated to another area, Whitney, another team member, was im-

mediately identified as her replacement due to the exposure Amanda had

given her, the feedback she had received from Amanda on her performance,

and the developmental opportunities that Amanda had encouraged her to

pursue.

Recognition is about acknowledging good results and reinforcing positive

performance. It’s about shaping an environment in which everyone’s contri-

butions are noticed and appreciated. In high-performing organizations—

and when people reported being at their personal best—people work quite

intensely and often put in very long hours, but this doesn’t mean they

don’t or can’t enjoy themselves. To persist for months at a demanding

pace, people need encouragement. They need emotional fuel to replenish

their spirits. They need the will to continue and the courage to do some-

thing they have never done before and to continue with the journey. One

important way that leaders accomplish this is by recognizing individual

contributions.

Exemplary leaders understand this need to Recognize Contributions and

are constantly engaged in these essentials:

• Expect the best

• Personalize recognition

By putting these essentials into practice to recognize constituents’ contribu-

tions, leaders stimulate and motivate the internal drive within each individual—

and fulfill their commitment to encouraging the heart.
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EXPECT THE BEST
Successful leaders have high expectations of themselves and of their con-

stituents. These expectations are powerful because they are the frames into

which people fit reality. As human beings we tend to live up to—or down

to—our leaders’ (teachers’, coaches’, parents’) expectations. And we don’t

mean “expect” as in “obligation”—I expect you to do this or else! Instead,

we mean it in the sense of “consider likely”—I consider it highly likely

that you’ll do this. The high performance that exemplary leaders get is be-

cause they fundamentally believe in the abilities of their constituents. Ex-

emplary leaders set high expectations, because they know that they’re

much more likely to get high performance if they expect high performance

than if they expect low performance. Social psychologists have referred to

this as the “Pygmalion effect,” from the Greek myth about Pygmalion, a

sculptor who carved a statue of a beautiful woman, fell in love with the

statue, and appealed to the goddess Aphrodite to bring her to life. His prayers

were granted.

Leaders play Pygmalion-like roles in developing their constituents. When

we’ve asked people to describe the best leaders they’ve ever had, they con-

sistently talked about individuals who brought out the best in them. They

said things like, “She believed in me more than I believed in myself,” or “He

saw something in me even I didn’t see.” This exact point was underscored by

Jon Schrader’s personal-best leadership experience. At the time he was the

sales business manager for worldwide sales operations with Sun Microsys-

tems, and they were attempting to combine two distinct organizational

structures and processes into one new entity. “It was my boss,” Jon told us,

“who asked me to take on the project and told me that he thought I was up

to this challenge. . . . In many respects it was his encouraging me to do this

that made me actually believe that I could do it!”

Exemplary leaders can, figuratively speaking, bring others to life. These

leaders significantly improve others’ performance quite dramatically because
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they care deeply for their constituents and have an abiding faith in their ca-

pacities. Constituents are able to respond positively to these expectations not

only because they have the abilities; they also respond because leaders are

more nurturing, supporting, and encouraging toward people in whom they

believe. Research on the phenomenon of self-fulfilling

prophecies provides ample evidence that people act in

ways that are consistent with others’ expectations of

them.1 If you expect people to fail, they probably will.

If you expect them to succeed, they probably will. Con-

sider how Denise Kiehm described the impact that her

leader had on her and their team:

When Keith led our group, we were not short of

ideas or opinions. What we lacked was trust and

confidence in ourselves and our ability to achieve the lofty goals we set.

But Keith pushed us hard and never let us once believe that he thought

we could fail. He spent time with me and all his team members learn-

ing what made us tick. For some it was money or additional benefits,

and for others it was recognition of a job well done. He figured out what

drove each individual and used this information to encourage us and

push us forward. He required us to spend time with our clients and part-

ners so we developed relationships on our own and trust beyond our

day-to-day tasks. His leadership style created such a strong team that we

were committed to giving 100 percent of ourselves on the job. It was

very clear how he was able to bring us all together to work as a team and

reach above and beyond our goals. He did this through expecting us

to be the best and then trusting and being open to each and every mem-

ber of the team.

The best leaders bring out the best in their constituents. If the potential

exists within us, leaders always find a way to bring it out of us.

People act in

ways that are

consistent with

others’ expecta-

tions of them.
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High Expectations Lead to High Performance

The high expectations of leaders aren’t just fluff that they hold in their minds

to keep a positive outlook or to psych themselves up. Another person’s belief

in your abilities accomplishes much more than that. The expectations that

successful leaders hold provide the framework into which people fit their own

realities. Just as with Pygmalion, these frameworks play an important role in

developing people. Maybe you can’t turn a marble statue into a real person

but you can draw out the highest potential of your constituents.

Patti Kozlovsky told us how she experimented with this principle in one of

her recent team projects at a large telecommunications company:

I let team members know that I really thought they could do the job and I

trusted their judgment to find the information and extract what was

needed in a timely manner. In our group meetings, as we reviewed the in-

formation team members were contributing, I made a conscious effort to

thank members for what they had contributed rather than commenting on

what had not been done. What impact did this have? First of all, there was

less tension in the group and team members felt as though everyone

was participating to their fullest capacity. Instead of sniping at each other

over what was not done, people were generally supporting one other and

sharing resources, letting their colleagues know what they had found and

sharing ideas about where others might find critical data.

It was also interesting that team members were genuinely interested in

what others had discovered and how that connected with information they

had gathered. Because the team had confidence in each other’s abilities, this

strengthened our respect for one another and made it easy to incorporate

multiple perspectives into our final product. This experiment taught me

that people live up to our expectations. If you express confidence in their

abilities, they will put their heart into whatever project is on the table.
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Patti acknowledged to us that she wasn’t always comfortable giving con-

trol over to her teammates, but she had clearly learned that her expectations

of high performance and motivation in others, along with recognizing them

for their contributions, easily beat the alternative of command-and-control

management. To be successful on a job, leaders make certain that people feel

they belong, are accepted and valued, and have the skills and inner resources

needed to be successful.

Jason Cha’s experience affirms the importance of the leader’s belief in

constituents. He was challenged to reduce costs in the global industrial and

commercial business unit of Tyco Electronics by reclaiming spool construc-

tion and bringing it in-house despite the limited available resources. Work-

ing with cross-functional teams in a matrix organizational environment, he

discovered that “recognizing and rewarding individual contributions was one

of the most effective ways to keep people focused and to foster innovation.”

He explained,

Team members feel appreciated when their names are included in presen-

tations about projects. Being recognized also raises a particular individ-

ual’s commitment to excellence because his or her name is associated with

a given project; each member of the team becomes part of the feedback

loop for that project. It also creates a sense of community in that people

feel they are part of a winning team.

The encouraging feedback prompted people to seek out greater op-

portunities to work together as a team and to cooperate more in finding

workable solutions to everyday problems and issues. This “Pygmalion

Effect”—in which people respond to being treated in a pleasant, positive,

and respectful fashion—gets perpetuated across many situations. The win-

ner’s attitude truly is one that is cultivated through positive expectations

and perpetuated through meaningful feedback. It even works its magic by

making me a better leader in return.
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Believing in others is an extraordinarily powerful force in propelling per-

formance. Feeling affirmed and appreciated increases a person’s sense of self-

worth, which in turn precipitates success in all areas of one’s life. Research

and everyday experience confirm that people with high self-esteem, of all

ages and levels of education and socioeconomic backgrounds, “feel unique,

competent, secure, empowered, and connected to the people around them.”2

If we have someone in our life who believes in us, and who constantly rein-

forces that belief when interacting with us, we’re strongly influenced by that

support.

Our research has shown that people are most often anxious or nervous

when they are on the eve of going out and delivering their personal best.

Spurred on by their leaders’ high expectations and encouragement, they de-

veloped the self-confidence, courage, and volition to live up to their leaders’

expectations. They took the initiative and did even more than was expected

of them.

Clear Expectations and Goals Focus Our Attention

Being clear about what’s expected of them, and what you’re trying to ac-

complish, is essential to helping people stay the course, especially when the

going gets tough. When you were a kid you might have read Lewis Carroll’s

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Remember the croquet match? The flamin-

gos were the mallets, the playing card soldiers were the wickets, and the

hedgehogs were the balls. Everyone kept moving and the rules kept changing

all the time. Poor Alice. There was no way of knowing how to play the game

or what it took to win. Besides, it was all rigged in favor of the Queen, no

matter what Alice did.

You needn’t have gone down the rabbit hole to know how Alice felt: we’ve

all been Alice at one time or another in our lives. We’ve all been at a place

where we’re not sure where we’re expected to be going, what the ground rules

are that govern how we behave, how we’re doing along the way, or when we’ll

be done. And just when we think we’re getting the hang of it, the organiza-
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tion comes along and changes everything. This is a recipe for maddening

frustration and pitiful performance.

Believing you can do it is only part of the equation for success. If leaders

want people to give their all, to put their hearts and minds into it, they must

also focus positive expectations on outcomes and make sure that there are

some consistent norms about how the game is played.

Goals and values provide people with a set of standards

that concentrates their efforts. They both have to do

with what’s expected. Goals connote something

shorter-term whereas values (or principles) connote

something more enduring. Typically, values and prin-

ciples serve as the basis for goals; they’re your standards

of excellence, your highest aspirations. They define the

arena in which goals and metrics must be set. Values

mediate the path of action. Goals release the energy.

The ideal state—on the job, in sports, in life generally—is often called

“flow.”“Flow experiences,” as we described in Chapter Eight, are those times

when you feel pure enjoyment and effortlessness in what you do.3 To experi-

ence flow, it’s necessary to have clear goals—because goals help you concen-

trate and avoid distractions. By having an intention to do something that is

meaningful to you, by setting a goal, you take purposeful action. Action with-

out goals, at least in an organizational context, is just busy-work. It’s a waste

of precious time and energy.

But what do goals have to do with recognition? They give it a context.

People should be recognized for achieving something, for doing something

extraordinary—like coming in first, breaking a record, doing something no

one else has ever done before. Leaders should absolutely make sure they af-

firm the worth of every one of their constituents; that goes without saying.

But for recognition to be meaningful and for it to reward appropriate be-

haviors, you have to have an end in mind. Goals help people keep their eyes

on the vision. Goals and intentions keep them on track. They help people put

Values mediate

the path of 

action. Goals 

release the 

energy.
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the phone in do-not-disturb mode, shut out the noise, and schedule their

time. Goal-setting affirms the person, and, whether you realize it or not, con-

tributes to what people think about themselves.

Feedback and Goals Keep People Engaged

People need to know if they’re making progress toward the goal or simply

marking time. Having goals helps to serve that function, but that is not

enough. People’s motivation to increase their productivity on a task increases

only when they have a challenging goal and receive feedback on their

progress.4 Goals without feedback, or feedback without goals, have little ef-

fect on motivation.

So just announcing that the idea is to reach the summit is not enough to

get people to put forth more effort. They need information on whether

they’re still climbing in the right direction, making progress toward the top,

or sliding downhill. With clear goals and detailed feedback, people can be-

come self-correcting and can more easily understand their place in the big

picture. With feedback they can also determine what help they need from

others and who might be able to benefit from their assistance. Under these

conditions they will be willing to put forth more productive effort. Without

feedback, production will be less efficient and will exact a significant toll in

the form of increased levels of stress and anxiety.

A study of the winningest high school and college athletic coaches reveals

that they pay great attention to providing real-time feedback on their play-

ers’ performance and will, as appropriate, recognize and reward outstanding

contributions. As coaches explained, ongoing feedback “is a highly effective

way to shape the behavior of the athletes so as to increase the team’s ability

to continue winning. Without immediate and precise feedback, the learning

process ends and mediocrity is sure to emerge. Ongoing evaluation of the

players’ ability to play your game, to your expectations, is critical given the

constant need to restock the team with younger athletes.”5 This viewpoint is

echoed by twelve-year veteran and all-pro football player Brent Jones, now
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managing director of Northgate Capital, who told us, “Players, regardless of

fame or fortune, need to hear when they do well and when they don’t.” What

works for athletes also applies to those on the factory floor, behind the

counter, in city hall, and in the corner office.

The importance of feedback was vividly demonstrated in a classic study

involving soldiers who, after several weeks of intensive training, were com-

peting for places in special units. The soldiers were divided into four groups,

which were unable to communicate with one another. All the men marched

twenty kilometers (about twelve-and-a-half miles) over the same terrain on

the same day. The first group was told how far they were expected to go and

were kept informed of their progress along the way. The second group was

told only that “this is the long march you hear about.” These soldiers never

received any information about the total distance they were expected to travel,

nor were they told how far they had marched. The third group was told to

march fifteen kilometers, but when they had gone fourteen kilometers, they

were told that they had to go six kilometers farther. The fourth group was

told that they had to march twenty-five kilometers, but when they reached

the fourteen-kilometer mark, they were told that they had only six more kilo-

meters to go.

The groups were assessed as to which had the best performance and

which endured the most stress. The results indicated that the soldiers who

knew exactly how far they had to go and where they were during the march

were much better off than the soldiers who didn’t get this information. The

next-best group was the soldiers who thought that they were marching only

fifteen kilometers. Third best was the group told to march a longer distance,

then given the good news at the fourteen-kilometer mark. Those who per-

formed worst were the soldiers who received no information about the goal

(total distance) or the distance that they had already traveled (feedback).6

In a study of the effects of feedback on self-confidence, M.B.A. students

were praised or criticized, or received no feedback on their performance in a

simulation of creative problem solving. They had been told that their efforts
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would be compared with how well hundreds of others had done on the same

task. Those who heard nothing about how well they did suffered as great a

blow to their self-confidence as those who were criticized.7 Saying nothing

about a person’s performance doesn’t help anyone—not the performer, not

the leader, and not the organization. People hunger for feedback. They really

do prefer to know how they are doing, and no news generally has the same

negative impact as bad news.

When leaders provide a clear sense of direction and feedback along the

way, they encourage people to reach inside and do their best. Information

about goals and about progress toward those goals strongly influences peo-

ple’s abilities to achieve—and influences how well and how long they live.8

Because encouragement is more personal and positive than other forms of

feedback, it’s more likely to accomplish something that other forms cannot:

strengthening trust between leaders and constituents. Encouragement, in this

sense, is the highest form of feedback.

