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Foreword

There is no dearth of books on leadership. The topic captivates attention and inspires thoughts of self-aggrandizement as much as commitments to self-sacrifice. So many of us are seeking either the definitive formula to apply to our own circumstances or the iconic human to emulate. Yet deep in our psyches, we know that human behavior would be difficult to reduce to a formula, and examples of great leaders are hard to copy while preserving the same effect that induced others to call them great in the first place.

And were those designated leaders really so great? What was so special about Catherine or Alexander, for example? Each wears the moniker of “great” in history books. Were their respective distinctions matters of circumstance, or were their successors simply lacking certain special qualities that Catherine and Alexander each had in ample supply?

Management has often been viewed as a combination of science and art. But when we assert that, what do we mean by art? Are we thinking of the product of a painter, a composer, a writer, a sculptor? Perhaps, if set in an appropriate context and if one allows for a degree of metaphor. Yet it may be that the art in management is not at all metaphorical.

Michael O’Malley and William Baker present a highly readable and thoughtful treatment of the leader as artist. They begin with first principles, the most important of which is that leadership is a state of mind. They then lead us through what it means to be an artist in the context of management. Focus, skill, form, representation, and imagination are hallmarks of the making of art and, as we come to appreciate, the making of a leader in a management setting.

Not only do O’Malley and Baker help us to understand what art is and how it relates to leadership, they explain its outcomes (engagement and pleasure as enrichment). They also explain the significance of art and leadership for society, how it adapts to and reflects elements of changing contexts.

As a business school dean, I can certainly see how Every Leader Is an Artist can provoke a rethinking of business, its purpose, and its value to society. Chapter 14 may be the kind of indictment of MBA programs that I would rather not read, but I know I need to. By simply asking ourselves where art is in business, we might discover more leaders in places and positions where we have not looked before. If business schools could condition their communities to seek consciously for art in the context of business, then I think that leaders in business would respect themselves more and see their occupation more genuinely as a profession. Business schools would do well to take seriously the message and the insights of this book.

—David A. Gautschi, PhD,

Dean of the Graduate School of Business Administration,

Fordham University
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Introduction

The business press routinely selects the top leaders of industry as part of its year-end review. These ritualistic roundups put the exclamation point on the year’s corporate news by calling out headliner executives whose companies’ growth surpassed expectations and who successfully managed their companies’ public personas as customer friendly, socially responsible, and ethically upright. It is entertaining reading, but if you, like us, have been through enough of these annual cycles, you know that both the names of the executives and the companies they represent come and go. Exalted corporations are broken up, taken over, or go under. Celebrated leaders featured in books and magazines fade away or spectacularly flame out as miscreants, bunglers, con artists, or embezzlers, dragging their erstwhile healthy companies into the financial abyss. A casual retrospective easily illustrates the point. Bernard Ebbers, Dennis Kozlowski, Ken Lay, and Joseph Nacchio were revered executives before their legal troubles began. Yet these few merely personify corporate abuse. Hundreds of affable and beloved executives have been convicted of insider trading, falsifying records, bribing officials, scamming friends, and unlawfully padding their bank accounts. In all these instances, a hiring authority handed these people key cards to the executive suites. Hundreds of other executives, gala honorees cast as model citizens, have managed to enrich themselves while doing immeasurable damage to their companies and society within the letter of the law.

Nevertheless, we are only modestly bothered by the misplaced praise we heap on the undeserving and the corresponding neglect of the worthy. We know that some villains are mistaken as heroes and that some saints never make it onto the calendar—to paraphrase Erasmus. More disconcerting to us is the ease with which we accept determinations of greatness as true even though we know that some of the honorees are likely to be frauds. Would we as readily acquiesce to the press’s assessments of superiority in other fields? For example, would the rankings of sports stars, politicians, movies, or rock groups go uncontested? We would anticipate a robust debate about each of these that would linger online for months. Yet when it comes to estimations of business leadership, there is a notable silence. It would be refreshing for once to see someone walk into a conference room and slam a copy of Forbes on the table and rhetorically ask, “Did you see this? Can you believe they named this guy a great leader?” Instead, we find a curious absence of protest, and we wonder why.

It can’t be that businesspeople care less about business than enthusiasts in other disciplines. Plenty of people are consumed by business and feast on the extensive media fare that caters to their interests. We can easily dismiss other possible explanations as well. Don’t have the time to bother? Everyone is pressed for time yet manages to find it when the issues are large enough for comment. Worried about reprisals for public statements, particularly condemnations? Many people lie outside the grasp of retaliation and can fearlessly render opinions. We seem to care enough and have plenty of opportunity to express ourselves but, nevertheless, leave corporate leadership alone.

We propose another explanation: we have neither a solid foundation of what leadership is nor a shared way to talk about it. The reason we don’t openly debate the quality of corporate leadership is that we don’t know how to. This claim may seem surprising given all that has been written about leadership. However, as far as our understanding of leadership may have progressed, the anecdotal evidence suggests we still have a long way to go. We will let experience be our proof. First, for every corrupt official or slimy executive on the evening news, there are many others practicing their leadership craft on the fringes of legality and a multitude who are ineptly and meanly making life unbearable for others. Second, we have been unable to do anything about this state of affairs. We continually place the wrong or poorly equipped people into positions of leadership and hope for the best: indeed, many of those today who occupy positions of authority never actually aspired to those positions and were thrust into their new roles based on coincidence and time spent with their company. We nonchalantly or haphazardly assess their aptitude to lead, sometimes placing laurels on heads that should be shoved, metaphorically, into guillotines. We get it wrong so often that how could we possibly maintain that we know what we are doing?

There is no common formulation, method of development, or means of evaluation for leadership. Consultancies vie for corporate attention by offering unique brands of leadership and convincing buyers that, among the panoply of options, their approach is the best. These concoctions are made possible, and their restorative powers believable, by the absence of standards by which their theses may be measured. A simple thought experiment further illustrates the vagaries of leadership. Imagine asking a room full of executives for their definitions of leadership. Do you doubt that among these supposed experts you would get a room full of divergent replies? There would be some overlap to be sure, but it would be too slight to grasp. We would discover, instead, that we use the word leadership liberally to represent all kinds of relationships and accountabilities. We use the term to designate a position of authority, a rank within the hierarchy, a bundle of responsibilities, or a degree of programmatic oversight. Leader is a word that readily attaches to a great many individuals in a variety of circumstances. Nevertheless, despite ubiquitous references to leaders and leadership, we still have a poor idea about what constitutes true leadership and special difficulty identifying those elite few who excel at it.

