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Praise for Confidence
“As a long-time admirer of Kanter’s pioneering work, I can say that this book is a masterpiece. But reader, take note: fasten your safety belt and get ready to be thrown for a loop by the originality, and heretofore uncovered insights and a fresh perspective that will enliven, if not transform, your mind set of how business is done. An astonishing piece of scholarly work written with grace and lucidity.”
—Warren Bennis, distinguished professor of business administration, USC, and author of On Becoming a Leader
“What a completely original way to look at organizations! I found myself nodding in agreement as I read each page. And as much as I believe that confidence and success are inextricably linked, I’ve never seen a how-to book on the subject of confidence. Thank you, Rosabeth, for articulating and illustrating for all of us what we instinctively know to be true . . . success comes to those who believe they will be successful. Congratulations on this important new book.”
—Shelly Lazarus, chairman and CEO, Ogilvy & Mather Worldwide
“A novel and very thoughtful approach, this exciting work documents what successful organizations and people learn during the course of their careers: work hard every day, have high standards, demand excellence around you, and stick to your values. The surprising thing is if everybody in an organization does one little thing better than they thought they could, the collective power and positive energy can be astounding. Kanter’s extensive research shows what that kind of confidence looks like and how great leaders inspire it in others.”
—Ivan Seidenberg, chairman and CEO, Verizon
“Confidence is a riveting account of how winning and losing streaks begin and end. With fascinating examples from the realms of business and sports, this is actionable advice that every business leader can benefit from.”
—Pamela Thomas Graham, president and CEO, CNBC
“This book is packed with real-life examples providing important and profound new insights into the psychology of continuing success or repeated failure. Confidence will make a lasting difference to leaders, and it can help improve the state of the world and the lives of individuals.”
—Dr. Daniel Vasella, chairman and CEO of Novartis
“Confidence provides a fascinating analysis of real-world behavior that creates self-reinforcing cycles of winning and losing. Kanter goes behind the scenes to show how companies, sports teams, and even governments foster winning streaks and succumb to losing streaks. Systems have momentum, yet as Kanter demonstrates, leaders make choices that affect the odds of success, propelling a winning streak or reversing a losing one. Her work demonstrates the critical role of effective leadership in setting high-expectations and instilling confidence in organizations. Her message about the importance of confidence in success makes inspirational reading.” 
—Laura D’Andrea Tyson, dean, London Business School, former economic adviser to President Clinton, and Business Week columnist
“You don’t need a crystal ball to predict who will succeed at the next big challenge—just read this remarkable book, and see for yourself how confidence separates winners from losers. From avoiding doom loops to the chemistry of teamwork, everyone from novices to the most experienced leaders can learn from a world-renowned expert’s brilliant new theory about how to shed losers’ curses and maintain winners’ advantages. Confidence provides big ideas of the highest intellectual value and brings them down to earth through engaging, practical stories. It’s a winner!” 
—Sir Martin Sorrell, CEO, WPP
“Confidence is the right book for our times . . . a thought-provoking must-read for anyone recharging their organization.”
—Ann Fudge, chairman and CEO, Young & Rubicam
“Confidence is full of important insights and practical ideas. Rosabeth Moss Kanter shows that winning streaks happen when ordinary people get extraordinary results by consistently playing above their game. Whatever your endeavor, these are lessons you can start using today.”
—Billy Beane, general manager, Oakland As
“Rosabeth Moss Kanter brings her deft touch to a subject which is relevant across profession, education, age, race, gender, and all of the other differences that sometimes divide us. Confidence is a great addition to the literature of success (and its less welcome companion, failure).”
—Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Harvard University

Preface
My son thinks I wrote this book so I would finally know enough about sports to swap stories and watch ball games together. My corporate clients and senior executive audiences think I wrote it to give them a roadmap for how to get to the top and stay there, especially if they need to turn around unproductive cycles to get in shape for high performance and growth. My civic and nonprofit boards think I wrote it to help them manage through turbulent times and develop strong community leadership.
My Harvard colleagues think I wrote the book to weave my past work on innovation and change into a new theory of organizational cycles and dynamics. My MBA students think I wrote it to make lessons about teamwork in business more interesting by drawing from the best sports teams. My husband thinks I wrote it so I would learn how to persevere even when the roof crumbles over me (which it did, because of the unfortunate timing of renovations).
There is truth in all these professional and personal reasons for writing Confidence. But if I think back on what I had in mind at the beginning, my first goal was empowerment.
I wanted to give more people the tools and the confidence to avoid the destructive patterns of losing streaks and get onto winning paths—whether they are executives concerned with business strategy, managers and employees looking for ways to foster teamwork and a creative work environment, coaches and fans cheering their favorite teams to victory, professionals interested in success trajectories, or community activists seeking to improve the quality of life at home.
I wanted to understand confidence in order to spread it.
The mission of Harvard Business School, where I work, is to “educate leaders who make a difference in the world.” I get to spend time with people in the highest circles of business and government and advise them. (For example, I was one of a handful of American experts invited to the Economic Summits of both President Clinton in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1992 and President Bush in Waco, Texas, in 2002.) But my students these days are not interested just in business per se; they might wind up being business consultants by day and nonprofit volunteers by night, or working to develop better leadership for public schools, or heading organizations to improve health care or make a dent in global poverty.