Create Conditions for Success

When leaders expect the best of others, they get the best performance from

others. But what happens in organizations when leaders have low expecta-

tions of others? And what happens when managers are constantly on the

lookout for problems? Three things: they get a distorted view of reality; over

time, production declines; and their personal credibility hits bottom. Wan-

dering around with an eye for trouble is likely to get you just that. More

trouble.

Put yourself in this situation. If you knew someone was coming around

to check up on you, how would you behave? Conventional wisdom holds that

as soon as they spot the boss coming people put on their best behavior.

Wrong. They may put on different behavior, but it’s not their best. In fact, it

can be their worst because they get nervous and tense. In addition, when you

know that people are coming around to look for problems, you’re more likely

to hide them than to reveal them. People who work for highly controlling

c11.qxd  6/3/07  1:20 PM  Page 290



RECOGNIZE CONTRIBUTIONS 291

managers are more likely to keep information to themselves, hide the truth,

and be dishonest about what is going on.

No surprise, then, that controlling managers have low credibility. Highly

controlling behaviors—inspecting, correcting, checking up—signal lack of

trust. How do you respond to people who don’t trust you? You don’t trust

them. And because trustworthiness is a key element of

personal credibility, credibility diminishes. People are

unlikely to believe someone who does not exhibit trust

in them.9

Can you imagine any right-thinking manager doing

anything that would not help people to succeed? Sur-

prisingly, European researchers’ meticulous studies

show that “bosses—albeit accidentally and usually with

the best intentions—are often complicit in an em-

ployee’s lack of success. How? By creating and reinforc-

ing a dynamic that essentially sets up perceived underperformers to fail. If

the Pygmalion effect describes the dynamic in which an individual lives up

to great expectations, the set-up-to-fail syndrome explains the opposite.”10

The set-up-to-fail syndrome may begin quite innocently. An employee

seems to have a performance problem—a missed deadline, a lost account. Or

it can even start when a manager is distant (figuratively or literally) from the

employee for personal reasons. This triggers an increase in the manager’s su-

pervision and control of this individual, who then begins to believe that the

manager lacks trust and confidence in him or her. Eventually, because of low

expectations, the person withdraws, stops making independent decisions or

taking initiative—and the problem intensifies.

Clearly, before you can lead, you have to believe in others, and you have

to believe in yourself. This has positive benefits for leaders, positive benefits

for their constituents, and positive benefits for the organizations they serve.

Consider what Gary Garcia, as IT director at The Santa Cruz Operation, told

us about how he made his team members feel:

People are un-

likely to believe

someone who

does not exhibit

trust in them.
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My team members felt strong and capable because they were needed and

important—and because I wouldn’t let them fail. I wish I had some altru-

istic intent that caused me to say that “I wouldn’t let them fail.” The truth

is less noble. I wouldn’t let them fail because their failure would be my fail-

ure. I needed them to succeed, so I really couldn’t let them fail. I would

coach them, pair them up with buddies, ride along with them—whatever

it took to make sure that the job got done.

High expectations matter—and they matter a lot. And the opposite is also

true. Low expectations and negative stereotypes also matter, but in a direc-

tion that makes things worse. Everyone benefits when leaders hold the belief

that people can change and people can develop new skills and abilities.

PERSONALIZE RECOGNITION
One of the more common complaints that we’ve heard about recognition is

that far too often it’s highly predictable, routine, and impersonal. A one-size-

fits-all approach to recognition feels disingenuous, forced, and thoughtless.

Over time it can even increase cynicism and actually damage credibility.

In contrast, when we ask people to tell us about their “most meaningful

recognitions,” one of the things they consistently tell us is that it’s “personal.”

They go on to say that it feels special, and that it’s not something that every-

one else gets. That’s why it’s so important for leaders to pay attention to the

likes and dislikes of each and every individual. By personalizing recognition,

leaders send the message that someone took the time to notice the achieve-

ment, seek out the responsible individual, and personally deliver praise in a

timely manner.

About a month after Linda Lewis arrived as senior vice president of learn-

ing and education at Charles Schwab & Company, she initiated the monthly

Giraffe Award—given, naturally enough, for sticking your neck out, going

above and beyond normal responsibilities and duties. Linda told the first per-
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son who received the award to select another deserving recipient within the

company and present the award at the next meeting.

Giraffe Award winners received custody of a stuffed giraffe, plus a colored

poster to commemorate the event. Cute, but maybe a bit predictable? Not

necessarily—and that’s the beauty of it. Linda and her associates found a way

to take the potentially predictable and infuse it with surprise. They found a

way to take something that might be impersonal and make it a personal, one-

to-one experience. Recipient Paul Oknaian started it when he decided he’d

add a little something extra, and he put a lei around the stuffed giraffe’s neck.

Pretty soon the giraffe had a cowboy hat, some shoes, and a shoulder bag.

Then came the navel piercing that Linda Chan gave the giraffe before she

passed it on to Denise Green, who’d jumped in above and beyond the call to

assist Chan in facilitating some classes. What Linda initiated was a process

that enabled everyone to get involved and make subsequent recognition per-

sonally special.

The extent to which recognition and rewards are applied to each individ-

ual in a personal (rather than an impersonal) manner explains a lot about

how leaders and their organizations get a motivational bang for their buck

(or not) from recognizing people’s contributions. “A sincere word of thanks

from the right person at the right time can mean more to an employee than

a raise, a formal award, or a whole wall of certificates and plaques,” Bob Nel-

son writes in 1001 Ways to Reward Employees.11 As he points out, “Part of the

power of such rewards comes from the knowledge that someone took the

time to notice the achievement, seek out the employee responsible, and per-

sonally deliver praise in a timely manner.”

Leaders get the best from others not by building fires under people but

by building the fire within them. As U.S. Postal Service district manager Mike

Matuzek told us, “There’s a fire that already burns inside of each person. My

job is simply to stoke it.” This explained Mike’s own motivation in sending

out personally addressed and personally signed birthday cards to all 13,567

postal employees in his district each year (that’s thirty-seven a day, seven days
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a week!). This human touch and the few minutes it took to establish some

personal connection with each person in the organization was certainly a rea-

son Mike’s district was consistently rated at the top.

Get Close to People

To make recognition personally meaningful, you first have to get to know

your constituents. Daniela Maeder, of the Department of Economics and

Labor, Switzerland, said to us, “Organizational diagrams don’t matter at all.

Be sure to treat employees as human beings and not as functional workers.”

If you’re going to personalize recognition and make it feel genuinely special,

you’ll have to look past the roles people play and see the person inside. You

need to get to know who your constituents are, how they feel, and what they

think. And they want to get to know who you really are as well. They want to

see you in living color. This is another reason why trust between leaders and

their constituents plays an essential role.

Because proximity is the single best predictor of whether two people will

talk to one another, you have to get near enough to people if you’re going to

find out what motivates them, what they like and don’t like, and the kinds of

recognition that are most appreciated. It means regularly walking the halls

and plant floors, meeting often with small groups, and hitting the road for

frequent visits with associates, key suppliers, and customers. It may even

mean learning another language if a large portion of your workforce or cus-

tomer base speaks it.

Paying attention, personalizing recognition, and creatively and actively

appreciating others increases their trust in you. This kind of relationship is

becoming more and more critical as workforces are becoming increasingly

global and diverse. If others know that you genuinely care about them, they’re

more likely to care about you. This is how you bridge cultural divides.

Yet managerial myth says leaders shouldn’t get too close to their con-

stituents, that they can’t be friends with people at work. Well, set this myth

aside. Over a five-year period, researchers observed groups of friends and
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groups of acquaintances (people who knew each other only vaguely) per-

forming motor-skill and decision-making tasks. The results were unequivo-

cal. The groups composed of friends completed, on average, more than three

times as many projects as the groups composed merely of acquaintances. In

terms of decision-making assignments, groups of friends were over 20 per-

cent more effective than groups of acquaintances were.12

People are just more willing to follow someone they like and trust. To be-

come fully trusted you must trust. And that means being open: open to oth-

ers, open with others. An open door is a physical demonstration of a

willingness to let others in. So is an open heart. This means disclosing things

about yourself. We don’t mean tabloid-style disclosures. We mean talking

about your hopes and dreams, your family and friends,

your interests and your pursuits. We mean telling oth-

ers the same things you’d like to know about them. “As

a leader,” said Anu Yamunan, technical leader at

Hewlett-Packard, “I try to create a climate of trust not

only within my team but also across teams. I realized

that being open in these relationships is the way to go. I

tell people what I stand for, what I value, what I hope

for. When people see that I have taken the initiative in

laying things out in the open and making myself vul-

nerable, they are willing to do so.”

Certainly, disclosing information about yourself can be risky. You can’t be

certain that other people will like you, appreciate your candor, agree with

your aspirations, buy into your plans, or interpret your words and actions in

the way you intend. But by demonstrating the willingness to take such risks,

leaders encourage others to take a similar risk—and thereby take the first

steps necessary to build mutual trust. Disclosing information about yourself

is a start, as is asking for and encouraging feedback. When you’re out there

paying attention to what’s happening, noticing the positive contributions

people are making, stop and ask for feedback yourself. It’s a demonstration

People are just

more willing to

follow someone

they like and

trust.
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that you appreciate your constituents and a way to encourage people to pro-

vide more information.13

Be Creative About Incentives

In getting close to her constituents, Anu Yamunan was able to find out what

would be special for each of them. Armed with this information she was able

to be more imaginative and creative in her approach to recognition and in-

centivizing people. As she told us,

People love to do what they are recognized for, and they won’t come to work

with enthusiasm if they expect to be criticized, punished, or ignored. As a

leader, I try to find out what my constituents care about. The rewards can

then be used to reinforce outstanding performance. Some people in my

team crave being recognized; others appreciate one-on-one time with se-

nior leadership; some relish the opportunity to be in control of an aspect

of their work; others care about bonuses or gifts. Whatever it is that moti-

vates my team members, I try to give the rewards at the time of the achieve-

ment, not three or four months later. I also make the connection between

the reward and the performance as direct, clear, and explicit as possible.

Leaders can’t rely exclusively on the organization’s formal reward system,

which offers only a limited range of options. After all, promotions and raises are

scarce resources. And don’t make the mistake of assuming that individuals re-

spond only to money. Although salary increases or bonuses are certainly valued,

individual needs for appreciation and rewards extend much further than cash.

People respond to all kinds of rewards. At the vehicle repair business of

the Whites Group in the southeast part of London, they do all kinds of things

to recognize success. Each month twenty-five to fifty “Going the Extra Mile”

awards are given throughout the organization. Get three and trade them in

for a gold pin with a winged W. Get three in a row and you’ve earned a dinner

certificate. These awards are generated by anyone in the organization, recog-
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nizing the contribution, the “extra mile” taken by someone else in pursuit of

serving the customer. “It uplifts everyone’s hearts,” says Whites Group chair-

man Lindsay Levin, “to see what people are doing on their own: like travel-

ing up to Scotland to help a customer whose car has broken down, delivering

a car after midnight to a customer who was returning home from an over-

seas flight, or rearranging one’s own schedule so that a teammate can attend

a child’s celebration at school.” Lindsay herself writes lots of personal memos

to congratulate people on achievement, signed with a smiley face. This has

become a Lindsay trademark, and people talk about how many “smileys” they

have received.

“We really try very hard at Whites,” says Lindsay, “to make certain that we

are giving people positive strokes—boosting their motivation by recognizing

a job well done and giving them the confidence to push themselves further.”

She believes you need to stroke people on a regular basis. “If everyone is doing

a great job, what’s the problem in letting them know that?” Lindsay also ap-

preciates that in difficult and challenging circumstances, sometimes all peo-

ple need is to be supported and propped up. “This can be as simple as asking

people how they are feeling or taking them out for a cup of coffee. Putting a

bit of time aside to acknowledge the efforts they are making, and also that

change can be difficult, makes a big difference to how people feel.” Lindsay

demonstrates that imagination may be the only thing in short supply when

it comes to showing appreciation.

Verbal recognition of performance in front of one’s peers and visible

awards such as certificates, plaques, and other tangible gifts are powerful in-

deed and almost unlimited in their application. Spontaneous and unexpected

rewards are often more meaningful than the expected formal ones. “The form

of recognition that has the most positive influence on us, and that should be

used most often is on-the-spot recognition,” says Sonia Clark, Align Tech-

nology’s vice president of human resources. “When something really terrific

happens, I comment on it right away and to whomever may be close enough

to hear. In a group setting, when one person really goes the extra mile to make
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sure the company delivers on its promises, we all really try to give that per-

son public recognition.”

Rewards are most effective when they’re highly specific and given in close

proximity to the appropriate behavior. One of the most important results of

being out and about as a leader is that you can personally observe people

doing things right and then reward them either on the spot or at the next

public gathering.

In contrast, relying on an organization’s formal reward system typically

does a poor job of linking rewards to performance. That’s because the lag

time between the action and the recognition is too great. Our research found

that the time lapse between performance and promotion is often more than

six months.14 It’s tough to remember exactly what you did to earn the pro-

motion when the feedback comes a half-year later. And while it’s true that

money may get people to do the job, it doesn’t get them to do a good job.15

Instead of relying only or even primarily on formal rewards, effective lead-

ers make tremendous use of intrinsic rewards—rewards that are built into the

work itself, including such factors as a sense of accomplishment, a chance to

be creative, and the challenge of the work—all directly tied to an individual’s

effort. These rewards are far more important than salary and fringe benefits

in improving job satisfaction, commitment, retention, and performance.16

Praise and coaching are significant forms of recognition as well. Often it’s the

simple, personal gestures that are the most powerful rewards.

Just Say “Thank You”

Not enough people make enough use of another powerful but inexpensive

two-word reward—“thank you.” Tsung-Chieh (T. C.) Lin, SoSIL manager,

ground systems, at BAE Systems, has realized that “sometimes a ‘thank you’

is more important than a big victory party.” He remembers with great fond-

ness how he felt when one of his managers—ten years ago—“simply stopped

by my office frequently and gave me praise on what a good job I had done.

