









Praise for Learn Like a Leader

“Some of our greatest contemporary leaders have shared their leadership wisdom and experience in Learn Like a Leader. Each story shares a lesson we make our own. And the best leadership lessons come from leaders themselves who have the courage to tell others about difficult situations they faced, how they handled them, and what happened as a result. Read and reread each story and you will discover what it is to Learn Like a Leader!”

—Frances Hesselbein, president and CEO, Leader to Leader Institute and former CEO, Girl Scouts of the USA

“One of the things that sets the best leaders apart is the ability to communicate complex ideas in a simple way. Stories have always been the best way to do this, as they provide guidance about desired choices in a persuasive and memorable manner. This book is full of powerful stories by leaders who teach leaders.”

— Norm Smallwood, coauthor, The Leadership Code and Leadership Brand

“If good leaders are good storytellers—and they are—then pull up your favorite chair to hear the voices of these top leadership experts. The tales of turning points in their lives—so vividly told here—will inspire, entertain, and instruct us all.”

—John Alexander, executive coach and former president, Center for Creative Leadership

“A remarkable collection of inspiration, wisdom, and insight from the true luminaries in our field. The lessons shared in this book are not to be missed!”

—Marc Effron, president, The Talent Strategy Group

“The greatest leaders in history have understood the power of stories for developing themselves and others. And this book distills decades of leadership wisdom through insightful and inspiring stories. Every leader should have this book.”

—Mark Murphy, chairman and CEO, Leadership IQ

“It’s tempting to approach leadership as a unified discipline with well-known rules and approaches that somehow lead to high leadership effectiveness as long as all the rules are followed faithfully. But leadership is just not like that. In practice it’s usually messy, inscrutable, and resistant to simple classification. Learn Like a Leader reflects this reality with a kaleidoscopic view that includes the deep life experience of leaders. I empathize with the honesty of an approach that pays homage to the richness and complexity of leadership and leaders. I think that readers looking for acknowledgement of this fact will really get a lot out of this book.”

—Dr. E. Ted Prince, founder and CEO, Perth Leadership Institute



“This book is a delicious read. The autobiographical voice encourages us to identify with the writer-speaker and recall our own experiences that created the same kind of awareness the authors describe. Each contributor is an authority whose wisdom we have long enjoyed, but in describing their personal experiences we also come to like that person. This is a marvelous book to dip into and savor, returning to it over and over again.”

—Judith M. Bardwick, PhD, volunteer clinical professor of psychiatry, UCSD and author of One Foot Out the Door and Danger in the Comfort Zone

“Learn Like a Leader: Top Leaders Share Their Learning Journeys is a superb collection of writings on why leadership matters. In it, Ken Shelton, Marshall Goldsmith, and Bev Kaye have gathered together a remarkable group of thought leaders who share their deep insights into how to be an effective and caring leader. An important book for those who desire better leadership.”

—Larry C. Spears, president and CEO, The Spears Center for Servant-Leadership

“For years, I have worked to inspire people to identify, realize, and sustain their One Dream. As the many contributors to this book witness, great leaders are eager learners and able teachers and coaches who inspire team members to join them on the journey to realize their shared dream.”

—Lance Secretan, author of The Spark, the Flame and the Torch
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Preface

More than a decade ago, The Learning Network (TLN), a group of senior thought leaders in the field of management and organization development, met in beautiful Del Mar, California. The meeting took place over a weekend in January, not long after the New Year, carrying with it the same expectations and wishes that resolutions often do.

The TLN weekend, then and now, is devoted to learning how our work interconnects, thinking about the future, and designing projects that enable us to “give back” to the world. Numerous ideas have been generated at these retreats, and while many have never made it off the brainstorming table, several have lasted and made a positive difference. This book is one of them.

During one brainstorming session, we decided to focus on how we, as experienced leaders, learn. This was in striking contrast to our usual work—helping others learn! Yet we found that we could not only learn from each other, but from a great many of the thought leaders in our field. The idea of learning how great teachers learn fascinated us. It was in this spirit that Learn Like a Leader was born.