I believe in leadership to make a difference at all levels, so I help social entrepreneurs create new grassroots organizations to change the world corner by corner. Among other boards, I have served for a decade on the national board of City Year, the model for Americorps, which mobilizes young people in teams to perform a year of national and community service in schools, community centers, or wherever they are needed.
So when I decided to write this book, I wanted it to be relevant across a wide spectrum and apply not just to corporate cultures and business turnarounds (such as Gillette’s), but also to all the institutions that we must turn around to make the world a safer, saner place. And to make our lives more fulfilling.
In addition to going inside a wide range of organizations in several countries, I focus a portion of the book on sports. I chose this area not just for its intrinsic interest (I am a big fan myself) but also for widely applicable lessons from the great or faltering teams I examined. (Among the great ones, I am pleased to say, are two tremendous women’s teams.) Sports is a near-universal source of metaphors for leadership and management, because it is a good microcosm for examining patterns of winning and losing and seeing the elements of exceptional leadership and teamwork.
I know that everyone who loves sports will resonate immediately with the stories I have drawn from that realm and will see immediately the applicability to other areas. But one does not have to be passionate or even knowledgeable about sports to understand the relevance of the stories I tell about success, setbacks, and turnarounds in many walks of life.
Ultimately, the lessons I draw are all about people and how they work together (or don’t) to produce better (or worse) results. These truths about people, and the systems that surround them, hold across all sorts of games—whether they are simple ball games, complex business situations, community problems, or the personal game of life.
Rosabeth Moss Kanter, 
Boston, Cambridge, and Edgartown, 
Massachusetts, March 1, 2004

Part I

WINNERS AND LOSERS: HOW CONFIDENCE GROWS OR ERODES


1
The Locker Room and the Playing Field: Booms, Busts, Streaks, and Cycles
Sometimes it seems as if there are only two states of being: boom or bust. When things are up, it feels as if they will always be up. People come to believe they can succeed at anything they try; companies proffer grand visions of innovative futures; and investment is easy to attract. When things are down, it seems as if they will always be down. That’s how depressed people feel; that’s why recession-dominated economies find recovery elusive; that’s why teams or businesses or schools can stay in decade-long slumps.
Any company, any group, any person can be swept along by one of these fortunate or unfortunate cycles. What causes them to rise or to fall is often a matter of confidence. Confidence is the bridge connecting expectations and performance, investment and results. It is a familiar term used every day to indicate future prospects in a wide variety of circumstances—the self-confidence of athletes, consumer confidence in the economy, public confidence in leaders, or votes of no confidence at board meetings. But there is remarkably little understanding of what lies behind it. Consider the following dramatic examples, and the questions they raise about how confidence builds or erodes.
The women’s basketball team at the University of Connecticut consistently broke records, winning ten Big East conference championships and chalking up a seventy-game winning streak. For the 2002–2003 season, the individual talent level of the team was well below that of its predecessors and many of its opponents, yet the team of valiant women continued to rack up victories. They were confident that they could win, even without the very best players. Why?
Although its competitors canceled hundreds of flights and lost millions of dollars during America’s Great Blackout of August 2003, Continental Airlines kept flying and even made money, despite power outages at its Newark and Cleveland hubs. Within minutes after the Northeast electric power grid went down, employees were on cell phones sharing ideas about dealing with the crisis. Far from losing money and passenger goodwill, Continental increased both, exceeding forecasts by $4 million for the two days following the blackout. The company’s employees had confidence in one another that enabled them to spring into action as a team. Where did it come from?
The Philadelphia Eagles were roundly booed by fans for picking rookie quarterback Donovan McNabb over a more highly rated running back who was seen as a better athlete. The mayor of Philadelphia even introduced a city council resolution urging the other choice. Recruiting players such as McNabb for “character,” not just for raw athleticism, gave the once-mediocre Eagles the confidence to bounce back from losses and win more regular season games from 2000 to 2003 than any other professional football franchise. The New England Patriots were even better at converting character into championships. In terms of individual ability, quarterback Tom Brady was not considered the best in the National Football League, yet through strength of character he led his team to two Super Bowl wins in three years and an almost-unprecedented fifteen-game winning streak in 2003. What was the connection between character, team culture, and top performance?
After one of the highest-performing decades in its hundred-year history, Gillette, the global consumer products company, slipped badly in the mid-1990s. Poor business practices and over-promising to Wall Street resulted in fifteen quarters of missed earnings estimates before a new leader turned the company around and restored accountability. Gillette once had confidence, then lost it, then got it back. Why did they fall into a “circle of doom” in the first place, and how did they break out of it?
At De La Salle High School in Concord, California, successive generations of student athletes won every single football game for over twelve years, even when they faced the toughest national competition. But at Prairie View A&M University in Texas, no matter how hard the spunky student athletes tried, or how much talent was on the team, they lost all but a mere handful of games over the same period. What happened to confidence during these winning or losing streaks to make further success or further failure seem inevitable?
On January 29, 2004, thousands of British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) employees mobbed the streets outside television studios in one of Britain’s largest industrial actions ever. But this wasn’t a protest of labor against management—far from it. The crowds were protesting the resignation of their boss following a report faulting a BBC News account of British government intelligence about weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. Over a four-year period, the BBC’s chief had moved a demoralized organization to renewed initiative and innovation through leadership actions that his now-empowered executive team vowed to continue and extend. What had awakened the passion of the people and produced this unusual show of commitment and confidence?