Furthermore, he called me to show appreciation when I worked late in the
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evening or on the weekend.” T. C. gives personal testimony to what re-

searchers have discovered: personal congratulations rank at the top of the

most powerful nonfinancial motivators identified by employees.17

There are few if any more basic needs than to be noticed, recognized, and

appreciated for one’s efforts. It’s true for every one of us, whether we’re volun-

teers, teachers, doctors, priests, politicians, salespeople, customer service rep-

resentatives, maintenance staff, or executives. There’s little wonder, then, that a

greater volume of thanks is reported in highly innovative companies than in

low-innovation firms.18 Recent studies show that work teams in which the ratio

of positive to negative interactions is greater than three to one are significantly

more productive than those teams that haven’t achieved this ratio.19

Extraordinary achievements bloom more easily in climates in which per-

formance is nurtured with a higher volume of appreciative comments.20

Again, T. C. Lin’s personal experience attests to these findings. His company

had hired lots of new people as “contract employees because of uncertainties

about future defense budgets.” Under this hiring restriction, he explains,

The incentive system has very little power, or should I say, has zero effect

on most of the new hires. Without the formal recognition system, it has

been a big challenge for me to motivate people to build long-term team

commitment, and so I’ve relied upon intangible rewards to build my team.

For example, I arranged a lunch party to celebrate and to say “thank you”

to my team when we made a software release. I arranged a small birthday

lunch gathering, while the company bought the lunch for the birthday per-

son. Sometimes, I assigned a new “exploring” task to a person as a reward

for a job well done (which enables them to buy a few books and maybe at-

tend a training class on the topic).

Although T. C.’s team has the highest contractor-to-employee ratio in this

department, he has had zero turnover, despite the fact that the company’s

turnover rate has been quite “significant.”
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Saying “thank you” is important, and can be ac-

complished in a variety of ways. Aimee Blum experi-

enced the power of “thank you” in her new company,

much to her initial surprise. “If a client sends a com-

pliment to a manager,” she told us, “the manager will

forward it to the entire company to let everyone know

about a job well done. Employees are also frequently

recognized for their contributions to the company’s

success at all employee meetings.” Aimee said that even

in her short time with the company she had received several e-mails and pos-

itive comments about her performance:

At first it surprised me. At my previous company compliments were rarely

given; it was expected that you would do a good job since you were being

paid to work there. But once I got used to it, I found not only did I like re-

ceiving positive feedback, I like giving it as well. When someone has gone

out of their way to help you out with a last-minute deadline, it seems the

least you can do is take the time to show your appreciation; even a simple

“thank you” can mean a lot. Going from a company that did not recognize

contributions to one that makes a point of it on a regular basis has shown

me how much of an impact simple gestures can have on the work environ-

ment and how they really instill a sense of community among coworkers.

Making a point of regularly saying “thank you” goes a long way in sus-

taining high performance.

Be Thoughtful

Personalized recognition comes down to being thoughtful. It means know-

ing enough about another person to answer the questions “What could I do

to make this a memorable experience so that he always remembers how im-

portant his contributions are? and What would really make this special and

Saying “thank

you” goes a

long way in sus-

taining high

performance.
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unique for her?” For a model of this kind of thoughtfulness, take a lesson

from Wayne Bennett, the founder and president of Glenn Valley Homes, a

unique company set up to build computer-designed, precision-crafted cus-

tom homes in a small town northeast of Sacramento, California. Wayne knew

how to give personalized recognition—and do it in a manner that acknowl-

edged high expectations, focused on the positive, and reinforced clear stan-

dards; at the same time, his approach was creative, and clearly the result of

his ability to get close to his constituents and their situations.

For example, when they first started up, Glenn Valley Homes was so suc-

cessful that its new factory was faced with a backlog of home orders. When

Wayne needed a highly skilled production manager to meet this extraordi-

nary challenge, he selected Ray Freer, a veteran with fifteen years in the in-

dustry. Ray, whose talents and expertise had not been fully used in previous

jobs, was energetic and eager to make a difference. Wayne believed in Ray and

entrusted him with full responsibility to lead the crew.

Wayne’s confidence in Ray was well placed. After several six- and seven-

day weeks, they were ready to begin regular production. The plant was state-

of-the-art, the previously inexperienced crew well-trained, and Ray had

personally built and installed additional buffer stations to augment produc-

tion during unexpected delays. The first house was successfully cut, sized, and

shipped within three days of the start of production.

Wayne wanted to recognize Ray’s accomplishments, so—during a barbe-

cue party he was holding for all the workers and their families—he called the

group over to one side of the factory and asked Ray to show how one of the

buffer stations worked. When Ray threw the lever to operate the skate-wheel

conveyor that he had designed and constructed, an automotive radio antenna

popped up, displaying a flag with an envelope attached. Ray looked inside the

envelope and found a $1,000 check and a personal letter from Wayne thank-

ing him for his outstanding work. Wayne read the letter out loud to everyone

else in the company—and their spouses and families—acknowledging the

importance of Ray’s innovativeness, dedication, and tireless work. Ray was
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clearly moved by Wayne’s public display of appreciation, and the loud clap-

ping and cheers of his coworkers and crew demonstrated their mutual sup-

port for his well-earned award.

Wayne obviously put a lot of thought into this recognition. He closely ob-

served what Ray had done to contribute to the success of the factory, and he

used equipment that Ray had constructed as an integral part of the celebra-

tion. Another leader might have just handed a check to Ray in private, with-

out all the ceremony. Not Wayne. He knew that personalizing recognition was

essential. He also knew that telling the story in public would create deeper

meaning, go a long way toward thanking everyone for their hard work, and

help build a strong sense of community.

REFLECTION AND ACTION:
RECOGNIZING CONTRIBUTIONS
Leaders have high expectations of themselves and of their constituents. Their

goals and standards are clear and help people focus on what needs to be done.

Leaders provide clear directions, feedback, and encouragement. They expect

the best of people and create self-fulfilling prophecies about how ordinary

people can produce extraordinary actions and results. By maintaining a pos-

itive outlook and providing motivating feedback leaders stimulate, rekindle,

and focus people’s energies and drive.

Leaders recognize and reward what individuals do to contribute to vision

and values. And they express their appreciation far beyond the limits of the

organization’s formal performance appraisal system. Leaders enjoy being

spontaneous and creative in saying thank you, whether by sending notes,

handing out personalized prizes, listening without interrupting, or trying any

of a myriad number of other forms of recognition.

Personalizing requires knowing what’s appropriate individually and cul-

turally. Rather than assuming that they naturally know what’s right for others,

leaders take the time to inquire and observe. Leaders know that uncomfortable
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or embarrassing as it may seem at first to recognize someone’s efforts, it’s re-

ally not difficult to do. And it’s well worth the effort to make a connection

with each person. Leaders learn from many small and often casual acts of ap-

preciation what works for each of their constituents and how best to per-

sonalize recognition.

Here are three actions that will help to build your competence and skill

in Recognizing Contributions.

Find Out What’s Encouraging

To get a sense of what will work for your constituents, discuss what they find

encouraging themselves, and in what ways they prefer to encourage others.

Here are some questions to get you started in your conversation with them:

• What types of encouragement make the most difference for you? Think of

a time when you felt encouraged, supported, or cared about by this team.

What happened? Who helped? Think about the best recognition you ever

received. What happened? Who helped?

• How have you best encouraged other people? Name two abilities you have

that can be tapped into for recognizing others. How can you be genuine,

maintaining sincerity as well as spontaneity? Think about two abilities that

your teammates have when it comes to recognition and encouragement.

How can you tap into these capabilities?

Talk with coworkers to learn more about what their colleagues find mean-

ingful and significant. Brainstorm with your teammates about ideas for

meaningful recognition. Consider “Super Person of the Month” awards, em-

ployee photographs with the company president, verbal encouragement, pic-

tures in annual reports and company newsletters, published thank-yous,

contributions to employees’ favorite charities, gift certificates and merchan-

dise credits, embossed business cards, gifts for spouses and families, and ban-

ners displayed in the cafeteria.21
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Obviously there are many, many ways to encourage people—just use your

imagination and tap into your constituents’ creativity. Leaders know that it’s

the human touch that makes a difference, and that requires not just learning

what is meaningful to your constituents but showing you care by paying at-

tention to the right things.

Stop By for a Visit

We all know from our own experience how much fun it is when a good friend

drops by for a visit. The same principle applies to leaders. When you drop by

for a visit you have the chance to uplift someone’s spirit. People like to be no-

ticed. People like to be paid attention to. People like to know that you care

about them. Spending time with people sends the message to them that they

are important to you. So make a commitment to start your day by chatting

with your constituents.

Stop by your colleagues’ offices or cubicles and ask them how they are

doing. Ask what they did last night, or what good news they might have to

share or what problems you might be able to help them with. With each per-

son, find out something you didn’t know before. Be self-disclosing yourself

and let others know about the things that bring joy to your life.

Let’s say you have fifty constituents you ought to see each week. That’s ten

each workday. At five minutes per person, that’s just under one hour each day.

If strengthening credibility is one of your goals, there is no more productive

way to spend that hour than talking one-on-one. Fit some form of CBWA

(Caring By Wandering About) into your daily routine. Reach out. Whether

by foot, bus, plane, or train, reaching out sends a message that you’re per-

sonally involved. It has the added benefit of giving you a better sense of what’s

happening outside the walls of your own office and building.

Develop a Winner’s Attitude

Being a Pygmalion—someone who has a strong belief in the capacity of oth-

ers and a confidence in his or her own ability to develop others—entails de-
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veloping a winner’s attitude in those around you. Only those who envision

themselves as winners are likely to work hard, try new actions, and become

leaders in their own right.

If you want a winning attitude you have to do two things. First, you have

to believe that your constituents are already winners. It’s not that they will

be winners some day; they are winners right now! If you believe that people are

winners, you will treat them that way. It’s just a mental trick you play on your-

self. Second, if you want people to be winners, you have to behave in ways that

communicate to them that they are winners. And it’s not just about your words.

It’s also about tone of voice, posture, gestures, and facial expressions. No yelling,

frowning, cajoling, making fun of, or putting them down in front of others.

Instead, it’s about being friendly, positive, supportive, and encouraging.

Developing a winner’s attitude in others means paying considerable at-

tention to your constituents’ successes. It means noticing what they’re doing

right, and pointing it out to them. You also have to give them more oppor-

tunity to participate. Ask for their opinions. Ask for their ideas. And when

you are instructing them, offer suggestions, helpful hints, and practical tips.

Treat them like winners, and you’ll get winning performances.

Developing a winner’s attitude also means providing training and devel-

opment opportunities. People can’t do what they say if they don’t know how.

You shouldn’t be surprised that people aren’t doing something that they don’t

know how to do—or go out of their way to avoid being in a position to be

asked to do something they don’t feel comfortable or skillful in accomplish-

ing. If they stumble or fall, discuss this result with them as only a temporary

lack of success. Raise the negative consequences of failure for inadequate per-

formance and you can guarantee high levels of absenteeism, turnover, and

poor morale. If criticism is necessary, comments should be restricted to be-

havior rather than character. Similarly, feedback—preferably extensive—

should stress continuous progress rather than comparisons with other people.

When the goal is reached, make certain that constituents understand that it

happened because of what they did.
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COMMITMENT NUMBER 9
Recognize Contributions

Essentials of Recognizing Contributions

• Expect the best

• Personalize recognition

Taking Action

• Find out what’s encouraging

• Stop by for a visit

• Develop a winner’s attitude
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“Through appreciation and celebration we show people that they are signif-

icant and their contributions are vital to our overall success.”

Soumya Mitra, EMC Corporation

To some a corporate celebration may seem like a wasteful distraction. You can

almost hear the critics say in Scrooge-like voices, “We haven’t got time for

fun and games. After all, this is a business.” Well, computer and materials

science, and now biomedical and renewable energy research, make for a

C E L E B R A T E  T H E

VA L U E S  A N D  

V I C T O R I E S
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scientifically complex enterprise and a money-making business at PARC (Palo

Alto Research Center), and leaders there understand that one of the most sig-

nificant contributors to a strong and resilient workforce—and one that, in

the long run, can get extraordinary things done—is a culture that builds and

strengthens relationships.

“Celebrations at the organizational level play a critical role for us,” Jen-

nifer Ernst, PARC’s director of business development, told us as she described

one annual recognition event and why it was so important.

As people entered the auditorium, they knew it wasn’t a typical meeting.

Lights on the walls gave the look of theatrical sconces; twenty-foot high

graphics of Oscar-like images framed the screen; and the sound of an or-

chestra warming up percolated through the audio system. Then the event

started. The room went dark, a garish fanfare sounded, a spotlight hit the

curtain, and our president, a quiet and understated man in most public

appearances, strode out in a tux. The room exploded with laughter; the re-

lease of tension, pent-up since a year-end layoff, was tangible. The laugh-

ter continued when, for the first award, he proclaimed, “The envelope

please.” As the presenting manager walked to the stage, a member of the

administrative staff, wearing a floor-length black gown and dripping with

jewelry, delivered an oversized envelope on a golden platter.

For each award, senior managers told rich and personal stories about

the research and its impact before calling individuals to the stage. Other

members of the lab carried award plaques onto the stage, again on golden

platters. When the recipients came down, triumphant music played in the

background. Interspersed between the awards for major accomplishments,

videos marked “special recognition” awards given for values such as ex-

emplary service, “chipping-in,” citizenship, and spirit. Each video featured

people from different parts of the organization sharing how the award re-

cipient had impacted them and expressing appreciation. By the end of the

one-hour event, the room was on fire, creating a buzz that lasted for weeks.
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Why was this so powerful? Certainly the theatrics assured it would be mem-

orable. Stories were a key element in recalling the accomplishments (and sac-

rifices), showing how the honorees modeled the best in PARC. By stepping

outside their comfort zones, the organization’s leaders personally demonstrated

that their expressions of respect and recognition were genuine. Between the

on-stage volunteers, the presenters, and the people in the videos, nearly a fourth

of PARC was actively visible in providing recognition to their peers. Finally, the

messages of this event resonated with broadly held values of the organization—

the senior managers’ stories kept the scientific values at the forefront, while the

other elements of the event connected to the sense of community within PARC.