Despite yeomen’s efforts to pin down the idea of leadership, definitions remain either frustratingly vague or overly narrow. The pithy one-liners of shrink-wrapped wisdom lack that all-important ingredient of substance. Therefore, when someone states that leaders are dealers of hope, intentional influencers, or purposeful travelers who take us from where we are to where we have never been, we are entertained but unfulfilled: these are phrases that sound right but yield little practical direction. When the wonders of these clever sound bites wear off, those in search of genuine understanding are left stranded.

On the other hand, many descriptions of leadership are thoughtfully executed and clear, but they are incomplete because they address only certain aspects of leadership. In other words, each conception captures only a sliver of the whole. A sample of the varieties of leadership discussed in the social science literature includes transformational, transactional, visionary, charismatic, transcendent, authentic, servant, spiritual, shared, leader-member, path-goal, participatory, contingency, and situational. And there are more … many more. Some of these approaches focus on context, some on the leaders’ traits, some on followers’ attributes, some on results, some on processes, some on interpersonal dynamics, some on structure and rules, some on mental states and motives, some on observable behaviors, and so forth. If each of these were elevated to the status of a comprehensive theory intended to convey everything there is to be said about leadership, the result would be utter confusion. And that, in fact, is what we often get as discussions about leadership move back and forth across alternate ideas that address different aspects of what it means to lead. Just as at Babel, we are speaking different languages.

Ideally, we need a structured, agreed-upon set of criteria that meaningfully encompass most of what is meant by leadership that, in turn, could be used to inform our judgments about leadership. Evaluative discussions would then have the same feel as the deliberations of friends after a movie. The natural inclination of moviegoers is to share their experiences with one another, stating what they like and don’t like about a film. These discussions follow predictable pathways. In making their assessments, members of the group grapple with the sorts of things that make movies good: plot, character development, special effects, set, music, costume design, script, and so on—and how each of these is woven together. These conversations are possible because everyone is working from the same set of assumptions, cultural norms, and frames of reference. In fact, we are frustrated by those who ignore the interpretive conventions and insist on having opinions for which they need no reasons to support.

When appraising leadership ability, then, our solution is to assemble a set of criteria that most everyone would agree is essential for leadership excellence, and use that set as our standard for evaluation.1 With this book, we have done just that: produced the signal characteristics of leadership. We are not going to hedge on naming the criteria, but before we move the conversation in that direction, we want to mention the advantages of our approach and why we think it is the right one to take. First, it corresponds to our intuition about leadership that there is no one best or true form. We don’t consider the criteria we present to be necessary and sufficient, meaning that it is possible to be a good leader in many different ways. There is no leadership template to which all leaders must conform in order to be considered good. Leadership is more open ended than that. Leaders will be better on certain criteria, and in particular ways, than on others, and they won’t all be the same. We suggest that many words cannot be precisely or exclusively defined. Consider the meaning of a word such as respect. A host of descriptors can be used to circle the word but never quite pin it down for every use and circumstance. Leadership falls into the same camp of words—you are able to surround it with descriptive terminology of possible meanings without entirely being able to say what combination of phrases must be true under all conditions.

This bit of permissiveness regarding the criteria does not imply that leadership becomes whatever we want it to be. Instead, the criteria set limits as in the rules of a game. In baseball, there are many ways to turn a double play or advance runners, but those ways are fenced in by rules. The game doesn’t become chaotic simply because the possibilities for what counts as a double play, for example, are open. In fact, the game is more interesting because of it. Similarly, the criteria for leadership operate as constraints, imposing limits on what will count toward leadership but not allowing us to make it up as we go along, either.

Second, our approach can accommodate changes in context and culture because the way we interpret the criteria may change with the times. Leadership is a creative discipline, and we need to give it some space. Leadership won’t be viewed the same way at all times and in all places. If, for example, we said that technical proficiency, or skill, is one criterion for leadership, we might expect a leader from the early years of the twentieth century to have a firm grasp of the scientific method and time-motion techniques. These same expectations today would be considered old-fashioned, but does that give us license to retrospectively critique leaders of the past as hopelessly flawed? We don’t think so. We would want to view the leaders in their context. Unless you care to argue that there is one unalterable version of leadership that persists for all time, there has to be some fluidity in how we think about leadership. Fixed definitions of leadership don’t admit social or technological innovations, transitions in business and society, or modifications in our worldviews. Additionally, they don’t allow us to slide our evaluations based on leaders’ positions and levels of development. For example, our general inclination is to tone down the criticism for novices and say, “He’s pretty good for a project manager,” or “She shows a lot of promise,” rather than hold the person to rigid standards that he or she cannot possibly meet. We don’t expect the same performances from apprentices as we do from those who have been given ample time to mature. A set of standards with malleable understandings allows us to adjust our language to the circumstances.

Third, our approach allows us to use the same universal criteria for all kinds of leaders at all organizational levels—without having to create new categories or resort to fine and unnecessary distinctions. It doesn’t matter if a person is a homemaker, chef, pilot, foreman, or executive. It doesn’t matter how many people a person oversees and whether those people are skilled or unskilled, young or old, short or tall. It doesn’t matter what else the person may be: organized, introverted, thrifty, or friendly. In order to be assessed as a leader, one must be measured against the criteria for leadership. Similarly, the supposed leader must be engaged in an activity that he or she thinks is leadership: that is, the person must be trying to do leadership as opposed to something else. Having said that, we can hear the echo of “I don’t care what you call it as long as he’s (she’s) making money” ricocheting off corporation walls. But it does matter, because calling someone a leader (or alluding to oneself as a leader) invites a different kind of look—and a different set of behaviors—than someone who simply is out to make a buck personally and for the company. If all that matters, for example, is an individual’s financial acumen and money-making ability, then that person should be evaluated strictly on those terms. The result may be that he or she is a financial guru and valuable corporate contributor, but nothing can be said about that person’s leadership ability unless leadership is perceived as an organizational concern, and the person is held out as a leader and evaluated as such. Similarly, if the principal duty of an office manager is to mind the budget, then regardless of how many people are under his or her authority, the office manager cannot be considered a leader unless someone, anyone, thinks leading should be a fundamental aspect of the role of office manager. He or she may be a very good accountant and great budgetary overlord, but nothing more can be said unless the person is expected to be more than a super-accountant.