Nelson Mandela spent twenty-seven years in prison under the apartheid government of the old South Africa. Yet, after being released and becoming the new South Africa’s first democratically elected president, he resisted the temptation to take revenge. Instead he led the divided country out of a cycle of decline to one of hope and enterprise. He extended his personal confidence in people, even those who had wronged him, into a national culture of respect and inclusion. How did he do that?
• • •
In this book I go inside these stories, and many others, to show how confidence shapes the outcomes of many contests of life—from simple ball games to complex enterprises, from individual performance to national culture. I describe what confidence is and where it comes from. I explain the culture of success and failure, why winning streaks and losing streaks perpetuate themselves, and how to shift the dynamics of decline to a cycle of success.
Confidence helps people take control of circumstances rather than be dragged along by them. By illuminating the roots and role of confidence at many levels—confidence in oneself, in one another, and in the system—I offer insights and tools for guiding people and organizations onto productive and healthy paths.
CYCLES OF CONFIDENCE
On the way up, success creates positive momentum. People who believe they are likely to win are also likely to put in the extra effort at difficult moments to ensure that victory. On the way down, failure feeds on itself. As performance starts running on a positive or a negative path, the momentum can be hard to stop. Growth cycles produce optimism, decline cycles produce pessimism. These dispositions help predict the recovery of problem-ridden businesses, low-performing urban schools, or even patients on their deathbeds. We encapsulate this in slogans. When people or groups are “on a roll,” they go “from strength to strength.” “Losers,” on the other hand, seem doomed always to lose, because no one believes in them, no one invests in them, no one helps them improve. That’s how the rich get richer and the poor get poorer—or the sick get sicker, the vulnerable become victims, and things start looking rundown because momentum is running down.
Persistent patterns of winning and losing are familiar in sports as well as business. When I was a young baseball fan, the New York Yankees always seemed to win, and the New York Mets always seemed to lose. It didn’t matter who the particular players were, or even that legendary Yankees manager Casey Stengel moved to the Mets. Winning teams become “dynasties” that seem to win most of the time regardless of who is on the field—the Yankees in professional baseball, Miami of Florida in college football, North Carolina in women’s college soccer, the Australian national team in international cricket. Teams that lose most of the time can start sliding into patterns of perpetual disappointment—the Chicago Cubs, for example, didn’t have back-to-back winning seasons in over fifty years.
As patterns develop, streaks start to run on their own momentum, producing conditions that make further success or failure more likely. Winning creates a positive aura around everything, a “halo” effect that encourages positive team behavior that makes further wins more likely. Winning makes it easier to attract the best talent, the most loyal fans, the biggest revenues to reinvest in perpetuating victory. Losing has a repellent effect. It is harder for the team to bond, harder for it to attract new talent, easier for it to fall behind. Winners get the benefit of the doubt. Losing breeds qualms. In the midst of a winning streak, winners are assumed to have made brilliant moves when perhaps they were just lucky. In the midst of a losing streak, if losers eke out a victory, sometimes they are assumed to have cheated.
In short, confidence grows in winning streaks and helps propel a tradition of success. Confidence erodes in losing streaks, and its absence makes it hard to stop losing.

CONFIDENCE AND SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECIES
Confidence consists of positive expectations for favorable outcomes. Confidence influences the willingness to invest—to commit money, time, reputation, emotional energy, or other resources—or to withhold or hedge investment. This investment, or its absence, shapes the ability to perform. In that sense, confidence lies at the heart of civilization. Everything about an economy, a society, an organization, or a team depends on it. Every step we take, every investment we make, is based on whether we feel we can count on ourselves and others to accomplish what has been promised. Confidence determines whether our steps—individually or collectively—are tiny and tentative or big and bold.
Confidence is a sweet spot between arrogance and despair. Arrogance involves the failure to see any flaws or weaknesses, despair the failure to acknowledge any strengths. Overconfidence leads people to overshoot, to overbuild, to become irrationally exuberant or delusionally optimistic, and to assume they are invulnerable. That’s what induces people to become complacent, leaders to neglect fundamental disciplines, investors to turn into gamblers. But underconfidence is just as bad, and perhaps worse. It leads people to underinvest, to under-innovate, and to assume that everything is stacked against them, so there’s no point in trying.
It is human nature to set expectations based on assumptions about whether conditions seem to be improving or deteriorating, about whether the game can be won or will inevitably be lost. We seek patterns and trends even in events that are random, like gamblers who believe that when they hold a few good hands of cards, they must be “hot,” and that the next hands will be equally good. And for nonrandom activities, where human effort and skill make a difference, success and failure easily become self-fulfilling prophecies.
Patterns, apparent or real, become enshrined in myths and superstitions that have an effect on those playing the game. In baseball, the Chicago Cubs always seemed to go downhill during the “June swoon,” making June a psychological hurdle. The Boston Red Sox always seemed to play well during the season and disappoint their fans by losing at the end. The New York Yankees always seemed to beat the Red Sox. This was blamed on the “Curse of the Bambino” imposed on Boston when baseball star Babe Ruth left the Red Sox for the Yankees.
In the 2003 playoffs, the Red Sox lost to the Yankees in the eighth inning of the last game of the series when manager Grady Little left pitcher Pedro Martinez in the game, even though he had already thrown more than 100 pitches and (in hindsight) was fatigued. Little, who was later fired (but not because of that call, Red Sox owners said), became the symbol of the curse in action, and fans called for his departure even though he had led the team to a winning season, as though serving him up as a scapegoat would purge the team of its past. But fans’ extreme anger reinforced the image of the Red Sox and their extended family as inevitable losers, and sore losers at that. “In Boston, only the World Series counts as winning,” Little said. Such reactions undermined confidence that the Red Sox would ever break their curse. In February 2004, when the Yankees landed Alex Rodriguez, considered the best player in baseball, after the Sox failed to make a deal with him, the “curse” was said to continue.