Exemplary leaders know that promoting a culture of celebration fuels the

sense of unity and mission essential for retaining and motivating today’s

workforce. Besides, who really wants to work for a place that has no ritual or

ceremony—a boring place that neither remembers nor celebrates anything?

David Campbell, senior fellow with the Center for Creative Leadership, says

it well: “A leader who ignores or impedes organizational ceremonies and con-

siders them as frivolous or ‘not cost-effective,’ is ignoring the rhythms of his-

tory and our collective conditioning. [Celebrations] are the punctuation

marks that make sense of the passage of time; without them, there are no be-

ginnings and endings. Life becomes an endless series of Wednesdays.”1

What leaders like Jennifer and her colleagues at PARC know from prac-

tice is confirmed in our research. Performance improves when leaders bring

people together to rejoice in their achievements and to reinforce their shared

principles. If leaders are to effectively Celebrate the Values and Victories, they

must master these essentials:

• Create a spirit of community

• Be personally involved

By bringing people together, sharing the lessons from success, and getting

personally involved, leaders reinforce in others the courage required to get

extraordinary things done.
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CREATE A SPIRIT OF COMMUNITY
All over the world—in every country, in every culture—people stop working

on certain days during the year and take the time to celebrate. We hold elab-

orate parades or gather in the city’s main square to shower our championship

teams with cheers of appreciation. We set off fireworks to commemorate great

historic victories or the start of a new year. We convene impromptu cere-

monies in the company conference room to rejoice in the award of a new

contract. We attend banquets to show our respect for individuals and groups

who’ve accomplished the extraordinary. We get together with colleagues at

the end of a grueling work session and give each other high-fives for a job

well done. Even in tragic times we come together in remembrance and song

to honor those before us and to reaffirm our commitment.

Why? Why do we take time away from working to come together, tell sto-

ries, and raise our spirits? Sure, we all need a break from the hectic pace of

our jobs, but celebrations are not trivial excuses to goof off. Celebrations are

among the most significant ways we have to proclaim our respect and grati-

tude, to renew our sense of community, and to remind ourselves of the val-

ues and history that bind us together. Celebrations serve as important a

purpose in the long-term health of our organizations as does the daily per-

formance of tasks.

Research on corporate celebrations has found that: “Celebrations infuse

life with passion and purpose. . . . They bond people together and connect

us to shared values and myths. Ceremonies and rituals create community,

fusing individual souls with the corporate spirit. When everything is going

well, ritual occasions allow us to revel in our glory. When times are tough,

ceremonies draw us together, kindling hope and faith that better times lie

ahead.”2 In acknowledging the community (“common unity”) that we share

with one another, leaders create a sense of team spirit, and they build and

maintain the social support we need to thrive, especially in the most stress-

ful times.
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Connect Celebration, Community, and Commitment

Community may not be the stuff of ordinary organizations, but it is the stuff

of great ones, ones with strong cultures. The best leaders know that every

gathering is a chance to renew commitment. They never let pass an oppor-

tunity to make sure that everyone knows why they’re all there and how they’re

going to act in service of that purpose.

That’s just what Prasad Kanneganti, quality operations director at Pfizer’s

pharmaceutical ingredients plant in Singapore, did when he was heading the

Right First Time (RFT) initiative at this facility. The

RFT initiative was started worldwide to transform the

way Pfizer carried out its manufacturing operations.

RFT is realized when processes are carried out correctly,

as designed, the first time.

There were many RFT champions and enthusiastic

supporters in the Singapore plant but there were also

the usual skeptics and others who waited for the initia-

tive to fizzle out. So Prasad came up with the idea of an

“RFT Carnival” to encourage commitment to the use of six sigma tools and

statistical techniques to improve process understanding and achieve contin-

uous improvement. “Carnivals are all about fun,” Prasad observed, “and the

message would be that learning about RFT and using six sigma tools can be

fun too!”

The week-long RFT Carnival was held in the cafeteria, where participants

solved puzzles, played games such as Target (mini-basketball), CTQ–Critical-

to-Quality (mini golf), and CPK–Process Capability (darts), and saw pre-

sentations by recently trained colleagues. Teams that successfully completed

their RFT projects were asked to invite their members and supporters to an

RFT high tea and recognition ceremony. After everyone completed their RFT

orientation, many were trained in continuous-improvement tools and awarded

“Black Belt” and “Green Belt” certificates for completed process-improvement

Every gathering

is a chance

to renew 

commitment.
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projects. Details of the RFT Carnival were published in the company’s global

newsletter, and requests to share information were received from Pfizer plants

all over the world.

When asked to explain the carnival’s success, Prasad said, “When we were

young, we learned new things through games and fun together. There is no

reason to abandon the fun part when we grow up. Even dry topics such as

statistics and quality tools can be made interesting and engaging. Sharing suc-

cess stories and celebrating contributions encourages all to come together

and work towards the larger goal the company has set for itself. The experi-

ence of learning and celebrating together will give us a great sense of satis-

faction at work.”

Whether they’re to honor an individual, group, or organizational achieve-

ment or to encourage team learning and relationship building, celebrations,

ceremonies, and similar events offer leaders the perfect opportunity to ex-

plicitly communicate and reinforce the actions and behaviors that are im-

portant in realizing shared values and shared goals. These observances are to

the culture of an organization “what the movie is to the script or the concert

is to the score—they provide expression of values that are difficult to express

in any other way.”3 Adding a sense of excitement or drama to the organiza-

tion’s rites and rituals, Prasad’s experience reminds us, makes things even

more memorable and more lasting.

Everything about a ceremony or celebration should be matched to its pur-

poses. From the setting to the speeches, from the music to the mood, every

little detail can have an impact on the lasting influence of the event. For or-

ganizational values to have an impact, leaders must make explicit connec-

tions between shared values and the actions that exemplify those values.

These occasions are magnificent opportunities for leaders to expressly link

principles to practices in a way that’s memorable, motivating, and uplifting.

What leaders preach and what leaders celebrate must be one and the

same. If they aren’t, the event will come off as insincere and phony—and the

leader’s credibility will suffer. The celebration must be an honest expression
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of commitment to certain key values and to the hard work and dedication of

those people who have lived the values. It’s authenticity that makes conscious

celebrations work.

Celebrate Accomplishments in Public

Although individual recognition increases the recipient’s sense of worth, and

improves performance, public celebrations have this effect and more: they

add other significant and lasting contributions to the welfare of individuals

and the organization. It’s this added benefit that makes celebrating together

so powerful.

Maybe you’re reluctant to recognize people in public, fearing that to do

so might cause jealousy or resentment. But private rewards do little to set an

example—and often the recipient, not wanting to brag or appear conceited,

has no opportunity to share the story with others. So tell your constituents

that they’ve done well as soon as you find out about it, and let other people

know about the accomplishment too.

Public events can also showcase real examples of what it means to “do

what we say we will do.” When the spotlight shines on your peers and stories

are told about their actions, they become role models. It symbolically con-

veys a memorable message to everyone: “Here are people who are examples

to all of us of what we stand for and believe in. You too can do this. You too

make a significant contribution to our success.”

Public celebrations of accomplishment build commitment, because they

make people’s actions visible to their peers and therefore difficult to deny

or revoke. They also help to strengthen recipients by increasing their visi-

bility. Military organizations make tremendous use of medals and insignias,

which are almost always handed out at public ceremonies. Awards serve the

same purpose.

Consider the experience of Mark Delucia, global account manager at Ag-

ilent Technologies, when he was pulling together a team responsible for the

development of a new automated production test end-to-end solution for one
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of their most important customers. At one point, when milestones started to

slip, and Mark feared that an atmosphere of complacency was developing, he

decided to focus on the positives in a public spotlight. “I put up a 3 × 8-foot

hardcopy of our project milestones and highlighted the commitments that

were on time and the names associated with them,” he told us. “Once a month

we would review this data and vote on the most important team member and

award them with a gift certificate for a ‘date’ with their significant other.”

While this was “hardly dramatic,” Mark told us, in the same breath he said,

“But it was highly effective. We were able to get everyone focused on what we

individually and collectively needed to do, and were doing, and these monthly

celebrations were excellent reminders of the progress we were making and

what we were capable of doing.”

Public ceremonies serve as a collective reminder of why people are there,

of the values and visions that they share. The process of creating and building

a sense of community ensures that people feel that they belong to something

greater than just themselves. Not being alone or the only one who cares about

the values and victories gives people a strong sense of team spirit.

Make Celebrations Part of Organizational Life

Putting celebrations on the organization’s calendar is another way in which

leaders create a sense of community. These scheduled celebrations serve as

opportunities to get people together so that they see themselves as part of a

bigger picture, of having a shared destiny and affirming shared values and

victories.

Celebrations should always serve a dual purpose—one is to honor a prin-

ciple or an achievement, and the other is to create community. In setting up

your celebrations, the first task is to decide which organizational values,

events of historical significance, or specific successes are of such importance

that they warrant a special ritual, ceremony, or festivity. Perhaps you want to

honor the group or team of people who created the year’s important inno-

vations, praise those who gave extraordinary customer service, or thank the
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families of your constituents for their support. Whatever you wish to cele-

brate, formalize it, announce it, and tell people how they become eligible to

participate. At a minimum, you ought to have at least one celebration each

year that involves everyone, though not necessarily at the same site, and one

that draws attention to each of the key values of your organization.

Leaders make celebrations as much a part of their organization’s life as

they can. In their book Corporate Celebration, Professors Terrence Deal and

M. K. Key provide a detailed framework to schedule or anticipate celebra-

tions.4 Here’s a brief glimpse:

• Cyclical celebrations. Seasonal themes, key milestones, corporate anniver-

saries, individual birthdays, marriages, reunions, and other recurring events.

• Recognition ceremonies. Public applause and acknowledgment for a job well

done, being best-in-class, attaining specific goals, achieving a special rank,

getting a promotion, and other achievements that deserve broad attention.

• Celebrations of triumph. Special occasions for accentuating collective ac-

complishments, such as winning a championship; beating forecasts; beat-

ing the competition; launching a new product or strategy; founding a new

company; and opening a new office, plant, or store.

• Rituals for comfort and letting go. Not all of organization life is about vic-

tory; sometimes there’s calamity and loss. There’s the loss of a contract, lay-

offs of employees, death of a colleague, an experiment that failed, and site

closings. These occasions can be marked by ceremony and ritual to help

people let go and move on.

• Personal transitions. Ways to celebrate entrances and exits, initiations, sep-

arations, and other life passages as people come and go in organizations.

• Workplace altruism. Celebrations of doing good for others, pulling together

to help others, promoting social change, showing appreciation to customers

and clients.

• Events. A company’s anniversary, opening day, holidays, articulation of an

organization’s vision.
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• Play. Energizing meetings and conventions, spoofing and poking fun, games

and sporting events.

The point is that there really is no shortage of opportunities or occasions

for which to bring people together. A word of caution: don’t make everything

that people accomplish a reason for celebrating. You don’t want to replace

people’s intrinsic motivation with external motivators or justifications, nor

do you want to trivialize recognition so that it’s taken for granted. In our

studies, however, overdoing recognition and celebration was not the prob-

lem; more typically, the concern was just the opposite.

Provide Social Support

Ceremonies and celebrations are opportunities to build healthier groups, to

enable members of the organization to know and care about each other. And

supportive relationships at work—relationships characterized by a genuine

belief in and advocacy for the interests of others—are critically important to

maintaining personal and organizational vitality.5 Humans are social animals.

We’re hardwired to connect with others. If we weren’t, we’d all be living the

lives of hermits, working alone, eating alone, shopping alone, living alone,

and avoiding contact with others. It’s an absurd notion, but many organiza-

tions operate as if social gatherings are a nuisance.

Consider “the gift of the goose,” one of the principles that Ken Blanchard

and Sheldon Bowles write about in their book Gung Ho! about boosting en-

thusiasm and increasing performance.6 In short, the gift of the goose is cheer-

ing others on. Wild geese fly thousands of miles each year, and they do it by

cheering one another on every inch of the way, honking encouragement.

One of the significant lessons learned from an extensive ten-year study of

service quality is that social support networks are essential for sustaining the

motivation to serve. Service-performance shortfalls are highly correlated with

the absence of social support and teamwork. As the researchers point out,

“Coworkers who support each other and achieve together can be an antidote
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to service burnout. . . . Working with others should be rejuvenating, inspira-

tional, and fun.”7

This is just what Bob Branchi, as managing director of Western Australia’s

largest network of automobile dealerships, imparted to a delivery driver at a

celebration he attended at a large parts supply facility. As he mingled with

those applauding their recent accomplishments, Bob came across a fellow

who held himself in low esteem. “I’m just a parts deliv-

ery driver,” the man told Bob, “so I don’t feel I made any

real contribution.” Bob replied that if hands-on in-

volvement in the accomplishments being celebrated

were the criterion, then Bob shouldn’t have been there

either. “Each of us makes an important contribution,”

he assured the driver, “and doing our best makes this

company a success. We’re in this together. It’s impor-

tant that you get involved in these celebrations so peo-

ple know that you can be counted as part of this team.”

Bob made it a point to personally introduce the deliv-

ery driver to others at the celebration “as another im-

portant contributor to our team and to our success.”