One of the reasons we have a leadership deficit in many of our organizations is because we don’t expect more from those who have been given supervisory roles. We expect them to do their jobs, and not to be great leaders. Many companies can go years without mention of the word leadership in their hallways except in passing or theoretical conversations. We can think of only two reasons why leadership remains a foreign body in the workplace. First, leadership isn’t seen as that important. The presumption is that improvements in leadership won’t make a difference in how the company operates or advances its fortunes; if there is a pretense of interest, the superficial gesture is quickly revealed when leadership development is one of the first corporate programs to be cut during austere periods. Second, even if executives think that leadership is important, the fact that they do little about it suggests a belief that there is nothing that can be done—the company is blessed or stuck with the people they have, and while it is possible to make them better workers, it isn’t possible to make them better leaders.

By contrast, the best companies, those known for developing leaders and sending their minions out into the world to populate the executive ranks of other companies, expect more from their people. We are thinking of companies with reputations for visible and rigorous leadership development programs and evaluative follow-through such as General Electric, Procter & Gamble, Southwest Airlines, Nestlé, and PepsiCo. At the risk of offending those who dedicated themselves to the creation of these programs, the active ingredients may not be contained in the programs themselves but in what they say about the kind of institution one wants. The programs are not placebos. The effects of these programs are real, except that they do their work by communicating a few key messages: that leadership matters, it carries a set of obligations that people conduct themselves in a particular manner, and it is a discipline unto itself that requires hard work to master.

We think leadership is a separate discipline. Regardless of whether the study of leadership rises to the status of a profession is immaterial. The more central point is that people accept their responsibilities as leaders and work at improving their performance in this domain. Leadership is a special form of art that takes time and persistence to master. In fact, in taking on the slippery questions of “What is leadership?” and “How do we know it when we have it?” it is helpful to think about leadership in precisely this way—as an art form.

The connections between leadership and art have been made many times over, usually as a way to single out certain properties of the arts that carry over to leadership, such as a jazz musician’s ability to create through improvisation or a stage actor’s ability to affect others through emotionally controlled performances. These are compelling ways to explore the role of spontaneity to creative activity and of presence to persuasion. The analogies are helpful because they enable greater insight into one practice by examining another. Nevertheless, they are analogies, and our plan is more ambitious. Our claim isn’t that leadership is metaphorically an art, rather, that it is an art. It covers the same territory and can be viewed in the same light as the arts. It is helpful to think of the work of a leader as a work of art since the connection highlights the leader’s very public mission and the need for both superior technical abilities and acute nontechnical sensitivities to pull it off well.

Therefore, our thesis is literal. The same traits that distinguish great artists from the mediocre distinguish exceptional leaders from the ordinary. It works. Both leadership and art are forms of expression that made the trip from antiquity to the present because both have been worth preserving in human societies—and not just for the functional advantages they afford but for all the reasons that make us human. Leaders and artists both give us perspective on our social condition, good or bad, and greater appreciation of our world, ourselves, and our choices. They challenge, excite, comfort, and motivate. They bring us closer together by providing a forum for shared experiences and forging a sense of community. Leadership and art animate social encounters and have the potential to change lives in ways that are as invigorating and real as if hit by a wave.

You, leaders, are artists: a realization that should overwhelm as well as humble. It underscores your public role and the risks involved. You are putting your work on display every day, and like an artist, you should know what it feels like to occupy such a perilously exposed space. Additionally, if you take the idea that you are an artist seriously, then you are bound to reflect anew on how you lead and what you might do differently to improve. Works of art are notoriously unfinished; just where one work stops the next begins—bolder, more intimate, more vibrant, more penetrating, more novel, and so on. Great artists always strive to be better artists, no matter how good they may be. In other words, leadership is something you work to perfect over time. It isn’t something you wholly acquire with the receipt of a graduate degree or corporate title. Nor is leadership a skill that can be honed through osmosis—through passive observation and tenure. Excellence in any craft requires greater energy and dedication than that. Many academics and corporate insiders have voiced considerable dissatisfaction with the way we train our leaders today and with the quality of leadership. As a result, we rethink leadership education in Chapter 14 using artistic development as a partial guide.

Conventional art, of course, is not without its ambiguities and controversies, but it has some advantages as a lens for leadership. For one, it is a more tangible art form than leadership. Some art may have a limited life span (we’re thinking of installation art or works that self-destruct), but you are still able to observe the art-making process and the outcomes of the work over a period of time, however abbreviated. The confinement of traditional arts makes them a convenient object of study and an instructive conceptual bridge to leadership.

Second, while people may disagree about the quality of a work of art, people generally talk about the same sorts of things when viewing art. Given varied tastes and experiences, some people may zero in on some features of the art more than others, but if pressed, the individual onlookers would produce a similar list of factors used to inform their judgments. Art critics would add a few more items that the public may have overlooked, but in the end, we would have an inclusive list of the criteria that govern the attitudes of most people toward art. That is the list we present below, and it applies to all arts, including the one we wish to address—leadership. The dozen attributes we provide represent the distinguishing characteristics of leadership: what separates great leadership from poor leadership, or from activities that would be difficult to classify as leadership at all. As we describe each of these throughout the book, it will become evident that many of the criteria correspond to elements of leadership discussed in the management literature, now reassembled in one place as essential features of leadership art.