Failure and success are not episodes, they are trajectories. They are tendencies, directions, pathways. Each decision, each time at bat, each tennis serve, each business quarter, each school year seems like a new event, but the next performance is shaped by what happened last time out, unless something breaks the streak. The meaning of any particular event is shaped by what’s come before. The same $10,000 in someone’s bank account can make him feel rich and getting richer if he had only $5,000 the day before and $1,000 the day before that, or poor and getting poorer if he had $50,000 the previous day and $100,000 two days earlier. History and context shape interpretations and expectations.
In sports, each game starts at zero in a strictly technical sense. Statistically, each player is no more likely to sink the same number of baskets in the next game as in the last game. And unanticipated events pop up: For an airline, weather problems or national emergencies; for the BBC, the suicide of a government source for a news report about intelligence in the war in Iraq; for a sports team, injuries. But many things are carried over from game to game and shape the mood in the locker room; that mood can then follow players out onto the field. The list starts with the quality of players’ relationships, the availability of workout equipment, the continuity or turnover of coaches, the size of crowds, the nature of press accounts. (Nearly all coaches say that they tell players not to pay attention to the media. They also say that the players do it anyway.)
The context that creates expectations affects outcomes. American professional football is just a game, but many millions of fans imbue it with meaning as the most-watched national sport. Was it thus inevitable that the New England Patriots would win the first Super Bowl after the terrorist attacks of 9/11? The name alone might have shaped the mood. Perhaps the team bearing the name “Patriots” felt an obligation not to be defeated in front of a U.S. television audience of more than 137 million and another estimated 700 million people in 225 countries. From the first moment they appeared, the Patriots’ behavior symbolized national solidarity. At the beginning of the game they ran out onto the field as a team, rather than one by one, with no individual names called in the usual way, signaling their unity—the United Team of America. This was a tradition the Patriots had started in the third week of the season, after losing the first two games. Head coach Bill Belichick, who had come a year earlier to lead a successful turnaround of the Patriots, preached a passion for teamwork and told the players they had to subsume their egotistic instincts in order to win. Then-co-captain Lawyer Milloy and another veteran player introduced the idea of the players running out as a team. For the Super Bowl, this was a hard sell to the league and television producers, Patriots’ vice-chairman Jonathon Kraft told me, but the team captains were firm on this point. “Announce us any way you want to,” Kraft recalled that they said, “but we will run out as a team.” That team confidence gave the Patriots the margin of victory.
People are likely to bet on a team that believes in itself and digs deep at critical moments. Those assumed to be successful have no trouble attracting the investment that ensures their success. But if people who must invest their time or resources in an enterprise believe that it is failing, they withhold effort and investment, and that deepens the state of decline. Self-fueling cycles of advantage or disadvantage can become growth engines or death spirals. It is sometimes hard to disentangle cause and effect. Previous wins can create enthusiasm for high performance, which helps produce victory, and losses can cause poor performance as much as poor performance can cause the next loss. Success provides the resources, the pride, the enthusiasm that make it easier to succeed the next time—that build confidence.
At the most basic level of daily activity, confidence can be manifested in body language, in demeanor, and in personal surroundings. Chris Wallace, general manager of the Boston Celtics, used the toes and shoulders test to see whether professional basketball players were likely to win: whether players are sticking close to the ground or up on their toes, whether shoulders are sagging or players are standing tall.
Demeanor sends signals that shape other people’s confidence in the team or the business. Jeanette Sarkisian Wagner felt she could have predicted Target’s rise and Kmart’s fall years before they materialized, just by walking in the doors of the corporate headquarters of the two retail chains. Then vice-chairman of Estée Lauder, she visited them with a sales team in 1999 to discuss distribution of a new mass-market cosmetic label Lauder had acquired. Consider what a difference company appearances made:
• The Target building was bright, clean, and colorful. Senior executives were on hand to greet the Lauder delegation. People were welcoming, enthusiastic, and well prepared. The Target team members introduced themselves by describing their roles and points of pride in their work. Though Lauder was the supplier and Target the buyer, Target was “selling us on a relationship,” Wagner said. “They wanted us to know the quality of their work. They were open to our ideas.”
• Kmart headquarters was a forbidding fortress, austere outside, dirty and disheveled inside. A receptionist escorted the Lauder group to a dark conference room that held “two faceless people who looked depressed, with no water, and no offer of coffee,” Wagner said. The visitors from Lauder felt dragged down by the palpable absence of pride. Wagner remembered thinking, “This is not a place for us to do anything.”
The contrast was clear, as each company sent signals about where it was heading. Target was on a winning streak, and the Target team’s confidence helped them establish a relationship with a high-prestige supplier, reinforcing Target’s strategy for winning with consumers. For the lethargic Kmart staff, failure was a self-fulfilling prophecy. By acting like losers in front of a supplier, they lost. Kmart declared bankruptcy in 2002. “Everything you do sends a message,” Wagner liked to say.