Investigations from a wide variety of disciplines consistently demonstrate

that this kind of social support enhances productivity, psychological well-

being, and even physical health. The California Department of Mental Health

has stated the point strongly: “friends can be good medicine.”8 Studies have

found that social support not only enhances wellness but also buffers against

disease, particularly during times of high stress. This latter finding is true ir-

respective of an individual’s age, gender, or ethnic group. Even after adjust-

ing for such factors as smoking and histories of major illness, people with few

close contacts were two to three times more likely to die during the study pe-

riod than those who regularly had friends to turn to.9

What’s true at home and in the community is just as true at work. Recent

research indicates, for instance, that “If you have a best friend at work you are

Social support

enhances 

productivity,

psychological

well-being, and

even physical

health.
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significantly more likely to engage customers, get more done in less time, have

more fun on the job, have a safe workplace with fewer accidents, innovate

and share ideas, feel informed and know that your opinion counts, and have

the opportunity to focus on your strengths each day.”10 And if you report that

your manager is a close friend, you are 2.5 times more likely to be satisfied

with your job.11 Friends are not only good for your health, they’re good for

your business. The sad fact is, however, that only 18 percent of people report

that their organizations offer opportunities to develop friendships at work.12

Our files are full of personal-best leadership cases in which strong human

connections produced spectacular results. Extraordinary accomplishments

are achieved when everyone—leader and constituent alike—gets personally

involved with the task and with other people. When people feel a strong sense

of affiliation and attachment to their colleagues they’re much more likely to

have a higher sense of personal well-being, to feel more committed to the or-

ganization, and to perform at higher levels. When they feel distant and de-

tached they’re unlikely to get anything done at all.13

Leaders understand that what makes people most miserable is being

alone. Celebrations create positive interactions among people, providing con-

crete evidence that people generally care about each other. Knowing that you

aren’t alone in your efforts and that you can count on others if necessary

helps build the courage needed to continue in times of turmoil and stress.

Without group celebrations, people might all come to believe that the or-

ganization revolves around their individual work and that they’re indepen-

dent and not responsible to others. Social interactions remind people that

they’re in it together, that they need each other, that their work gets done be-

cause they’re connected and caught up in each other’s lives. They bring more

joy to people’s work lives. Celebrations reinforce the fact that it always takes

a group of people working together with a common purpose in an atmos-

phere of trust and collaboration to get extraordinary things done. By mak-

ing achievements public, leaders build a culture in which people know that
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what they do is not taken for granted and clearly feel that their efforts are ap-

preciated and applauded.

Have Fun Together

Fun isn’t a luxury, even at work. All the personal-best leadership experiences

were a combination of hard work and fun. In fact, most people we spoke with

agreed that without the enjoyment and the pleasure that they experienced

with one another on the team, they wouldn’t have been able to sustain the

level of intensity and hard work required. “Make sure that you and the team

are having fun,” was the key lesson for Andy Mackenzie, vice president of en-

gineering at Biocardia, Inc. from his personal-best leadership experience.

“While every day won’t be fun,” he observed, “sharing in the struggles can

bring the team together. If it’s all drudgery than it’s hardly worth getting out

of bed for.”

Similarly Mike Sawyer, when he was senior vice president of marketing at

Aerocast, told us he “didn’t want to consume the team’s outside-of-work time

with contrived activities, but I did want to have some fun.” One thing they

did was to change the character of department-wide planning meetings. “We

set up an informal meeting area in the marketing department,” Mike ex-

plained, “with couches, a TV, and other things that allowed both standing and

ad-hoc meetings to seem more like a friendly environment. This area was in

the middle of where everyone sat, so even if just a few people were meeting,

it let everyone know what was going on and they could freely join others if

they wanted. We also did group ‘fun’ dinners semi-regularly around mile-

stones to encourage camaraderie as well as to reward progress.”

Having fun sustains productivity, creating what researchers refer to as

“subjective well-being.” People simply feel better about the work they are

doing when they enjoy a supportive network of close relationships.14 We can

see the importance of fostering a sense of connection in even everyday mun-

dane affairs, as the experience of Doug Podzilni, president of Gourmet Source
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Food Brokers, reveals. He simply brought a box of candy suckers to the of-

fice and placed them out in a common area. In no time at all, “everyone had

a sucker sticking out of their mouth and a smile on their face,” he says. Later

that afternoon, during the break in a particularly tedious and combative

meeting, he put another bunch of suckers in the middle of the table. Before

he knew it, Doug says, people were reaching for their favorite flavors and

smiling at one another, and the tone of the meeting got noticeably friendlier:

“It’s hard to be too combative or in a bad mood when you and everyone

around you has a sucker in their mouth!”

Elizabeth James, chief information officer and vice chairman of finan-

cial services giant Synovus, came up with a fun way to launch a massive

information-technology conversion at more than forty banks.

The new system was called TIPS—Technology Improving Personal Service—

and a TIPS troupe traveled to every bank to host a crazy casting call. The

TIPS team recruited employees at each bank to play roles in a skit designed

to teach everyone about the conversion, its timeline, and the reasons for

doing it. There were executives in miniskirts, grandmas with pom-poms,

and employees dancing in the aisles. TIPS chips were given out for at-

tending these parties and could be cashed in for various prizes.15

The celebration didn’t end there. At the conclusion of each bank’s suc-

cessful conversion, every employee received a $100 tip. Elizabeth explained,

“We really wanted to look these folks in the eye at the end of this deal and

say, ‘Look, even $100 is not enough, but it’s a token of our appreciation for

everything you did.’” By eliciting laughs and spreading good will, Elizabeth

and the TIPS team made a challenging assignment and the hard work that

followed easier for them as well as for the people learning the new system.

When you witness Mike’s merriment, Doug’s lollipops, and Elizabeth’s

casting call you understand that these leaders—and hundreds of others we

studied—are passionate about their purpose and care deeply for their team
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members. They understand that work in today’s organizations is difficult and

demanding, and in this climate people need to have a sense of personal well-

being in order to sustain their commitment. And leaders set the tone. When

key leaders openly demonstrate the joy and passion they have for their orga-

nizations, their team members, and their clients it sends a very loud message

to others that it’s perfectly acceptable for people to make public displays of

playfulness; it’s okay to show enthusiasm at work.

BE PERSONALLY INVOLVED
Remember: leadership is a relationship, and people are much more likely to

enlist in initiatives led by those with whom they feel a personal attachment.

It’s precisely the human connection between leaders and constituents that

ensures more commitment and more support. Saying thank you—and gen-

uinely meaning it—and joining with others to celebrate accomplishments are

very concrete ways of showing respect and enhancing personal credibility.

As we approach the end of our Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership

story we’ve come full circle. We started our discussion of personal-best lead-

ership with Model the Way—and here we are again. If you want others to be-

lieve in something and behave according to those beliefs, you have to set the

example by being personally involved. You have to practice what you preach,

put your money where your mouth is, and walk the talk. If you want people

to stay true to shared values, you have to stay true to them as well. If you want

people to aspire to be the best, you have to live and breathe that vision. If you

want people to innovate, you have to innovate. If you want people to collab-

orate, you have to collaborate. If you want to build and maintain a culture of

excellence and distinction, then you have to recognize, reward, reinforce, and

celebrate exceptional efforts and successes. You have to get personally involved

in celebrating the actions that contribute to and sustain the culture. And if

you want people to have the courage to continue the quest in the face of great

adversity, you have to encourage them yourself.
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Celebration and community only work when they’re genuine. Elaborate pro-

ductions that lack sincerity are more entertainment than encouragement. Many

people have told us that they don’t need or want recognition from someone they

don’t respect, or in front of people they don’t feel a connection with. It’s a theme

we’ve repeated over and over again: credibility is the foundation of leadership.

When it comes to celebrating the values and the victories it’s even more critical.

You can’t encourage the hearts of others unless your heart is encouraged.

When you feel excited and upbeat, other people will know that it’s for real.

When it comes to sending a message throughout the organization, noth-

ing communicates more clearly than what the leaders do. You don’t have to

ride site-to-site on a bus, publish a CD-ROM of cor-

porate tales, pass out lollipops, simulate the Academy

Awards, or copy any particular method from our lead-

ership stories. You might want to adopt a few of these

inventive ideas for yourself, but the specific technique

is not the point. The point is that by directly and visi-

bly showing others that you’re there to cheer them

along, you’re sending a positive signal. You’re more

likely to see others do it if you do it. It’s that simple.

When you set the example that communicates the message “Around here

we say thanks, show appreciation, and have fun,” others will follow your lead.

The organization will develop a culture of celebration and recognition. Every-

one becomes a leader, everyone sets the example, and everyone takes the time

to celebrate the values and the victories. Although Karyn Bechtel may have

been the official director for a national collegiate leadership development

conference, she got the biggest “hoot,” she told us, “from seeing everyone else

being so appreciative of one another and what each person had contributed

to the success of the conference. I kept telling everyone at the conference, it

wasn’t me, it was ‘us’ that made this all happen.”

When leaders model encouragement and others follow their example, or-

ganizations develop a reputation for being great places to work. They’re mag-

Nothing com-

municates more

clearly than

what the 

leaders do.
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netic, attracting and retaining employees and customers far better than their

competitors can. People form a strong bond with these institutions. They’re

proud to be affiliated. Employees want to excel, business partners want to de-

light, and customers want to stay loyal for a lifetime.

Wherever you find a strong culture built around strong values—whether

the values are about superior quality, innovation, customer service, distinc-

tiveness in design, respect for others, or just plain fun—you’ll also find end-

less examples of leaders who personally live the values. The leader has to set

the example of what’s expected and what will be rewarded by being person-

ally involved, which is precisely what Keon Yang Kim, accounting manager,

described to us when telling how the new CEO at Pizza Hut Korea needed

to change the company’s culture and stem the high turnover and low em-

ployee morale:

Mr. Lee started a monthly recognition party. Every month, all the em-

ployees gather together and vote for the best employee of the month. This

party was the beginning of creating a recognition culture. He extended this

culture to our customers. All the restaurants provided a recognition card,

and customers could leave a note when they appreciated the service from

employees. Mr. Lee was happy to reward employees who received recog-

nition notes from customers. He brought these people to headquarters to

join the monthly recognition party and gave them an award in front of the

whole body of employees.

Employees learned how to appreciate each other’s excellent job and this

became a habit among employees. Now employees were searching for

someone to recognize. This culture certainly made the company a fun place

to work. This recognition culture also attracted a lot of attention from other

big companies, and they came to monitor this recognition party.

However, to make this happen, Mr. Lee’s personal leadership was

needed. At first, employees did not understand what he was trying to do.

But Mr. Lee was persistent. He was the first person to be at the party place
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all the time and helped prepare for the party. He really enjoyed the party,

and he was really happy when he was able to find things to appreciate from

employees.

Show You Care

One of the most significant ways in which leaders, like the one that Keon Yang

describes, show others that they care and that they appreciate the efforts of

their constituents is to be out there with them. They walk the halls, meander

around the corridors, eat in the cafeteria, listen to complaints, go to parties,

attend organizational events (even when they are not on the program), and

tell stories about successes.

This visibility makes them more real, more genuine, more approachable,

and more human. It helps leaders stay “in touch” with what’s really going on.

And it puts their money where their mouths are about the values shared by

them and their constituents. Believability goes up when leaders are person-

ally involved.

Exemplary leaders are out and about all the time. They’re attending

meetings, visiting customers, touring the plants or service centers, dropping

in on the labs, making presentations at association gatherings, recruiting at

local universities, holding roundtable discussions, speaking to analysts, or

just dropping by constituents’ cubicles to say “Hello.” Being mobile goes with

the territory.

Consider Dick Pettingill’s experience. When he was president and chief

executive officer, California Division, Kaiser Foundation Health Plans and

Hospitals, he wanted to cheer his constituents on and get them pumped up

to meet industrywide challenges. He rented a bus so he could visit all of the

facilities across the state—Dick was not only setting an example for his con-

stituents but learning a lot in the process. “When I started out with this, it

was really a talking tour,” he said. “I expected to talk up the great success

that we’d had and talk about what we still had to do. It became very appar-

ent to me (probably by mid-morning on the first day of the bus trip) that this
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wasn’t about talking, it was about listening. It was about me listening to our

employees and physicians talk about what was important to them, about what

they wanted me to hear.”

One major lesson for Dick from this bus tour was that you have to believe

that spending your own time listening to others is important. Another criti-

cal realization, he told us, was how important it is to open up to your con-

stituents. “You have to make yourself vulnerable,” Dick told us. “You have to

have a willingness and a desire to be connected with the people of the orga-

nization. . . . I knew before I left that . . . 70 percent of the people didn’t trust

leadership. So I’m out there, trying to get people to have a sense of believ-

ability in what we’re all about, recognizing that, again, it’s not what I say, it’s

what I do that’s going to make a difference.”

Leaders are not wandering about purposelessly. Leaders are out-and-

about with intentionality. One of the reasons is to focus people’s attention,

but another important reason is to personally demonstrate that they care.

That’s what Carolyn Borne makes it a point to do in her three leadership roles

at the UCLA Medical Center: unit director of the General Clinical Research

Center, program director of the Women’s Health Initiative, and Magnet di-

rector. For example, after leading the Medical Center to Magnet status—

sometimes called the “Nobel Prize for Nursing”—she intentionally keeps the

pride and momentum going by constantly thinking about others and what

she can do to make their lives more rewarding. “I don’t want them to lose the

power of what they felt when we finally got Magnet,” she told us. “I am con-

stantly deliberating with them, talking with them, sensing them, finding out

where they are, what they want, how they are feeling about the organization,

and what they want me to bring to them.” Whether hard at work or over cof-

fee, at lunch, or just “hanging out,” Carolyn sees each encounter as an op-

portunity to show that she pays attention to each member of the team as an

individual as well as a professional. As she sums it up, “I hope that at the end

of the day I’ve given my staff, or any of the people that I’m in contact with,

the feeling that I cared about them.”
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Perpetuate the Stories

Another benefit from celebrations, being out-and-about, and getting per-

sonally involved is that it is often at these exact moments that leaders are able

to both find and spread the stories that put a human face on success. First-

person examples are always more powerful and striking than third-party ex-

amples (the difference between “I saw for myself ” and “Someone told me

about”). Leaders are on the lookout for “catching people doing things right,”

and this can’t be easily done sitting behind a desk.16 They want to see and

know firsthand what’s being done right not only so that they can let that per-

son know to “keep up the good work” but so that they can tell others about

this and other examples of what it means to put into practice and live out

shared values and aspirations.