There is no numeric scale to accompany the list or definitive cutoff that separates the good from the bad and ugly. We don’t rate leadership from 1 to 100 for the same reason we don’t quantify art: it can’t be done. A point system could never capture the many ways leadership may be exhibited, nor could it appropriately summarize the strengths and weaknesses of a leader’s work. Indeed, viewed in the context of an art form, assessing leadership in whole numbers seems crude. It feels expedient … and wrong. A person is more than this. The natural and better way to appraise the value of a leader is the same way we do it with a piece of art. We say it in words. We accumulate evidence over time and across people and form a consensus opinion that we express with evaluative language. On the positive side, for example, leadership may be described as inspiring, consistent, creative, unique, passionate, and engaging. Alternatively, leadership may be perceived as unpleasant, phony, inept, unfocused, and pedestrian. We gather and discuss reasons and summarize the results in terms more honest than a number.

These are our 12 criteria:

Leadership Criteria

1. Intent. Makes an express commitment to achieve certain exceptional ends

2. Focus. Uses various verbal and nonverbal means to highlight certain features of the business environment over others in order to separate the important from the trivial

3. Skill. Demonstrates mastery or virtuosity over the financial and nonfinancial aspects of business—possesses a foundation for understanding people, organizations, and the way work is accomplished

4. Form. Combines myriad communications, structures, policies, etc., into a unified, coherent whole

5. Representation. Produces nonobvious and captivating ways of conveying meanings as opposed to giving simple directives and making straightforward declarations of fact

6. Imagination. Makes surprising and unconventional departures from the ordinary that create a new sense of awareness or understanding

7. Authenticity. Presents stylistic distinctiveness that is an honest expression of individuality and personal beliefs

8. Engagement. Offers complex and challenging information that encourages intellectual effort and imaginative contemplation

9. Pleasure. Provides emotionally rewarding experiences that are shared among members of a group, promoting stronger interpersonal bonds and fostering personal growth and fulfillment

10. Human significance. Facilitates personal reflection about who one is, what is most important, what is culturally valuable, and what is possible

11. Context. Takes actions that are commensurate with institutional practices, customs, demands, and norms, adopting a style of communicating that is understandable and appropriate under given circumstances

12. Criticism. Is an assessment of the leader’s behaviors, where the effects of those behaviors invite critical discourse and evaluation from others regarding how well a person performed and the amount of appreciation he or she should be afforded

Satisfying all these criteria is difficult, and it is possible to recognize leadership archetypes when certain criteria stand out to the exclusion of others. For example, there are the humanistic types who never miss a birthday, who sponsor team dinners at the house, who go out of their way to accommodate employees, and who try to make the workplace pleasurable, enriching, and fun. There are the traditionalists who only do what is prescribed by “the book” and would never contemplate deviating from what a businessperson is supposed to wear, say, or do. There are the skillful technicians and bureaucrats who manage numbers and sheets of paper and who attempt to orchestrate every conceivable employee behavior through carefully planned and rigid sets of rules, compensation designs, policies, and organizational structures. There are the wildly imaginative but nondeclarative shape-shifters who hop from one idea and initiative to the next, dragging befuddled employees along in their wake. We could go on, but you see how this exercise works, and you can readily identify leaders you have known in which some aspects of our criteria are prominent and others are depressed.

One item notably missing from our list is character. We didn’t consider it a stand-alone criterion, but it does figure into our discussion of criticism. Specifically, a leader or artist’s personality, mannerisms, and beliefs may affect how receptive others are to the person’s messages and consequent critiques—in extreme cases discounting the person’s work entirely because viewers are unable to see through the person to the works he or she has produced. Regardless of how effective a person may be technically as a leader, it may be hard to appreciate that skillfulness if, for example, the person has unbecoming traits—perhaps he or she is slovenly, slightly twisted, unjust, or annoyingly intrusive. If every time you look at “X” you think of “Y,” then whatever X has to offer will be muted or disqualified because of interference from Y.

Character clearly is important to leadership, and we have described basic traits that are critical to a leader’s success elsewhere. These are compassion, gratitude, humility, humor, integrity, and sincerity.2 Collectively, these attributes make great leadership possible, or, in their absence, difficult. Their presence does not assure leadership excellence, but it does set the range of potential. This means that some people will never excel at leadership because their character will never permit them to develop fully or to execute with nuance and craft. For example, the traits we name above will affect a person’s ability to accept feedback from others and to acknowledge employees’ efforts. These, respectively, are crucial to learning and to spurring motivation—both essential to leadership development and execution. It helps to have char-acterological advantages. We have met many people who simply are incapable of leadership above a threshold of “adequate,” and some leaders who have no business whatsoever having authority over others because they are too compromised. We appreciate that in an egalitarian society where anyone is supposed to be able to achieve anything, this conclusion may be unsatisfactory and difficult to accept. Nevertheless, not everyone can be a great artist, and not everyone can be a great leader. We will have more to say about the characterological aspects of leadership in Chapter 12.

You may have noticed that one other criterion is not on our list: results. Shouldn’t a good leader get results? The answer to that cliffhanger lies in Chapter 13. We can only answer that question in the context of the criteria that we are yet to discuss in detail. We can telegraph our outlook by saying that results often unduly diminish our interest in and our perceived need for leadership, but the issue of how financial and nonfinancial outcomes fit into the bigger picture certainly is a significant one and must await its due treatment until later.

All the ensuing chapters, except the final three, are organized in the same way. Each chapter addresses one criterion. The chapter begins with a question that you should ask yourself. The question reflects one of the principal meanings of the criterion, and if you don’t have an answer in mind, we hope the information within the chapter will help you to find one.

After the question, we provide a short art-related vignette that highlights a point or two we subsequently will discuss. Even if you are not a connoisseur of the arts, we think you will appreciate the illustration as a way to highlight ideas in vivid, memorable ways. We have tried to represent most of the arts as examples for the sake of diversity and as a wide-ranging attempt to appeal to the varied interests of readers. Most important, however, we sample from the range of arts because certain arts exemplify a given criterion more effectively than others. Obviously, given the abundance of art, we had to narrow our choices from millions of works to 12; we are certain that other, better illustrations exist, but we have done our best to use accessible cases.