PERSONAL CONFIDENCE AND NATIONAL INVESTMENT: THE CRICKET SAGA
Messages about confidence are sent at many levels. On the playing field, confidence is embodied in whether people feel they can count on themselves and count on other members of their team to do their part. In the locker room or behind the scenes, confidence stems from a reliance on leaders and the system itself—the structure of the larger organization—to provide resources and support that make it possible to play the game, and play it well. And further beyond, confidence on the part of investors (or customers, consumers, and fans) shapes their decisions about whether they will supply what is needed for success to continue—or not—into the future, including money, time, talent, attention, or loyalty. All of these levels are intertwined and reinforce one another. The confidence of fans shapes the emotions of players. The confidence of players shapes outcomes for investors, and sometimes for the stature of nations.
These connections are visible in the history of international cricket competitions.
Cricket is not a familiar sport to Americans, but it is tremendously important to the countries of the former British Empire that send teams to world cricket championships—Australia, Bangladesh, England, India, New Zealand, Pakistan, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Zimbabwe, and a fourteen-country coalition from the West Indies. Like the New England Patriots at the U.S. football Super Bowl, cricket carries the weight of national attitudes and aspirations, and even national subsidies. Teams compete for the glory of their countries (and themselves) in competitions of three to six matches, each several days in length, or about twenty-five days of cricket.
Over the past two decades, there were two historically unparalleled winning streaks and one long losing streak in international cricket competitions. First the West Indies, then Australia dominated the game, while England, where the game was invented, languished near the bottom of the pile. In the West Indies, cricket was traditionally a game of the people, played anywhere there were young boys and sticks. This ensured a large talent pool, enthusiastic and committed fans, and cricket stars who became symbols of national pride. When the prime minister of Grenada—an idyllic but poverty-stricken island of 100,000 people—asked citizens to choose between a new hospital and a cricket stadium, they opted for the stadium, which cost about 10 percent of the country’s gross domestic product. The prime minister won the next election in a landslide.
During the West Indies’ winning streak, the team had strong leadership and discipline. Old hands mentored novices. Instead of glorifying one star bowler (bowlers are similar to pitchers in American baseball), the team tended to “share the wickets around” (equivalent to giving everyone a chance to get on base). Innovations, such as fast bowling, changed the game from gentlemanly to aggressive. Great players became tour managers or coaches, ensuring continuity. Legendary figures emerged, such as the bowler with a fractured left thumb who batted one-handed and bowled England out in a famous West Indies victory.
When the longtime West Indies captain was replaced by a parade of warring leaders less able to forge a coalition of fourteen countries, team spirit disintegrated, and the West Indies began its slide into cricket oblivion. Tougher international competition raised standards of play, but the growing popularity of basketball (courtesy of U.S. television) meant that cricket talent no longer emerged naturally from the grassroots. As the West Indies lost, they became a less popular team. They could not command high fees for touring matches, which meant less money for training new players, for the upkeep of grounds, and promoting the sport. Youngsters turned away from cricket.
The team once called a byword for professionalism, organization, fitness, and ruthlessness was now described by sportswriters as negligent, careless, and indifferent. Defeat led to defeatism. Instead of solving the problem, the team blamed administrators, administrators blamed the captain, and everyone blamed American television for corrupting the culture. Cricket’s decline was seen as a metaphor for the region. In 1999 a journalist bemoaned the fact that the nations of the West Indies had shifted from cricket and bananas to relying on drugs and tourists.
Australia’s rise started with the Australian Cricket Board’s decision in 1984 to build a winning national team. Strong new leadership brought stability and innovative approaches to both game tactics and team organization. Once chosen, players were allowed to mature, rather than being cycled through, which helped build a cohesive team. To invest in younger players, the ACB founded the National Cricket Academy in 1987. The academy leveraged partnerships with football clubs and sports institutes to coach and mentor promising talent, offering scholarships to four-month programs, week-long targeted programs, and camps for younger players. As the number of world-class players increased, other countries sought Australians to help them create similar programs. The Sydney Morning Herald contrasted the sharp Australian team, “crackling like electricity whenever it takes the field,” with languid England.
Winning made cricket more popular. Attendance at games increased, and money poured into the ACB from both turnstiles and sponsors, enabling increased investment in developing the game. The Australians livened up the game through colorful World Series matches, which attracted corporate sponsors—a cricketing innovation. Good press increased cricket’s attractiveness to youngsters, thus improving the pipeline. Australian cricket enjoyed a virtuous cycle of success.
Once-dominant England, in contrast, was on a two-decade losing streak. “Where and when did it all go wrong?” asked a columnist in The Independent in 1999. “How is it that [England], which invented almost every sport on the planet, is now rubbish? Why do we keep producing crap teams liable to get stuffed by almost any Johnny foreigner? At football, rugby and cricket, our three main team sports, England are currently also-rans, way down the world pecking-order.” One answer was weak leadership—a high turnover of captains, who were discredited for poor form, poor results, and scandal in their public and private lives. Another was over-reliance on a few stars such as Geoffrey Boycott or Ian Botham (all-time best all-rounder in the modern game). Though cricket was a game that could not be won by one star player—length of matches alone precluded this—England failed to focus on building a cohesive team.
As losses mounted, cricket was watched and played by a smaller and less representative portion of the British population than in its heyday. It was a game of the elite and became more so as cash-strapped local authorities sold off public and school cricket fields, reducing the pool of potential cricketers. As other nations invested in young talent and improved play, England fell behind, perhaps another sign of post-imperial malaise.