These are the stories they tell about someone just

like you who made it happen. Leaders, in this way, cre-

ate organizational role models that everyone can relate

to. They put the behavior in a real context. They make

standards more than statistics; they make standards

come alive. By being able to tell a story in rich and per-

sonal detail, leaders illustrate what everyone needs to

do to live by the organization’s values and standards.

Consider this practice by Lidia Kwiatkowska, Personal

Banking Area Manager at Bank of Montreal/Harris,

who says one of the most powerful activities is sharing success stories about

building lasting relationships through exceptional service. “Weekly,” she says,

“we share these stories, and how individual team members exhibit the cus-

tomer attributes. We don’t just celebrate, but challenge each other as a team.”

Before Lidia’s arrival her area hadn’t achieved their revenue goals for several

years, and within six months of her arrival they exceeded their targets for the

entire year!17

Stories by their nature are public forms of communication. Storytelling,

as we discussed in Chapter Four, is how people pass along lessons from gen-

Stories aren’t

meant to be

kept private;

they’re meant

to be told.
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eration to generation, culture to culture. Stories aren’t meant to be kept pri-

vate; they’re meant to be told. And because they’re public, they’re tailor-made

for celebrations. In fact, stories are celebrations, and celebrations are stories.

Stories are better able to accomplish the objectives of teaching, mobiliz-

ing, and motivating than are bullet points on an overhead projection. Well-

told stories reach inside people and pull them along. They simulate the actual

experience of being there and give people a compelling way of learning what

is really important about the experience. Angie Yim’s experience at Hewlett-

Packard underscored this point. “We all enjoy telling stories,” she explained,

and so as one crucial part of orienting a replacement for one of the key mem-

bers of her multidisciplinary and transnational technical support teams

We got together and told stories about how we worked together best on

various projects in the past. For the newly hired person, he learned from

our experience, whereas, for the veterans, they also shared some painful

lessons we had learned together. The storytelling became very interactive

when we talked about the same story, but from different perspectives. I no-

ticed that we especially enjoyed this moment of sharing. This was an in-

teresting and positive experience because I felt like we were somehow part

of a family, where members kept coming in and out at different stages of

the team’s life.

As Dave Snowden, founder and chief scientific officer of Cognitive Edge,

puts it, stories are “an integral part of defining what that organization is and

what it means to work for it. Stories show, for example, whether employees

are rewarded or punished for speaking up. A lack of stories may indicate

heavy-handed controlling management.”18 Indeed, much about the culture

of a company can be learned as a result of listening to and understanding the

stories it tells about itself.

That’s the approach Bob Phillips took when he became CEO of Guide

Dogs for the Blind. Bob knew very little about the actual workings of the or-

ganization when he joined it. To find out, he asked people to tell him a story
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about some important organizational event or experience. He followed that

up by asking them for one of their own personal stories, a time that they felt

proud about what they had accomplished in the organization. Bob under-

stood the importance of learning what has been, and is, going on with peo-

ple and their organizations; as he puts it, you have to “say hi to the story, and

that’s how you find out about their history (hi-story).” In these stories—of

innovation, of bravery, of service, of keeping commitments, of making tough

choices—he learned important lessons about the real things that formed the

core of this organization. In finding out about people’s stories, Bob was able,

even as a newcomer, to include rather quickly these stories and examples

when he spoke with potential donors, trustees, media, and his constituents

about what they believed in and where they needed to be heading in the fu-

ture, building upon their rich traditions.

Leaders find other ways to perpetuate the important stories. For instance,

publishing a story in the company newsletter or annual report, relating a story

in a public ceremony, or making a video and broadcasting it on the internal

television network. Leaders shine the spotlight on someone who’s lived out

an organizational value—and provide others in the organization with an ex-

ample they can emulate.

Stories can be particularly helpful in providing inspiration to individu-

als facing challenging situations. “Telling the story gives the details and it

helps people to be there, even though they weren’t there,” says Allison Babb

of The MathWorks, a Massachusetts-based developer of engineering soft-

ware. “It’s real easy to find stories that are just like what somebody else is

now encountering.” The story can highlight “roadblocks that somebody else

has had . . . people who’ve really struggled with the exact same issues, and

here’s what they did to get over it.” Stories illustrating organizational values

and practices are not only easier to remember and recall than policies, rules,

and guidelines, they translate more quickly into action. Scientist Gary Klein

studies how people make decisions under conditions of extreme emergency.

He’s taken a look at professionals in high-stakes environments in which a
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decision could mean life or death—people such as firefighters, critical care

nurses, paramedics, pilots, nuclear plant operators, and battle planners. Klein

has discovered that in an emergency, the rational model of decision making

is not how people make decisions. Instead they use a more nonlinear ap-

proach that involves intuition, mental simulation, metaphors, analogies, sto-

ries, and other less rational means. In discussing his research, Klein says, “The

method we found most powerful for eliciting knowledge is to use stories.”19

Klein points out that storytelling is an essential skill for passing along the

lessons that people learn from highly complex, challenging situations. Lead-

ers are great storytellers.

REFLECTION AND ACTION:
CELEBRATING VALUES AND VICTORIES
Celebrating together reinforces the fact that extraordinary performance is the

result of many people’s efforts. By celebrating people’s accomplishments vis-

ibly and in group settings, leaders create community and sustain team spirit;

by basing celebrations on consistency with key values and attainment of crit-

ical milestones, leaders reinforce and sustain people’s focus.

Social interaction increases people’s commitments to the standards of the

group and has a profound effect on people’s well-being. Intimacy heals; lone-

liness depresses. When people are asked to go beyond their comfort zones,

the support and encouragement of their colleagues enhances their resistance

to the possible debilitating effects of stress. Make sure that your workplace is

not the place where “fun goes to die.”

Leaders set the example by getting personally involved in celebration and

recognition, demonstrating that encouraging the heart is something every-

one should do. Telling stories about individuals who have made exceptional

efforts and achieved phenomenal successes provides role models for others

to emulate. Stories make people’s experiences memorable, often even pro-

found in ways that they hadn’t envisioned, and serve as a marker for future
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behaviors. Making personal connections with people in a culture of celebra-

tion also builds and sustains credibility. It reduces any we-they demarcations

between leaders and constituents. Adding vitality and a sense of appreciation

to the workplace is what encouraging the heart is all about.

Here are three actions you can start doing today to even more effectively

Celebrate the Values and Victories.

Plan a Celebration Today

Set the example for celebrating by planning a celebration right now.

You’ve got a meeting that’s coming up. How can you use that opportunity

to celebrate a milestone? Is there a regularly scheduled quarterly review

on the books? How can you include in it a ceremony that calls attention

to a special part of your culture? Perhaps you’ve got a training session at

which you’re going to give a presentation. How can you include a story

about real people in your organization who exemplify one or more of

your values?

Any time people gather there’s the opportunity to create a spirit of com-

munity, to tell a story that reinforces a cultural standard or to model the be-

havior you expect of others. Exemplary leaders use every opportunity to

celebrate the values and the victories. Do the same: view every occasion on

which your constituents gather as a chance for some kind of celebration, big

or small. If your organization isn’t doing much celebrating, start an informal

celebration task force. Or make it your job to liven up the place, borrowing

where you can from the inventiveness of others and creating your own fun

and games at work.

Encouraging the heart doesn’t have to come at the end of a seminar or

the conclusion of a project. It also doesn’t have to come after you’ve done

everything else a leader does. It’s not the end of the process, it’s a continuous

part of the leadership journey. You can celebrate at any time, anywhere. So

do it! Give courage, spread joy, and care about people, product, and process

all along the way.
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Reinforce Core Values in Your Celebrations

Be mindful of the messages you’re sending when you celebrate. It’s quite clear

that celebrations are much more than parties. They’re rituals that create

meaning. And because celebrations are so visible and significant, it’s vitally

important to be clear about the statements you’re making and the behaviors

you’re reinforcing. You should be fully aware that people are going to leave

the event remembering and repeating what you say and what they see. You

should always be personally prepared with the key messages you want to send.

Constantly ask yourself,

• What values do we hold dear?

• What visions do we aspire to realize?

• What behaviors do we want to reinforce?

Be prepared for every public opportunity to reinforce the culture and the

meaning you want to create.

If being fast and flexible is what’s expected, for example, make sure that

the individuals who got a customized product to market quickly are publicly

acknowledged and rewarded. If an important agency objective is to obtain

new sources of funding, celebrate when grants are signed. If the organization

values loyalty, celebrate tenure with years-of-service dinners and recognition

pins. If personalized service is what makes the business profitable, then make

a big deal of publishing that special letter from a customer who expresses ap-

preciation to the people who turned a potential nightmare into a delightful

experience. If innovation is valued, then whenever a new patent is granted

give out awards to those involved in creating new technology.

Enjoy Yourself

Celebrations should be a joyful experience for you, along with everyone else.

What’s most important is your genuine appreciation for the work of others;

your constituents need to know that you are clear about what outstanding
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performance looks like and that you will recognize it fairly when it is

achieved. Celebrations also give you the chance to demonstrate your credi-

bility in the form of “putting your money (time, resources, and so on) where

your mouth is.” You ask others to reach certain achievement levels, and when

they do so you let them know that you know what they’ve done and how

much you sincerely appreciate it.

Being sincere really means being yourself. You don’t have to cheerlead

with pom-poms and elaborate routines to make your appreciation mean-

ingful. You don’t have to celebrate by getting up in front of others and leading

a chant, shouting out loudly, or waving your arms and jumping around—if

that’s not you. But you do need to be present, and you do have to smile and

put some personal energy into the pageantry.

Even so, you need to lighten up and not take yourself all that seriously. It

may feel a little weird to appear in public dressed up in a costume that is ap-

propriate only for Halloween, but you’ll forget about your own embarrass-

ment when you think about the message it sends about the lengths to which

you will go to tell folks how much you appreciate them. People will remem-

ber it fondly, and even more so if this action is out of your everyday charac-

ter. They’ll probably take pictures and talk about it for months or years to

come: “Remember when Frank put on that hula skirt and danced in front of

everyone? Wasn’t that a hoot? It’s nice to know we work for an organization

that can have some fun and show appreciation for all our hard work.” Show-

ing your strong commitment, enthusiasm, and appreciation will pay big div-

idends for a very long time.
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COMMITMENT NUMBER 10
Celebrate the Values and Victories

Essentials of Celebrating the Values and Victories

• Create a spirit of community

• Be personally involved

Taking Action

• Plan a celebration today

• Reinforce core values in your celebrations

• Enjoy yourself
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“Don’t ever let anyone tell you that you can’t make a difference. If we all

work on our little parts of the planet we will change the world.”

Tara Church, Quinn Emanuel Urquhart Oliver & Hedges LLP

Throughout this book we’ve told stories of ordinary people who’ve gotten ex-

traordinary things done. We’ve talked about men and women from a variety

of organizations, public and private, government and NGOs, high-tech and

low-tech, small and large, schools and professional services. And we’ve talked

with people from all over the globe, from all walks of life and ages. Chances

L E A D E R S H I P  I S

E V E R Y O N E ’ S  

B U S I N E S S
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are you haven’t heard of most of them. They’re not public figures, famous

people, or mega-stars. They’re people who might live next door or work in

the next cubicle over.

We’ve focused on everyday leaders because leadership is not about posi-

tion or title. Leadership is not about organizational power or authority. It’s

not about celebrity or wealth. It’s not about the family you are born into.

It’s not about being a CEO, president, general, or prime minister. And it’s def-

initely not about being a hero. Leadership is about relationships, about cred-

ibility, and about what you do.

YOU ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT LEADER
IN YOUR ORGANIZATION
If you’re a manager in an organization, to your direct reports you are the most

important leader in your organization. You are more likely than any other

leader to influence their desire to stay or leave, the trajectory of their careers,

their ethical behavior, their ability to perform at their best, their drive to wow

customers, their satisfaction with their jobs, and their motivation to share the

organization’s vision and values.

If you’re a parent, teacher, coach, or community leader you are the per-

son that’s setting the leadership example for young people. It’s not hip-hop

artists, movie stars, or professional athletes they seek guidance from. You are

the one they are most likely going to look to for the example of how a leader

responds to competitive situations, handles crises, deals with loss, or resolves

ethical dilemmas. It’s not someone else. It’s you.

The leaders who have the most influence on people are those who are the

closest to them. You have to challenge the myth that leadership is about po-

sition and power. And, once challenged, people can come to see leadership in

a whole new light. Yukari Huguenard, solutions product manager at KANA

Software, told us how much she had changed her view of leadership after she

had examined her assumptions:
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I used to think leaders had to be at the top level of a large organization.

With that view of leadership, the chasm between where I am and being a

leader was uncrossable. Now, I see leaders leading a group of people of any

size and leading at any level. You are a leader if you employ these five lead-

ership practices because people around you want to follow. In that sense, I

feel that I’m already a leader.

There’s no escape. Leadership is everyone’s business. No matter what

your position is, you have to take responsibility for the quality of leader-

ship your constituents get. You—and that means all of us—are accountable

for the leadership you demonstrate. And, because you are the most impor-

tant leader to those closest to you, the only choice you really have is whether

or not to be the best leader you can be.

LEADERSHIP IS LEARNED
The notion that leadership is reserved for only a very few is reinforced every

time someone asks, “Are leaders born or made?” Whenever we’re asked this

question—which is almost every time we give a speech or conduct a class or

workshop—our answer, always offered with a smile, is this: “Yes, of course,

all leaders are born. We’ve never met a leader who wasn’t. So are all accoun-

tants, artists, athletes, parents, zoologists, you name it.”

We’re all born. What we do with what we have before

we die is up to us.

It’s just pure myth that only a lucky few can ever un-

derstand the intricacies of leadership. Leadership is not

a gene, and it’s not a secret code that can’t be deciphered

by ordinary people. The truth is that leadership is an ob-

servable set of skills and abilities that are useful whether

one is in the executive suite or on the front line, on Wall

Street or Main Street, in any campus, community, or

It’s just pure

myth that only

a lucky few can

ever understand

the intricacies of

leadership.
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corporation. And any skill can be strengthened, honed, and enhanced, given

the motivation and desire, along with practice and feedback, role models, and

coaching.