Following that, we explore the criterion in more depth, examining what it is, why it is important, and how it applies in business. We have purposely kept the book short, and therefore we do not offer an exhaustive list of applications in the text. Nevertheless, as an additional aid, we have supplemented the material on each criterion with a case study in the final chapter. Specifically, we apply our criteria to a mythologized executive to showcase how an evaluation might be conducted using the processes and criteria described in this book. We rely on secondary materials from several sources and personal experiences to formulate the core of our composition, fitting in miscellaneous information as needed to fill out the description. Therefore, the example should be interpreted as illustrative as opposed to an accurate portrayal of an actual person.

C. S. Lewis once remarked that philosophy is the study of what we already know. We would put leadership in the same camp. A common lament from those who read leadership books is that it is all common sense. What else could it be? Leadership is about a relationship between one person and others. As a relationship, it is subject to the same human interests and concerns that infiltrate other areas of our lives. Therefore, if we are accused of common sense, to that we would say, “Good, it should be.” Both leadership and art are intimately connected with our daily affairs and to living a good life.

Nevertheless, common sense can be delivered in different ways. By asking you to think of yourself as an artist and of leadership as your art, we hope we will have given you novel means to consider your enterprise: a new script, as it were, for common sense that may prove especially helpful to you in the office or on the factory floor. There is one thing more to say that isn’t so common, and we would be remiss in letting it slip by in our introductory remarks: people depend on you. When they look to you as a leader, they are asking more of you than what is implied by your job title, no matter how ornamental that title may sound. They must live with the successes or failures of your work. It matters a great deal how well you do it. If you call yourself a leader, you are inviting a special look from others who will study the evidence and make a conclusion about whether the label should be forfeited or duly honored. There is no escaping the profound responsibility that comes with leadership or the expectations of those who are counting on you to practice your art well.


Chapter 1

Intent: Leadership Begins in the Mind

Question: What am I trying to accomplish?

[image: image]

Impression—Sunrise, Claude Monet
(Photograph: Getty Images)

Claude Monet was familiar with the new research on perception and light in the second half of the nineteenth century, including the work of French chemist Michel Chevreul (Chevreul originally worked with carpet dyes and later wrote a treatise on the way we see colors and, in particular, on the optical effects of neighboring colors). Monet’s fascination with visual perception prompted a lifelong ambition to “paint the air”: to study and represent how light breaks up on and between objects and how it scatters on reflective surfaces such as water. In one phase of his work, Monet was concerned with the changing conditions in the atmosphere between objects—in the air—or what he referred to as the enveloppe. His intent was to capture the fleeting conditions that surrounded and encapsulated objects—the subtle poetry of rural light mainly found on his Giverny estate and in neighboring fields. Specifically, he wanted to depict how weather conditions, seasonality, and the time of day influenced how we perceive objects.

In producing the atmospheric effects, Monet experimented with different ways in which people perceive—how they complete images with their minds. He understood that what he painted need not strictly correspond to actual spatial relationships and physical properties found in nature. An early example of his exploration into color and light can be seen in his historically important Impression—Sunrise. The atmosphere is everywhere as a blend of continuous hues, and Monet used indefinite boundaries to create the impression of a shimmering, pulsating sun. Interestingly, the sun stands out even though its actual brightness (luminance) is indistinguishable from the surrounding clouds.

Later, when Monet began his series on the Rouen Cathedral, his focus was again on atmospheric conditions and light. Visually, he wanted to understand the dynamic interplay of light with its subject, in this case, the French Gothic stonework exterior. At dawn, he bathed the arched portals, windows, and spires in cool tones of blue, pale pink, and purple. At sunset, he saturated the façade with fiery oranges and gold. The results stunned his audience. He analyzed London’s Parliament, Venetian architecture, haystacks, poplars, and lily ponds with the same passion and intent. All are well-known subjects in his groundbreaking series of paintings. A technical perspective informed his work, but he didn’t limit his understanding to current scientific color theory and advances in photography. He also embraced a global perspective through the study of Japanese woodblock prints. Acknowledging Hiroshige and other Japanese masters, he applied new compositional and design elements to his own works. Monet imagined the intangible and made it palpable through thick brushstrokes and dabs of electrifying color. At the same time, he made tangible structures seemingly dissolve, liquefy, or disintegrate on his canvas through a fusion of shimmering, atmospheric charge. The result of his extraordinary grasp of color and light was impressionism, one of the most dazzling and innovative movements in art history.

ACTION AND ACCOUNTABILITY THROUGH INTENT

The most arresting lesson from Monet is that the life of wonderful works begins as an abstraction—as a vague concept that the artist is invested in refining and realizing. As with art, leadership too is the embodiment of an idea. We usually refer to these ideas as vision; however, we think that word is overused and feeds the egotism of leaders. We prefer to use the word intent because it is naturally coupled with behavior, whereas vision is not. Too often the production of vision statements is a stand-alone exercise with no forward thrust: meaningful strings of words with no impetus behind them. On the other hand, intent is the immediate precursor to action. Intentions keep us focused on what is most important to us and guide our behaviors accordingly. In addition, unlike vision, intent situates responsibility. When the author of an idea states what he or she is trying to do, there is no question who is supposed to do it.

Intent, perhaps, finds its nearest expression in a company’s mission statement, but again, we think intent has advantages for its:

1. Intuitive, compact simplicity

2. Clarity and specificity—as opposed to nebulous wishful thinking

3. Usability throughout the organizational hierarchy

4. Unambiguous link to action and accountability

Indeed, vision and mission have become the products of ritualistic corporate exercises that rest inertly on walls or in corporate promotional materials as camouflage for the real business of making money. If the mission were so important, then presumably you would know what yours is. Do you? Intentions cut through corporate-speak by which we exhaustively dissemble vision, mission, objectives, and goals, often getting trapped in the minutiae of an esoteric exercise and losing sight of our true aims. All we really want to know is, “What is the problem you are trying to solve, and what are you going to do about it?” The specific aims generally are to enhance the organization’s ability to compete by improving upon the many facets of innovation, operational efficiency, and executional excellence. At the highest corporate levels, expressed purposes may include bringing families closer together, promoting healthier lifestyles, making people happier, and nourishing the human spirit. Like Monet’s strivings, these intentions are fantastic, and their resolution can only be loosely planned. The problems are difficult, poorly defined, and open to many possible solutions, some of which only will become apparent over time. If you want to achieve the impossible, then you will have to be able to live with ambiguity, periodic setbacks and disappointments, and occasional self-doubt.