Those with the power to change the situation denied the magnitude of the problem, saying “it’s just one bad game.” Officials complained that Australia had destroyed the game through its fast bowling and lobbied for regulation against such innovations. The public blamed umpires’ bad decisions. Batters blamed bowlers and vice versa. Some players blamed other countries for “raising their game when they play England.” (How jolly unfair of them!) The media attacked the team rather than cheering it on, using words such as “dark night,” “acute anguish,” “drearily predictable,” or “capitulation.” Expectations of failure made failure more likely.
Once set in motion, streaks have a way of hardening. But, as the Australian case demonstrates, they can be turned around, if leaders build a foundation for confidence.

TAKING CONFIDENCE SKY-HIGH
To shift a cycle from decline to success, leaders must restore people’s confidence in the system, in the organization, in the group, and in themselves.
Between 1983 and 1994, Continental Airlines had been on a major losing streak that nearly killed it. The streak started with its acquisition by Frank Lorenzo (whom Barbara Walters once called the “most hated man in America”). It featured a decade of deteriorating customer service, hostile labor relations, financial losses every year after 1986, two bankruptcies, and a parade of ten CEOs. Continental was generally at the bottom of its league (major U.S.-based carriers with international service). A culture of blame, disrespect, and turf protection further undermined confidence.
In 1994, Gordon Bethune was named CEO and began the turnaround that transformed the Continental team from losers to winners—a story I tell in detail in Chapter 8. Under Bethune (who was still CEO ten years later), Continental won numerous awards for customer service and workplace excellence. It outperformed its competitors to remain on top of its league even during one of the worst periods in the industry, when no one could make any money (and the definition of success was losing less than anyone else).
“An airline is the biggest team sport there is,” Bethune was fond of saying. The value of renewed confidence helped Continental win the game that everyone else lost—the power blackout I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter.
On August 14, 2003, at 4:06 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time, the worst blackout in American history began with a power surge near Akron, Ohio. Within seven minutes more than 263 power plants in the Northeast power grid went down, which cut off electricity to 50 million people in eight states and Canada. Cleveland and Detroit went completely dark. The blackout eventually caused an estimated $6 billion in economic and other losses. Airports suffered serious disruptions, and airlines absorbed the high costs of canceled flights and payments to stranded passengers. Because its Newark and Cleveland hubs lost power, analysts imagined that Continental would suffer some of the most severe losses.
The Continental team defied expectations. They made both money and friends. Continental canceled only thirty flights, compared with Northwest’s 216 and American’s 141. Continental canceled only fifteen flights on August 15 while American cancelled another 182. On August 15 and 16, Continental was the only major airline running in the New York City area. Its crews flew several special sections to accommodate customers and to reposition aircraft. For the two days after the blackout, Continental’s gross revenues were $4.34 million above normal forecasts.
Initially, no one knew what was happening—just that there was a massive blackout of unknown origin, and power outages were cascading. Within fifteen minutes of the first outages, the Continental team was in action, even before news bulletins were issued. No one waited to be told what to do; they felt empowered to take initiative and believed their extra efforts would pay off. They trusted one another to do the right thing.
Larry Kellner, Continental’s president, was in his nineteenth-floor office at Continental headquarters in downtown Houston when the phone rang, shortly before 4:30 p.m. Eastern time, 3:30 p.m. in Houston. The caller was Jay Salter, who ran systems control. Salter was calling from the systems operations coordination center (SOCC) on the thirteenth floor, the nerve center of the airline. Salter rattled off a list of cities served by Continental that had suffered power outages. Kellner clicked onto the New York Times website and then glanced at CNN, which was running on a television set in his office. Nothing about power failures.
A few minutes later, Salter called back with an update. Then Charles Scully, hub vice-president for Newark Liberty Airport, called to inform Kellner that the airport people wanted to keep the flights moving. They were talking with the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) about how to keep running passengers through security. Martin Hand called from California about the reservations centers; he had been on the phone to stop people from going home, as they would be needed for the anticipated high volume of calls. There was an update from the marketing group, which had capped all flights to avoid problems stemming from the usual practice of overbooking. Dante Marzetta, senior vice-president of airport services, responsible for airports worldwide, happened to be at headquarters and walked into Kellner’s office to confer.
Deborah McCoy was on a flight to Louisville, Kentucky, when the blackout began. A pilot and now senior vice-president of flight operations, she was responsible for approximately 5,200 pilots and more than 9,600 flight attendants, as well as in-flight functions related to more than 2,200 daily departures reaching 223 airports on five continents. When she landed, there was a message on her cell phone from the duty director on shift at the SOCC. She spoke with Jay Salter and members of the tactical group about making sure that the planes en route could continue. There was backup power in Newark, and the weather was good, meaning that special devices were not required on the ground. Once that decision was made, the question was how to successfully complete the flights. They needed the commitment of air traffic control. The primary issue was safety. “The pilots are on the scene and empowered; they will tell us what they can and can’t do,” McCoy said.
Kellner, McCoy, and Salter were the switchboards through which information passed. But callers weren’t asking permission, they were indicating what they had done. “They bounced ideas off me, they updated me,” McCoy said. “I don’t think I would have been doing anything any differently if I had been in the office. I did not have to be down on the field managing, because the people out there knew what they were doing.”
There was no panic, just calm, steady professionalism. “No one was worrying. Everyone knew their job and went to work. And they had confidence that everyone else knew their job,” Kellner said. “They knew they could count on everyone else,” echoed Deborah Larza, vice-president of airport service operations.