It’s very curious—and revealing—that no one has ever asked us, “Can

management be taught? Are managers born or made?” Why is it that man-

agement is viewed as a set of skills and abilities, while leadership is typically

seen as a set of innate personality characteristics? It’s simple. People assume

management can be taught. Because they do, hundreds of business schools

have been established, and each year thousands of management courses are

taught. By assuming that people can learn the attitudes, skills, and knowledge

associated with good management practices, schools and companies have

raised the caliber of managers. They’ve also contributed to the idea that good

management skills are attainable.

The same can be said for leadership. In over twenty-five years of research,

we’ve been fortunate to have heard and read the stories of thousands of or-

dinary people who’ve led others to get extraordinary things done. And there

are millions more. It’s not the absence of leadership potential that inhibits

the development of more leaders, it’s the persistence of the myth that lead-

ership can’t be learned. This haunting myth is a far more powerful deterrent

to leadership development than is the nature of the person or the basics of

the leadership process.

The experience of Juan Gonzalez, industry solution manager at IBM, is

typical of that of the leaders we’ve worked with around the world. Juan told

us that The Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership were a good start for un-

derstanding that leadership was everyone’s business, and this approach of-

fered him a new perspective on the world of human interaction by

demystifying the notion of natural-born leaders and, if anything, making it

more complex. The fact that leaders can learn to be leaders through self-

awareness and effort opens the possibility that individuals have a choice about

pursuing or ignoring the calling of leadership. Not everyone will be a leader

of historical proportions; however, we all can and should assume leadership
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roles in our regular activities more often than not. The experience could be

more rewarding and purposeful.

It’s our collective task to liberate the leader in each and every one of

us. Rather than view leadership as an innate set of character traits—a self-

fulfilling prophecy that dooms society to having only a few good leaders—

it’s far healthier and more productive to assume that it’s possible for everyone

to learn to lead. By assuming that leadership is learnable, we can discover how

many good leaders there really are. Somewhere, sometime, the leader within

each of us may get the call to step forward—for the school, the congregation,

the community, the agency, the company, the union, or the family. By be-

lieving in yourself and your capacity to learn to lead, you make sure you’ll be

prepared when that call comes.

Certainly, none of us should mislead people into believing that they can

attain unrealistic goals. However, neither should we assume that only a few

would ever attain excellence in leadership (or in any other human endeavor).

Those who are most successful at bringing out the best in others are those

who set achievable “stretch” goals and believe that they have the ability to de-

velop the talents of others. Researchers note that effective leaders are con-

stantly learning. They see all experiences as learning experiences, not just

those sessions in a formal classroom or workshop. They’re constantly look-

ing for ways to improve themselves and their organizations. By reading this

book and engaging in other personal development activities, you’re demon-

strating a predisposition to lead. Even if some people think that they’re not

able to learn to lead, you must believe that you and they can. That’s where it

all starts—with your own belief in yourself and in others.

LEADERS MAKE A DIFFERENCE
We regularly ask people in our classes and workshops to share a story about

a leader they admire and whose direction they would willingly follow. Virtu-

ally everyone we’ve asked has been able to name at least one leader whose
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genuine influence they’ve felt. Sometimes it’s a well-known figure—perhaps

someone out of the past who changed the course of history. Sometimes it’s a

contemporary role model who serves as an example of success. Most often,

however, it’s someone personally close to them who’s helped them learn—a

parent, friend, member of the clergy, coach, teacher, manager.

When Verónica Guerrero of Winning Edge Research selected her father,

José Luis Guerrero, as the leader she most admired, she underscored for

us just how extraordinary those around us can be. She told the story of her

father’s leadership in the Unión Nacional Sinarquista (UNS) back in the early

1940s. She related in detail what her father did and then summed up his in-

fluence with this remembered observation from José Luis: “I think the work

that I did back then helped me extend myself and others to levels that I didn’t

know I could reach. . . . If you feel strongly about anything, and it’s something

that will ultimately benefit your community and your country, don’t hold

back. Fear of failing or fear of what might happen doesn’t help anyone. . . .

Don’t let anyone or anything push you back.”

Verónica closed her description of her father (who was then dying of pan-

creatic cancer) with this observation: “As I heard his story and I saw a sick,

tired, and weak man, I couldn’t help thinking that our strength as humans

and as leaders has nothing to do with what we look like. Rather, it has every-

thing to do with what we feel, what we think of ourselves. . . . Leadership is

applicable to all facets of life.” That’s precisely the point. If you are to become

a better leader, you must first believe that leadership applies to you and that

you can be a positive force in the world.

Yet there has never been universal acceptance of this proposition. Deter-

minism and fatalism govern the minds of many. Some management scholars

contend, in fact, that leaders have little impact on organizations, that other

forces—internal or external to the organization—are the determinants of

success.1 Others claim that the role of the leader is largely symbolic, even ro-

mantic, but not substantive.2 Our evidence, along with hundreds of other
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studies, suggests quite the contrary.3 Managers, individual contributors, vol-

unteers, pastors, government administrators, teachers, school principals,

nurses, salespeople, students, and other leaders who use The Five Practices of

Exemplary Leadership more frequently than their counterparts are more ef-

fective. For example, they

• More often meet job-related demands

• More successfully represent their units to upper management

• Create higher-performing teams

• Increase sales and customer satisfaction levels

• Foster renewed loyalty and greater organizational commitment

• Increase motivation and the willingness to work hard

• Facilitate high patient satisfaction scores and more effectively meet family

member needs

• Promote high degrees of involvement in schools

• Enlarge the size of their congregations

• Increase fundraising results and expand gift-giving levels

• Extend the range of their agency’s services

• Reduce absenteeism, turnover, and dropout rates

• Positively influence recruitment rates

People working with leaders who demonstrate The Five Practices of Ex-

emplary Leadership are significantly more satisfied with the actions and

strategies of their leaders; they feel more committed, excited, energized, in-

fluential, and powerful; and they are more productive. In other words, the

more you engage in the practices of exemplary leaders, the more likely it is

that you’ll have a positive influence on others in the organization.

Person to person and over time, leaders make a difference. If you want to

have a significant impact on people, on communities, and on organizations,

you’d be wise to invest in learning to become the very best leader you can.

But first you too must believe that a leader lives within each of us.
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FIRST LEAD YOURSELF
Leadership development is self-development. Engineers have computers;

painters, canvas and brushes; musicians, instruments. Leaders have only

themselves. The instrument of leadership is the self, and mastery of the art

of leadership comes from mastery of the self. Self-development is not about

stuffing in a whole bunch of new information or trying out the latest tech-

nique. It’s about leading out of what is already in your

soul. It’s about liberating the leader within you. It’s

about setting yourself free.

The quest for leadership is first an inner quest to

discover who you are. Through self-development

comes the confidence needed to lead. Self-confidence

is really awareness of and faith in your own powers.

These powers become clear and strong only as you

work to identify and develop them.

Learning to lead is about discovering what you care about and value. As

you begin this quest toward leadership, you must wrestle with some difficult

questions:

• How certain am I of my own conviction about the vision and values?

• What gives me the courage to continue in the face of uncertainty and

adversity?

• How will I handle disappointments, mistakes, and setbacks?

• What are my strengths and weaknesses?

• What do I need to do to improve my abilities to move the organization

forward?

• How solid is my relationship with my constituents?

• How can I keep myself motivated and encouraged?

• What keeps me from giving up?

• Am I the right one to be leading at this very moment? Why?

Leadership 

development 

is self-

development.
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• How much do I understand about what is going on in the organization and

the world in which it operates?

• How prepared am I to handle the complex problems that now confront my

organization?

• What are my beliefs about how people ought to conduct the affairs of our

organization?

• Where do I think the organization ought to be headed over the next ten

years?

Honest answers to these questions (and to those that arise from them) tell

you that you must open yourself to a more global view. The leader, being in

the forefront, is usually the first to encounter the world outside the bound-

aries of the organization. The more you know about the world, the easier it

is to approach it with assurance. Thus you should seek to learn as much as

possible about the forces—political, economic, social, moral, or artistic—that

affect the organization.

Honest answers tell you that to become as effective as possible you must im-

prove your understanding of others and build your skills to mobilize people’s

energies toward higher purposes. To be a leader, you must be interpersonally

competent, and you must be able to develop the trust and respect of others.

Honest answers to these questions tell you that sometimes liberation is as

uncomfortable as intrusion, but in the end when you discover them for your-

self you know that what’s inside is what you found there and what belongs there.

It’s not something put inside you by someone else; it’s what are your true gifts.

MORAL LEADERSHIP CALLS US
TO HIGHER PURPOSES
Leadership practices per se are amoral. But leaders—the men and women who

use the practices—are moral or immoral. There’s an ethical dimension to lead-

ership that neither leaders nor constituents should take lightly. This is why we
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began our discussion of leadership practices with a focus on clarifying your

values—on finding your authentic voice in a set of principles and ideals.

These you have to find for yourself and test against others. Attending to

moral values will always direct your eyes to higher purposes. As you work

to become all you can be, you can start to let go of petty self-interests. As you

give back some of what you’ve been given, you can reconstruct your com-

munity. As you serve the values of freedom, justice, equality, caring, and dig-

nity, you can constantly renew the foundations of democracy. As each of us

takes individual responsibility for creating the world of our dreams, we can

all participate in leading.

All exemplary leaders have wrestled with their souls. Such personal

searching is essential in the development of leaders. You must resolve those

dissonant internal chords. Extensive knowledge of history and the outside

world increases your awareness of competing value systems, of the many

principles by which individuals, organizations, and states can choose to func-

tion. You can’t lead others until you’ve first led yourself through a struggle

with opposing values.

When you clarify the principles that will govern your life and the ends

that you will seek, you give purpose to your daily decisions. A personal creed

gives you a point of reference for navigating the sometimes-stormy seas of

organizational life. Without such a set of beliefs, your life has no rudder, and

you’re easily blown about by the winds of fashion. A credo that resolves com-

peting beliefs also leads to personal integrity. A leader with integrity has one

self, at home and at work, with family and with colleagues. Leaders without

integrity are putting on an act.

Leaders take people to places they’ve never been before. But there are no

freeways to the future, no paved highways to unknown, unexplored destina-

tions. There’s only wilderness. To step out into the unknown, begin with the

exploration of the inner territory. We continue to discover that the most crit-

ical knowledge for all of us—and for leaders especially—turns out to be self-

knowledge.

c13.qxd  6/3/07  1:24 PM  Page 346



LEADERSHIP IS EVERYONE’S BUSINESS 347

HUMILITY IS THE ANTIDOTE TO HUBRIS
There’s a catch, however. You can do all of these leadership practices perfectly

and still get fired! There’s absolutely no way that we can say that leadership

will always work, all of the time, or with everyone. We know for certain that

there’s a much greater probability that it will, but there’s no ironclad, money-

back guarantee. In addition, you will never find, in historic or present times,

even one example of a leader who controlled every aspect of the environment.

And you’ll never find an example of a leader who enlisted 100 percent of the

possible constituency in even the most compelling of future possibilities.

And there’s still another catch. Any leadership practice can become de-

structive. Virtues can become vices. There’s a point at which each of The Five

Practices, taken to extremes, can lead you astray.

Far more insidious than any of these potential problems, however, is the

treachery of hubris. It’s fun to be a leader, gratifying to have influence, and

exhilarating to have scores of people cheering your every word. In many all-

too-subtle ways, it’s easy to be seduced by power and importance. All evil

leaders have been infected with the disease of hubris, becoming bloated with

an exaggerated sense of self and pursuing their own sinister ends. How then

to avoid it?

Humility is the only way to resolve the conflicts and contradictions of

leadership. You can avoid excessive pride only if you recognize that you’re

human and need the help of others. As Egon Zehnder, chairman emeritus of

Egon Zehnder International, told us, “Listen to what your colleagues have to

say. They know more than you do. Have the humility to step back and cor-

rect yourself.” Humility. It comes up time and again.4 Exemplary leaders know

that “you can’t do it alone,” and they act accordingly. They lack the pride and

pretense displayed by many leaders who succeed in the short term but leave

behind a weak organization that fails to remain viable after their departure.

Instead, with self-effacing humor and generous and sincere credit to others,

humble leaders get higher and higher levels of performance.
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Nothing in our research hints that leaders should be perfect. Leaders aren’t

saints. They’re human beings, full of the flaws and failings of the rest of us.

They make mistakes. Perhaps the very best advice we can give all aspiring

leaders is to remain humble and unassuming—to always remain open and

full of wonder.

LEADERSHIP IS IN THE MOMENT
Michele Goins, chief information officer for Hewlett-Packard’s Imaging and

Printing Group, spoke to our students at Santa Clara University. What she

said resonated very loudly with them. “Leadership opportunities are pre-

sented to everyone,” she observed. “What makes the difference between being

a leader or not is how you respond in the moment.” Michele’s observation and

her own experiences of leadership in the moment are testimony to how im-

portant it is to approach every interaction and every situation as an oppor-

tunity to lead.

Sometimes we imagine leadership to be something majestic—about

grand visions, about world-changing initiatives, about transforming the lives

of millions. While all are noble possibilities, real leadership is in the daily mo-

ments. Sergey Nikiforov, cofounder and vice president of product develop-

ment at Stack3, Inc., put it to us this way:

Where do I start becoming a better leader? This question has been nagging

me for some time. Naively I assumed that to become a better leader meant

to perform formidable tasks: moving mountains, saving lives, changing the

world for the better. As you pointed out these noble, grandiose tasks are

often insurmountable for a single person.

Then it occurred to me—I was thinking selfishly. What I envisioned

was instant gratification, recognition for my skills and talent. Although

the issues at work matched well with your book’s materials, the way I dealt

with them was far from ideal. In most cases, I used wrong tools and

methods.
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I found that every day I had an opportunity to make a small differ-

ence. I could have coached someone better, I could have listened better, I

could have been more positive toward people, I could have said “thank

you” more often, I could have . . . the list just went on.

At first, I was a bit overwhelmed with the discovery of how many op-

portunities I had in a single day to act as a better leader. But as I have got-

ten to put these ideas into practice I have been pleasantly surprised by how

much improvement I have been able to make by being more conscientious

and intentional about acting as a leader.