Lifelong Path to Excellence

You should prepare yourself for a lengthy and trying exercise. One of the most notable aspects of Monet’s work is that he devoted himself to his self-imposed problem for decades. He was consumed by getting it right. While he could have been resting peaceably on his estate in his later years, he continued his rigorous exploration of light and color. Once started, a journey of this magnitude is never entirely satisfactorily concluded. There is always more to do and to perfect. On the other hand, had Monet’s intentions initially been fame and fortune, there would have been a logical end state. In that case, there is nothing special to work on except how to mingle with the right crowd and accumulate wealth. The effort shifts from making real art to producing agreeable re-creations and cultivating public relations. Similarly, if your purposes are to acquire power, enrich yourself, and control a vast corporate empire, the skills you will need for success will be quite different than if your ultimate aims are sublime. The great artists of the Salon or workplace have more enduring and uplifting motives and intentions than vainglorious ones.

The best leaders we have watched and spoken with over the years all have one thing in common: early in their careers, they all wanted to excel at their craft, which included managing others well. Therefore, they commenced a lifelong study into the nature of leadership and, from their formative years onward, carefully observed how others succeeded and failed at it. They were able to learn from others because they were looking at the right things, importing into their behavioral repertoires what they believed they could use someday. They borrowed from the best, seeking out their feedback and advice and gradually fashioning an image of an ideal of their own. When someone tries, something magnificent happens: even the clumsiest improve. People really do get better if they have in their minds the kind of workplaces they want and the types of leaders they wish to be. If what they eventually hope to achieve conflicts with a company’s brand of leadership and associated culture, they pack up and go where they can express themselves. These exits aren’t atypical. Many of the more entrepreneurial and talented leaders leave and start their own companies because they know that their version of leadership will never be realized where they are.

Intentions Are for Everybody

Anyone at any level of the organization who has responsibility for others can think big, relative to the position. A misconception has proliferated that leaders are only those who sit at or near the top of an organization and that the term leadership is reserved for them alone and misapplied to everyone else. Those accountable for others below the executive ranks are conceived as managers—simple craftspeople carrying out orders from above, according to a prescribed plan. In truth, leadership is exhibited throughout the organization, with the caveat that what a person hopes to achieve typically will be less grand at lower levels of the organization. The defining characteristic of leadership is not the number of people to whom it applies: the total staff that are supervised and one’s position within the corporate pyramid. Therefore, unlike others, we consider differences between managers and leaders a matter of degree, not of kind. Monet was able to think lofty thoughts and have colossal ambitions because he knew he could. Monet had an established trail of careful study, practice, trial and error, and successes. He knew the extraordinary was within his reach. Thus, intentions are hemmed in by true ability. Intentions, then, have a close connection to talent and experience, but a person isn’t disqualified as an artist or a leader simply because of inexperience. The neophyte, like everyone else, can imagine and try until others begin to notice—or realize he or she should take up another occupation.

Intentions Are Made in Context

It is clear that Monet understood one other thing in his works: the abilities of his audience. He knew he didn’t have to paint reality as we literally see it in order for his works to be perceived and understood in the way he wanted. He counted on the sensibilities of his audience, and he understood what those sensibilities were. Intentions, then, are related to the anticipated reactions of employees, customers, distributors, and such. Intentions incorporate others. As it happens, some artists and leaders may reach too far and find an audience that is unprepared for, or unable to hear, that which is communicated. This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t stretch the powers of your audience: it just means you may not be immediately rewarded for your efforts. In fact, Impression—Sunrise was not initially well received, nor was Monet in his stylistically formative years initially embraced as part of the inner circle: as a Salon exhibitor. Nevertheless, it makes no sense to reflexively accuse employees of being a bunch of thankless philistines who did not understand what you were attempting to say. A part of the leader’s job is to gauge people’s aptitudes. We are reminded of an admonition attributed to Franklin Roosevelt that “a good leader can’t get too far ahead of his followers.” For example, leaders who want to make their companies the most socially responsible would not have had the same reception for that idea in 1980 as they do today.

Avoiding the Mean of Mediocrity

Three things get in the way of bold intent. The first is failing to believe in yourself and what you are able to accomplish. You can hold yourself back from trying because of psychological factors that may be summed up, behaviorally, as a lack of confidence. Second, you may be surrounded by unenlightened managers who impose their own lack of imagination onto others. You may, therefore, find yourself fighting the forces of mediocrity. Finally, you may have some really bad ideas. The reason many people would be precluded as leaders is because they are unable to articulate what they are trying to do. Or when they do conceive and announce their ambitions, their aims are commonplace—it’s what all the other people in business say they are trying to do as well. How many times do we need to hear about cost cuts, shareholder value, or improved margins as breakthrough ideas?

Ideas Within Your Grasp

Remedies exist for all these obstacles. Briefly, a corporate culture that encourages risk taking and accepts intelligent mistakes may alleviate the fear of trying. If you want more daring leaders, then a company needs to make some allowance for human error. As for uninspiring managers, first and foremost, you cannot allow their shortcomings to be your excuse for inaction. You need to figure out a way past them, and to be sure to get the credit you deserve should you succeed (bad managers have a knack for taking undue credit and transferring blame). If the situation appears futile, then the best alternative may be to look for more hospitable ground elsewhere. Finally, if you are having a hard time thinking up the equivalent to the impossible, you have a variety of options: brainstorm and test ideas with colleagues, get a coach who can help you to think through possibilities, or simply push yourself to think outside the confines of everyday duties, the standard job description, and the conventional outcomes they entail. This is your chance to transform a workplace that for far too many has become an uninspiring necessity.