Newark and Cleveland crews pushed aircraft back, loaded them, and pulled people off, all without power. In Cleveland the power stayed out until 7:30 a.m. the next day. This meant no lights, computer access, or baggage carousels. Employees used daylight through windows in the concourses until sundown, and after dark they used ingenuity to figure out how to get the flights to move. They called Houston on cell phones for passenger information. All but one of the forty-five flight attendants scheduled to check in at Cleveland on August 15 made it to the airport that morning—choosing not to take a perfect excuse to avoid work. McCoy stayed on her cell phone at thirty-minute intervals through midnight to monitor operations. At headquarters, Kellner’s phone-call volume was back to normal within two hours of the first power outage, and he could turn his attention to business opportunities, such as running extra sections for stranded New York and New Jersey passengers.
Years of investment in a culture of collaboration, communication, responsibility, and initiative produced the confidence that made Continental a winner. (Later in the book I’ll show how this was accomplished.) Continental’s culture was as resolutely upbeat in the Gordon Bethune years as it had been depressingly downbeat in the previous era. People who had once thought failure was inevitable now thought success was unstoppable. Even in a disaster.

FROM LOSERS’ CURSE TO WINNERS’ CONFIDENCE: INVESTIGATING CYCLES, STREAKS, AND TURNAROUNDS
Confidence underlies the performance of individuals, teams, businesses, schools, economies, and nations. The fundamental task of leaders is to develop confidence in advance of victory, in order to attract the investments that make victory possible—money, talent, support, loyalty, attention, effort, or people’s best thinking.
I am an expert on leadership, innovation, transformation, and change. I have devoted my career to understanding cycles of advantage and disadvantage: the dynamic interplay of situation, behavior, attitude, system performance, and results. For example, I have explored how opportunity shapes ambition and explains differences in the career paths of men and women; why powerlessness corrupts and empowerment is vital to high performance; how a culture of pride differs from a culture of mediocrity in encouraging or stifling innovation; and how strategies determine effectiveness in dealing with new threats and opportunities.
In Confidence, I have set out to explain the culture of success or failure, why winning streaks and losing streaks perpetuate themselves, and how to shift the dynamics of decline to a cycle of success. I took a broad and deep look in many realms and in many kinds of competitions to find the most revealing examples and identify universal principles. My stories and lessons are based on well over 300 original interviews, two surveys with 2,754 responses, firsthand observations, and unusual insider access to leaders and organizations in North America, Europe, Asia, Australia, South Africa, and elsewhere around the world.
My research team and I were on the spot in boardrooms, conference rooms, locker rooms, classrooms, emergency rooms, stadiums, fields, factories, and back offices to see the action behind the scenes. We captured the details of particular episodes or games—a key decision or meeting, a fumble on the field, a winning play, a successful project—and we also tapped people with long historical memories to take us through the ups and downs of booms, busts, and turnarounds over long periods of time. I was deliberately seeking variety, to find the examples that would best represent the nature of confidence for individuals, teams, and even countries.
For prominent international companies such as Gillette, which carries one of the world’s most respected brand names, I traveled to China, Singapore, and spots in Europe to meet with people on the ground, as well as spending time with CEO Jim Kilts and top executives at American headquarters; our reach extended to the Middle East and Latin America. In London, I went inside the BBC’s cultural turnaround and subsequent political events. We were in California and Minnesota with Seagate, a leading manufacturer of hard-disk drives for personal computers; in Germany with a Siemens subsidiary; and around the international system with Continental Airlines. I looked at a General Electric division that exemplified the struggle to achieve excellence, and I watched the sad decline of other organizations that I keep anonymous. Some of the most inspiring stories I encountered were also the most exotic. Akin Öngör, a former Turkish national basketball player, led Garanti Bank, once a backwater financial institution in Istanbul, to become Euromoney magazine’s “best small bank in the world.”
In health care, I found innovations with the potential to reverse a decade of pessimism about decline in the U.S. health-care system. In Washington, D.C., Dr. Craig Feied and Dr. Mark Smith transformed the emergency department at Washington Hospital Center from the city’s worst to the city’s best. Their Insight system, a tool that empowers physicians through information, proved so valuable in the aftermath of 9/11 and the subsequent anthrax scare in Washington that Dr. Feied was asked to run major portions of the U.S. public health data base, invaluable for tracking viral epidemics. I looked at the problems of low-performing public primary and secondary schools, and how leaders in New Jersey, Tennessee, and elsewhere had turned around inner-city schools, some of them using tools developed by IBM and my own partnership with IBM’s Reinventing Education initiative. I returned from these visits more optimistic about the potential to develop leadership that can shift the dynamics of low-performing schools from decline to success.
The same principles of leadership to restore confidence can work for a whole country. I traveled to South Africa to begin an exploration of how former president Nelson Mandela had turned around a cycle of decline and shaped a culture of hope in a place that might otherwise have sunk into despair—or worse. I learned about the country from the ground up through young “Clinton Democracy Fellows” who came from South Africa to learn from American social entrepreneurs. Euvin Naidoo, a native of Johannesburg and a Harvard MBA, later collaborated with me in examining Mandela’s accomplishments.
To put winning streaks, losing streaks, and turnaround leadership into sharper relief, I turned to sports—professional and college teams in baseball, basketball, football (American-style), soccer, hockey, and cricket. Sports is an ideal realm in which to see confidence at work, in the games themselves and in the businesses that surround them.