Sergey has nailed it. Each day provides countless

chances to make a difference. The chance might come

in a private conversation with a direct report or in a

meeting with colleagues. It might come over the family

dinner table. It might come when you’re speaking at a

conference on the future of your business, or it might

come when you’re listening to a friend talk about a cur-

rent conflict with a peer. There are many moments each day, as leaders like

Michele and Sergey point out, when you can choose to lead, and many mo-

ments each day when you can choose to make a difference. Each of these

moments serves up the prospect of contributing to a lasting legacy.

THE SECRET TO SUCCESS IN LIFE
Constituents look for leaders who demonstrate an enthusiastic and genuine

belief in the capacity of others, who strengthen people’s will, who supply the

means to achieve, and who express optimism for the future. Constituents

want leaders who remain passionate despite obstacles and setbacks. In un-

certain times, leaders with a positive, confident, can-do approach to life and

business are desperately needed.

Leaders must keep hope alive, even in the most difficult of times. With-

out hope there can be no courage—and this is not the time or place for the

Each day pro-

vides countless

chances to make

a difference.
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timid. This is the time and place for optimism, imagination, and enthusi-

asm. Leaders must summon their will if they are to mobilize the personal

and organizational resources to triumph against the odds. Hope is essential

to achieving the highest levels of performance. Hope enables people to tran-

scend the difficulties of today and envision the potentialities of tomorrow.

Hope enables people to bounce back even after being stressed, stretched,

and depressed. Hope enables people to find the will and the way to unleash

greatness.5

And yet, hope is not all. There’s still one more final leadership lesson that

we have learned. It’s the secret to success in life.

When we began our study of leadership bests we were fortunate to cross

paths with then U.S. Army Major General John H. Stanford. We knew that

he had grown up poor, that he failed sixth grade but went on to graduate

from Penn State University on an ROTC scholarship, that he survived mul-

tiple military tours in both Korea and Vietnam, that he was highly decorated,

and that the loyalty of his troops was extraordinary. John headed up the Mil-

itary Traffic Management Command for the U.S. Army during the Persian

Gulf War. When he retired from the Army he became county manager of Ful-

ton County, Georgia, when Atlanta was gearing up to host the 1996 Summer

Olympics, and then he became superintendent of the Seattle Public Schools,

where he sparked a revolution in public education.6

When John Stanford wanted change, he didn’t simply order it, as his long-

time friend Billie Reilly explained.7 For example, in Korea, John never told

soldiers under his command that they couldn’t stay out late. He just kept

moving up the time of the morning physical training—to the point that it

once started at 3 A.M. When he finally moved it back to 6 A.M., Reilly said,

John got 100 percent attendance. “Have you ever met someone and immedi-

ately said, ‘I need to listen to that person’? That’s John,” said Reilly. “Have you

ever met someone and said, ‘I like what he’s doing and I want to follow him’?

That’s John. Have you ever met someone who can energize a group that’s

lethargic? That’s John. We might call it character, we might call it leadership.
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When you are in contact with John Stanford, you are immediately drawn to

him. Where he’s going, you want to go. And it’s always the right place to go.”

All that we learned of John’s public service was impressive, but it was his

answer to one of our interview questions that most influenced our own un-

derstanding of leadership. We asked John how he’d go about developing lead-

ers, whether in colleges and universities, in the military, in government, in

the nonprofit sector, or in private business. He replied,

When anyone asks me that question, I tell them I have the secret to suc-

cess in life. The secret to success is to stay in love. Staying in love gives you

the fire to ignite other people, to see inside other people, to have a greater

desire to get things done than other people. A person who is not in love

doesn’t really feel the kind of excitement that helps them to get ahead and

to lead others and to achieve. I don’t know any other fire, any other thing

in life that is more exhilarating and is more positive a feeling than love is.

“Staying in love” isn’t the answer we expected to get—at least not when

we began our study of leadership. But after numerous interviews and case

analyses, it finally dawned on us how many leaders used the word love freely

when talking about their own motivations to lead.

Of all the things that sustain a leader over time, love is the most lasting.

It’s hard to imagine leaders getting up day after day, putting in the long hours

and hard work it takes to get extraordinary things done, without having their

hearts in it. The best-kept secret of successful leaders is love: staying in love

with leading, with the people who do the work, with what their organizations

produce, and with those who honor the organization by using its products

and services.

Leadership is not an affair of the head. Leadership is an affair of the heart.

c13.qxd  6/3/07  1:24 PM  Page 351



352

The stories that we tell in this book bring the principles and practices of lead-

ership to life. What gives credibility to these stories is our more than twenty-

five years of extensive research—research that clearly indicates that if you do

more of what we’ve described in this book you will get better results in your

work, in your relationships, and in your life.

We invite you to explore the research by going to www.leadershipchallenge.

com/research. Our “Guide to the Research” includes a description of how we

conducted the research underlying The Five Practices of Exemplary Leader-

ship, the data supporting the model, the reliability and validity of that data,

and summaries of key findings on the effects of exemplary leadership.

In addition to the reports on our data, the Guide section of our leadership

challenge.com Web site includes executive summaries of over 350 doctoral

dissertations and other research projects based on The Five Practices of Ex-

emplary Leadership framework. You’ll also be able to link to other resources

and product information on the Web site, including the Leadership Practices

Inventory (LPI) and other assessment instruments, information for college

and university instructors, tips, and answers to frequently asked questions.

Most important, we update the Guide regularly, and from time to time we ask

readers to participate in exploring leadership issues with us.

We invite you to join us on the Web and to continue your own adventure

in leadership and learning.

NOTES
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PREFACE:  GETTING EXTRAORDINARY
THINGS DONE IN ORGANIZATIONS

1. The Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership® is a registered trademark of J. M. Kouzes and B. Z. Posner.

CHAPTER ONE:  THE F IVE PRACTICES
OF EXEMPLARY LEADERSHIP

1. Unless otherwise noted, all quotations are taken from personal interviews or from personal-best lead-

ership case studies written by the respondent leaders. The titles and affiliations of the leaders may be

different today from what they were at the time of their case study or publication of this volume. We ex-

pect that many have moved on to other leadership adventures while we were writing, or will do so by

the time you read this.

2. The SG Group is being recognized for the difference that it is making. What began out of necessity has

grown into something that others now look to for ideas that will help them grow their businesses and

retain their staffs. In 2004 Stopgap was listed as number ten on the Sunday Times “50 Best Small Com-

panies to Work For” list, and in 2005 was named number five. Claire Owen was declared the “Best for

Leadership” by the Sunday Times two years in a row.

3. Telephone interview with Jodi Taylor, Center for Creative Leadership, Colorado Springs, Colorado, April

1998. See also V. I. Sessa and J. J. Taylor, Executive Selection: Strategies for Success (San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass, 2000).

4. “FC Roper Starch Survey: The Web,” Fast Company (October 1999): 302.

5. Public Allies, New Leadership for a New Century (Washington, D.C.: Public Allies, 1998).

CHAPTER TWO:  CREDIB IL ITY IS  THE
FOUNDATION OF LEADERSHIP

1. For more information about the original studies, see B. Z. Posner and W. H. Schmidt, “Values and the

American Manager: An Update,” California Management Review 26, no. 3 (1984): 202–216; and B. Z.

Posner and W. H. Schmidt, “Values and Expectations of Federal Service Executives,” Public Administra-

tion Review 46, no. 5 (1986): 447–454.

2. A point often made by respondents about the checklist is that leadership is not about following a per-

son per se but following a person who embodies for them a purpose (vision) that they believe is wor-

thy and makes it possible for them to be leaders themselves.

3. Our own research is supported by a study by the Corporate Leadership Council, an organization that

provides best practices to human resource executives in leading global corporations. They found exactly

what we did—that honesty is at the top of the list of what people look for in their leaders. Sixty-one per-

cent of their respondents said this was an important leadership attribute. See Voice of the Leader (Wash-

ington, D.C.: Corporate Leadership Council, 2001).

4. There is one significant finding about the quality of being forward-looking that’s important to note.

When we survey individuals at the most senior levels in organizations, the percentage of people who se-

lect “forward-looking” as a desired leader characteristic is around 95 percent. When we administer our

checklist to people in frontline supervisory roles, the percentage of people selecting “forward-looking”

is around 60 percent. This wide gap indicates an important difference in expectation that’s clearly tied
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to the breadth, scope, and time horizon of the job. More senior people see the need for a longer-term

view of the future than do those at the front lines of operations. This also suggests a major develop-

mental need for individuals as they move into roles that are more strategic in nature.

5. For more on the role of positive emotions and leadership, see D. Goleman, R. Boyatzis, and A. McKee,

Primal Leadership: Realizing the Power of Emotional Intelligence (Boston: Harvard Business School Press,

2002); and B. L. Fredrickson, “The Role of Positive Emotions in Positive Psychology: The Broaden-and-

Build Theory of Emotions,” American Psychologist 56 (2001): 218–226.

6. The classic study on credibility goes back to C. I. Hovland, I. L. Janis, and H. H. Kelley, Communication

and Persuasion (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1953); and early measurement studies include

J. C. McCroskey, “Scales for the Measurement of Ethos,” Speech Monographs 33 (1966): 65–72 and D. K.

Berlo, J. B. Lemert, and R. J. Mertz, “Dimensions for Evaluating the Acceptability of Message Sources,”

Public Opinion Quarterly 3 (1969): 563–576. However, even further back, Aristotle (384–322 B.C.), writ-

ing in the Rhetoric, suggested that Ethos, the Trust of a speaker by the listener, or what some have re-

ferred to as “source credibility,” was based on the listener’s perception of three characteristics of the

speaker: the intelligence of the speaker (correctness of opinions, or competence), the character of the

speaker (reliability—a competence factor—and honesty—a measure of intentions), and the good will

of the speaker (positive energy and favorable intentions toward the listener). These three characteristics

(competence, honesty, and inspiration) have consistently emerged in factor-analytic investigations of

communicator credibility (D. J. O’Keefe, Persuasion: Theory and Research [Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage,

2002]). Another contemporary perspective is provided in R. Cialdini, Influence: The Psychology of Per-

suasion (New York: Collins, 2007).

7. F. F. Reichheld with T. Teal, The Loyalty Effect: The Hidden Force Behind Growth, Profits, and Lasting Value

(Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 1996), 1.

8. F. F. Reichheld, Loyalty Rules: How Today’s Leaders Build Lasting Relationships (Boston: Harvard Busi-

ness School Press, 2001), 6. See also F. F. Reichheld, The Ultimate Question (Boston: Harvard Business

School Press, 2006).

9. F. F. Reichheld and P. Schefter, “E-Loyalty: Your Secret Weapon on the Web,” Harvard Business Review

78, no. 4 (July-August 2000): 107. See also Bain & Company and Mainspring, “Bain/Mainspring Online

Retailing Survey” (joint survey of 2,116 online shoppers in the categories of apparel, groceries, and con-

sumer electronics) (Boston: Bain & Company, December 1999); and Reichheld, Loyalty Rules, 8. For ad-

ditional information on Web credibility, see B. J. Fogg and others, “What Makes Web Sites Credible? A

Report on a Large Quantitative Study,” Proceedings of ACM CHI 2001 Conference on Human Factors in

Computing Systems, v. 1 (New York: ACM Press, 2001), 61–68. For more insight on customer focus and

business results, see F. F. Reichheld, The Ultimate Question (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2006)

and the discussion and blogs at www.theultimatequestion.com and www.netpromoter.com.
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an immense continuing intellectual debt of gratitude to these very special col-

leagues and friends: James MacGregor Burns, Warren Bennis, Ken Blanchard,

André Delbecq, John Gardner, Daniel Goleman, Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Tom

Peters, Jeff Pfeffer, and Warren Schmidt.
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A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER

We hope that you enjoyed this latest edition of The Leadership Challenge from

Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner. If you are looking for those everyday opportuni-

ties to make a small difference in your world or if you are in need of the tools

to get started or a community to keep inspired, we can help. Whether you would

like to read more of the inspirational words of Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner,

get some feedback on how you are doing, or implement a leadership develop-

ment program within your organization, there are a variety of resources that

will help as you begin or continue your leadership journey. These include:

Books—Jim and Barry have written several books, including Credibility,

Encouraging the Heart, Christian Reflections on The Leadership Challenge, The

Jossey-Bass Academic Administrator’s Guide to Exemplary Leadership, and A

Leader’s Legacy.

Workbooks—Jim and Barry believe that an important part of the learn-

ing process is practice, practice, practice, so they have created The Leadership

Challenge Workbook and The Encouraging the Heart Workbook. These interac-

tive tools are designed to be used during that proverbial Monday morning

when you are back at your desk, faced with a problem or situation, and would

like to resolve the issue using Jim and Barry’s framework.

Assessment—All leaders need feedback on how they are doing if they

want to improve. The Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) and LPI Online

(www.lpionline.com) is the 360-degree assessment instrument designed by

Jim and Barry that has helped develop the leadership skills of nearly one mil-

lion people worldwide. The Student LPI is also available for high school and

undergraduate classroom settings.

Videos—These visual aids to The Leadership Challenge program bring in-

spiring, real-life examples to the leadership development process.

Workshop—The Leadership Challenge® Workshop is a unique intensive

program that consistently receives rave reviews from attendees. It has served
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as a catalyst for profound leadership transformations in organizations of all

sizes and in all industries. The program is highly interactive and stimulating.

Participants experience and apply Jim and Barry’s leadership model through

video cases, workbook exercises, group problem-solving tasks, lectures, and

outdoor action learning. Quite often we hear workshop attendees describe

how The Leadership Challenge is more than a training event. In many cases

they talk about how it changed their lives. It’s a bold statement, we know, but

we’ve watched it happen time after time, leader after leader.

Combined, these offerings truly make Jim and Barry the most trusted

sources on becoming a better leader. To find out more about these products,

please visit www.leadershipchallenge.com. Or if you would like to speak to a

leadership consultant about bringing The Leadership Challenge to your orga-

nization or team, call toll free (866) 888–5159.
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