Appreciation Only of Purposeful Action

Intention is critical to leadership because it distinguishes serious attempts to lead from the mindless doodlings of dilettantes. We would be hard pressed to call a person’s work “leadership” in the absence of any overarching challenge and goal. If a leader isn’t trying to do anything particularly demanding, then what is it we are supposed to look at and evaluate? How are we to applaud what the leader has done? We only attach value to human actions when they are performed with purpose: the value lies in human creation. We appreciate the architect of a work when it is of his or her making as opposed to a consequence of happenstance. In summary, intention counts toward leadership because it represents the leader’s commitment to realizing an idea. If a leader has no good ideas or lacks a desire to see reasonable ideas through to fruition, then that leader had better excel in some other way since he or she certainly will fail on this criterion.


Chapter 2

Focus: Emphasizing the Center of Attention

Question: How will I focus, or frame, the action on what is most important without relying exclusively on words?
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From Welcome to Nowhere (bullet hole road), Temporary Distortion (Welcome to Nowhere by Temporary Distortion. Left to right: Lorraine Mattox, Ben Beckley, and Brian Greer. Photograph: Jon Weiss.)

We could have used many theatrical images to illustrate the concept of focus, including the standard stage shot with spot lighting dripping on a sole actor, or perhaps an open-air amphitheater where the land gently slopes down and inward, converging on the focal point of the action. In either case, these rote depictions do not completely illustrate what live performances are and what their affiliated spaces do. Therefore, we elected to use a scene from a modern avant-garde play that toys with spatial relations as a way to reinvigorate an old truth: live productions are social constructions that have a lengthy history.

In fact, the original meaning of a stage—and we are going back a few thousand years—denoted any covered place, including theaters, tents, and temples.1 These places served two functions. First, they were spaces that demarcated the everyday, ho-hum world from the world inside. Second, since we don’t frame just anything, the space inside promised members, visitors, and audiences an invigorating and powerful experience, whether it was used to honor the gods, observe wedding vows, or stage a cathartic tragedy.

Creating something alluring doesn’t occur by accident. Once a place has been framed by its physical attributes, and the expectant audience is positioned within the observational space, something has to happen. In addition, that something has to be different from what is routinely available in our daily lives. We attend the theater in anticipation of new, arresting experiences. The structural frame for action, whether a facility simply dressed with banners and flags or ornately decked out with precious metals, statuary, and rare paintings, elevates the excitement. A host of other aids, notably referred to as mise en scene (“putting on stage”), contributes to the total experience by directing onlookers’ attention to the production through nonverbal means: the set, the positioning and movements of the actors, the music, the costumes, the props, the lighting, and so forth. They are all used in combination to create a distinctive and memorable world that enlivens the content of the action and intensifies our experiences. Therefore, the transformation of the ordinary is often facilitated through nonnarrative means.

All theater directs the audience’s gaze, but theatergoers today typically discover that the play is the script, and we follow the words and base our interpretations on what is said. Much theater is literary theater, and the center of gravity is what is spoken. The avant-garde stage movement, and the reason for our illustrative selection, is because it demonstrates just how much punch live performances can have with original staging and limited actor interactions and exchanges. The illustration we have used from the theater group, Temporary Distortion, makes the point in the extreme. This ensemble has a reputation for staging unsettling, meditative performances in claustrophobic, box-like structures that feature minimal physical movements in which the performers never make eye contact, never touch, and barely move. Despite these self-imposed constraints, their plays are able to stirringly hit their marks through the use of beautiful video images, subtle gestures, original acoustics and music, and carefully selected cues.

The frames on paintings act in the same manner as frames around action in live performances. They isolate the work from their surroundings and accent meanings. Reframe a work, and the meaning changes with it. Vermeer’s Girl Asleep would not have the same effect without the use of a frame that provides the sensation that we are looking in on a private space. Many artists including Whistler, Degas, and Seurat were adamant about the design and inclusion of frames on their works: Seurat was known to paint dots (in his pointillist technique) on his frames to underscore the fact that the frame was to be considered a part of the work.2

We often try to steer, order, and arouse through talk, talk, talk. But words aren’t enough. They have their inspirational moments, and yet words alone make sorely incomplete and short-lived dramas. It is up to the entire ensemble of artists to help us to see what they want us to see by directing and sustaining our attention in innumerable ways so as to expand our sensibilities and awareness, and to enable more fascinating and deeply felt experiences. They do this by making choices about how they will create an aesthetic identity for their work.

PRODUCING A FRAMEWORK

The best way to handle the leadership parallels to art in this chapter is by means of an imaginative exercise in which we ask you to think about going to a play that just arrived in your town and that you have wanted to see for a long time. The thought experiment is to reflect on the timeline from the day you ordered your tickets for the show through its completion. Here are a few things we believe you will experience, and we ask that you bear with us as we move back and forth between leadership and art. We believe that the parallels will be evident.

The Company’s Allure

It usually is the case that the best plays are the hardest to get in to because more people want tickets. You feel pretty good if you are fortunate enough to be one of the lucky few. The same holds in business. A part of the excitement is getting in to a place you perceive as highly desirable. In this regard, plays and business have two things in common. First, there is substantial self-selection. The people who want in are those who are attracted to what the ostensive offering is and are not just hunting for a seat or a job. Well, that’s the way it should be. Companies that offer something of value will lure people who are looking for more than just something to do for a few hours each day, as a playgoer is looking for more than a place to sit—besides, there are more comfortable seats elsewhere. Second, there is a screening process that determines who will be included or excluded from entry, and it works two ways. Although an employee may meet the selection criteria and want to join for the right reasons, it is possible he or she will decline the offer because the company hasn’t provided the precise job he or she wanted (seating is too far up and away from the stage), or it can’t meet logistical concerns (for example, being unable to accommodate family-related matters). On the other hand, in business, people may be turned down because they don’t fit the profile of someone who will succeed (they aren’t going to enjoy the show) and will spend their time fidgeting until they reluctantly wait for the end or sneak out at intermission. The point is that focus begins well in advance of formally becoming an employee through the promotion of what a company uniquely has to offer and the selection process that explores mutual interests and fit.