In the sports world alone, we conducted more than sixty-five interviews focused on twenty-four major professional and college teams, studied their games and statistics, and compiled dossiers on twenty others across a deliberately varied range of sports. We chose three kinds of teams: those with long unbroken winning streaks, those with long unbroken losing streaks, and those that had successfully turned around a pattern of losing. This took us to interviews with the Chicago Cubs, the Boston Red Sox, the Montreal Expos, and the Oakland Athletics in Major League Baseball; the Boston Celtics, the Memphis Grizzlies, and the Dallas Mavericks in professional basketball; the Philadelphia Eagles and the New England Patriots in professional football; the Anaheim Mighty Ducks in professional hockey. But some of the best and most revealing sports stories came from college teams, including two perpetually winning women’s teams—the University of Connecticut women’s basketball team and the University of North Carolina women’s soccer team—and coaches such as Larry Coker (Miami), Anson Dorrance (North Carolina), and Mike Krzyzewski (Duke’s “Coach K”). We reached back in history in a few cases to look at the forces involved in famous streaks of the past, and we included one high school football team, De La Salle, a Christian Brothers school in California, because it has won every single game for twelve years, with only a handful of losses for the ten years before that—a feat for the record books.
To augment the 300-plus interviews and make sure that my ideas applied across an even wider number of organizations and teams, I conducted two surveys in May 2003. More than 1,243 companies in a range of industries responded to my online survey about their corporate cultures and financial results during the economic downturn of 2001–3. By separating out those companies that were solid “winners” (self-reported revenues and profit growth during this period, stronger position vis-à-vis competitors, and a position at the top of the industry) from solid “losers” (with the opposite record), I could compare the subset of 183 companies on a clear success cycle with the 92 firmly in decline. My second online survey included 1,511 high school sports coaches and athletes reporting about the behavior and performance of their teams. Using a similar method, I compared the “winners”—the 952 teams that always or generally won their games in the current season—with the 250 that always or generally lost. All of the differences between winning streaks and losing streaks on both surveys confirmed my developing picture of the behaviors and structures that build or undermine confidence.

SUPPORTING SUCCESS: SECRETS OF WALKING ON WATER
“Confidence is what it’s all about,” comedian Chris Tucker said to me at a summer gathering on Martha’s Vineyard, when he heard about my project. He meant his own self-confidence: striding out onto the stage with head held high, ready to face large audiences directly, certain he could win them over with his first words, positive that he could handle hecklers or microphone failures. I learned that he went out alone only in the strictest technical sense. Backing him up were his brother, his manager, his track record, positive media coverage, and a big fan network.
Even for individuals who rise or fall on the strength of their own talent, what happens backstage in the boardroom, the conference room, or the locker room builds or undermines the confidence to perform. And the results of each performance make that surrounding system stronger or weaker, increasing or decreasing confidence at many other levels.
Success derives from the broader context that surrounds the players. Individual players must cross a threshold of talent, whether that talent is a genius for comedy, natural athletic ability, or mental dexterity. But continuing success is not a matter of raw talent. Winning on the playing field is influenced heavily by what goes on off the field—the nature of the system to attract people, develop people, build bonds among team members, gather external support, and do all the other behind-the-scenes work, before and after each game, before and after each season. Powerful historical, economic, and organizational forces accumulate to shape the likelihood of winning the game.
Confidence is not just in people’s heads. There are certainly differences between individuals in character, mood, and interpretation of situations. The heroes of the Continental blackout victory, such as Deborah McCoy, Larry Kellner, and Gordon Bethune, seem to be positive, upbeat, optimistic people. But confidence is not an artificial mental construct, solely dependent on what people decide to believe; it reflects reasonable reactions to circumstances. People are caught in cycles, and they interpret events based on what they see happening, on how they are treated by others around them. Winning and losing are not just functions of the talents of the people individually, and they cannot be predicted by adding up individuals’ IQs or grade-point averages or years of advanced schooling. The momentum of the systems people are in shapes a culture that shapes perceptions that shapes the confidence to invest—or not.
One of my favorite corporate expressions describes people with high potential who are destined to gain the top positions. They are called “water walkers.” I first heard this expression years ago in the leadership development group of one of the world’s largest companies. Every company seemed to have its own term for high-potential employees, but “water walkers” resonated with me. Water walkers are the ones assumed to have extraordinary talent, enabling them to perform miracles (like walking on water). They are sure bets for success, so other people fall in line behind them, hoping to follow in their footsteps.
The identification of water walkers is well understood in many realms; Bill Clinton, for example, was described early in his career as a future American president. The characteristics and achievements of water walkers are the subject of long conversations, as other people seek to emulate them and companies seek to duplicate them. It is assumed that their talent alone is responsible for success.
However, I remember, at one meeting in New York, a discussion about whether some of the big corporation’s emerging leaders had become too arrogant. Suddenly there was a profound insight from a senior executive: “The problem with water walkers,” he said, “is that they forget that there are stones holding them up when they walk across the water.”
Every water walker needs a few stones. Rocks give people a solid place to stand. When supported by a firm foundation, people can indeed keep moving on a positive path, heading from victory to victory. When people can rely on themselves and one another to be accountable, to collaborate, and to take initiative, they can perform extraordinary feats. These lessons are relevant for leading teams, businesses, countries, and life.
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