Anticipatory Excitement

We have spent enough time on trains into New York on matinee days for Broadway shows to have noticed the barely restrained excitement of those, finely dressed, heading for the theater. It is a very revealing contrast to the businesspeople who are far less eager and, most often, half asleep. The anticipation often is enhanced by a preparatory hook such as an advertisement that plants an idea that is difficult to get out of one’s head about the future encounter. For a musical, it can be a song that one is familiar with and enjoys singing in the shower—the thought of seeing it performed live by a professional on stage, fully clothed, is a scintillating expectation. A business cannot produce the same anticipatory pleasures every day, but there should occasionally be hints that something exciting will take place. This could be news of the start of a fresh, promising project, the development and introduction of a new product, the prospect of international travel and exposure to a new line of business, or awareness of a forthcoming assignment in which one will use abilities that are rewarding to exercise. There are only so many times you can make the same trip to the same playhouse before the thrill wears off, unless the artistic director changes the show every now and then.

Those who are eager to get to their destination, theatergoers and businessgoers alike, have something they believe is a worthwhile place at which to arrive. But new employee or old, premier businesses, including arts organizations, actively regulate the anticipatory process and reinforce the excitement once people are on the premises. One easy way to achieve this end is by knowing that people are on their way and caring once they are there. We can recount many horror stories of employees’ first days in which no one knew of the employee’s arrival or even knew the person’s name (“I’m sorry, who are you again?”). Unfortunately, this example always seems to remain current. Just when we think it is trite and are reluctant to use it, someone regales us with a recent misadventure. It is a telling experience that employees should seriously take note of.

Good organizations think their employees are special and are pleased that they have elected to join the company. They can demonstrate this delight on an ongoing basis through simple gestures such as creating attractive employee-only entranceways (not passageways used for deliveries), making accommodations for basic personal needs such as a place to stow a purse or nurse a baby, and taking the time for occasional remembrances such as birthdays and anniversaries pegged to hiring dates. Such forms of concern also imply that someone is attentive to a person’s ability to enjoy the show or, in the case of business, be productive. Is the person comfortable? Are the surroundings conducive to enterprise? Does the individual have the tools needed to perform? Does he or she require any special accommodations in order to continue to perform well?

Some companies we have encountered have morning or periodic rituals where they pay respect to groups that otherwise get little attention and feel neglected. These may be the people who, out of sight from the core office dwellers, go out on the road every day to fix equipment; the back-office workers who silently copy, deliver, scan, stock, and file; or others such as the maintenance crew who are relegated to working under fluorescent lighting in the “garden level” of the office complex. The theater only differentiates with seating arrangements, but otherwise both businesses and playhouses are thankful that everyone is there and, most notably, will come back. The theater wants lifelong patronage as much as companies and employees want generative lifelong employment. To achieve that, everyone must feel welcome. It takes some guts to deviate from strict business protocols, but we once advocated formal ceremonies where truck mechanics periodically were given tools to recognize their service and expertise, and we recommended a book parade for book stackers who worked in cavernous conditions to thank them for their unseen contributions to a major institutional library. Offbeat? Yes. Effective? Yes. Fun? Yes.

Setting Daily Expectations

Some companies start the day with the equivalent of handing out theater programs, letting employees know what they can expect, who will be involved, what is the anticipated resolution—holding informative team meetings so that everyone knows what needs to be accomplished that day in the service of more distal goals. But most companies want people to just get busy. If everyone is engaged in simple repetitive tasks, then getting busy is easy enough, but that sort of work environment is unlikely to excite or produce anything out of the ordinary. Thus, “setting the stage” is critical in shaping people’s daily outlook and is essential in preparing them for what is important and what is not, what to spend time on and what to forgo. The idea is to spend a little time creating focused activities. Measure twice, cut once, and save time in the long run.

Framing the Action

One definition of both art and leadership is “the distillation of chaos.” It is an ability to choose the essential for presentation and eliminate the distractions. This is the central concept of this chapter and the reason we chose the illustration we did. The ultimate action of a company has to carefully and narrowly engage employees’ attention in order to obtain results. This is tough to accomplish since words alone won’t sustain focus. This is where a leader could use some original thinking. In the theater, there are conventions for illuminating spaces and directing attention through props, motion, stage setting, and so forth. How can you achieve the same effects in an organization? Each organization will answer this question differently and will adopt a unique way to define the contours of its action. To us, however, the question of focus extends well beyond the customary verbal articulations. The broader issue pertains to the best ways to maintain focus on a regular basis and keep the action tightly packed around behaviors of central concern. The conundrum of focus is how to regulate concerted attention without always having to tell people expressly what they should think or how they should be spending their time. The constant repetition infantilizes and irritates adults, who soon become habituated to the sole use of verbal messages. Besides, absent other signs, the progenitors of recycled words and slogans often mistake their articulations as embodiments for real progress.

We would instead recommend more elaborate staging in each leader’s respective area that avails itself of all senses to make a recurring point of where employees should concentrate their efforts. We can’t say that we have seen companies produce a focused show very frequently, but theatrical devices are at your disposal. For example, we are presently working with the mortgage service center of a bank. The center’s primary job is to keep people from being foreclosed upon, i.e., keep people in their homes. The company could film the gratitude customers feel when their home is preserved and their lives are literally saved. It could have a light flash on when a loan is successfully restructured. Or as we once did within a call center, the company could select a call of the week in which an employee did an exceptional job and sit in the round and listen to and, subsequently, discuss the conversation. The employee gets well-earned attention, and others present get the point. If you use your imagination, another criterion we address later, then you can maintain a much sharper focus at work. The main obstacle is fear of what others who are less “businesslike” will think.

Maintaining Focus

Quite a few distractions can interfere with corporate focus. Not everything goes as planned, and it is easy to perseverate on all the things that have gone wrong instead of on what the workforce could be doing right to move ahead. Leaders can easily lose the focus of their teams if they allow past failures to dominate their mental states. We believe it was Michael Jordan who placed a self-imposed one-hour time limit to reflect on a game before once again turning his attention toward the future. Katherine Hays, a former rower and now chief executive of the visual effects company GenArts, makes the point that leaders can’t be distracted by the fact that they may be a little behind. Or, conversely, teams can’t spend too much time congratulating themselves for something well done. The idea of both Jordan and Hays is that if you want to be successful over the long haul, you can certainly notice where you are and how things are going, but you also must quickly put the past behind you in order to immerse your team once again in what it can do better and what it has to do next.3
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