When we asked one hundred of the most prominent figures in the field of management and organization development to describe a personal learning experience—a turning point that shaped their life’s work and influenced their teachings—we got some amazing stories, thirty-five of which are shared here. As you read these stories, you’ll see the subjects come to life as coaches and mentors, and we bet you’ll identify with both their genius and their humanness. These management thinkers see learning as a process; they retell their personal stories to offer fresh insights, uncover new challenges, and lead others to contribute more of their full potential. They teach the value of self-knowledge and reflection, motivating us to discover and describe our own “learning journeys”—to find our own voices, uncover our own answers, and share our stories with others.

Everyone’s life is filled with experiences, whether they are traumatic, rewarding, frustrating, or humiliating. All of these can be sources of valuable learning. Some people are more adept at reflecting on the meaning of these experiences than others, but all of us understand the power of storytelling. We enjoy reading about other people: their stories tap our emotions and intellects, helping us remember and learn.

This book suggests that all of us can learn to examine our lives, reflect on our successes and failures, and tune in to the music of our own stories. We can look to experiences in our lives for wisdom and guidance.

And so what started so many years ago as a collection of stories about the people in that room became a much larger collection of stories by leaders and thinkers who made significant contributions to the field of management development. Lists were drawn; networks were shared; calls were made. The work began, and what seemed like an easy job in the beginning became, well, a journey in and of itself!

The world has changed a lot since the first time we met as a group. And we’ve realized that, as organizations must incorporate sustainability, efficiency, branding, and morale-building into a system that is also profitable, the learning industry is more important now than it has ever been. Out of that realization came a decision: to donate royalties from this book to the Peter Drucker Foundation for Nonprofit Management. This foundation does exceptional work in providing leadership resources and development opportunities. It also provides a forum for thought leaders in our field to share their latest ideas. This was our way of “giving back” to the leadership community.

As we go to press on Learn Like a Leader, we also wish to pay tribute to one of the founding members of The Learning Network, Dick Beckhard—a true leader in our field and, more importantly, a wonderful human being. He greatly supported us in this and many of our other efforts. We feel it is appropriate to dedicate this book to Dick.



As we read the stories in this collection, many of which have stood the test of time, we still find many things we can directly relate to, or at least empathize with. More than abstract concepts, these stories make for enjoyable, memorable reading that leads to greater insight. We hope these learning journeys, along with the personal reflection questions asked by each storyteller in this book, will help unearth greater meaning for people in families, groups, businesses, governments, and other communities. We hope that Learn Like a Leader will help you to learn from the stories that unfold in your own life, too!

A PERSONAL NOTE

Beverly Kaye has truly been the “heart and soul” of this Learn Like a Leader project. She originated the idea, developed the concept, and helped us all “hang in there” until the project was successfully completed. Without her ongoing drive, support, and inspiration, this book would have never happened.

One of my great learning journeys has been the opportunity to work with Bev on this project. She has an amazing spirit that is contagious. She never lets day-to-day hassles get her down or remove her joy in her profession and her life. She has the gift of making every day seem like a wonderful learning journey!

Speaking for everyone who has contributed to making this book a reality, I would like to say “Thank you!” to Beverly Kaye.

Marshall Goldsmith

January 2010
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Introduction

Learning from Experience

The most powerful learning is that which occurs through experience. While we cannot experience all that is to be learned firsthand, we can learn through the experiences of others. You probably already have individuals in your life that have played a part in your learning. The benefit of Learn Like a Leader is that you have the opportunity to learn from some prominent figures in the field of leadership development from the last fifty years.

Learn Like a Leader is divided into eight themes that range from learning from difficult or painful situations to understanding how you are perceived through others. All stories present the experience of the authors, what they learned from their experience, and how they have integrated that learning into their lives. Whether it is Charles Garfield’s example of how we create our own reality or Jay Galbraith’s story of living with and managing complexity, each story is an intimate look at the experiences and wisdom gained from them, which is passed on here for others to learn. Each author has added provocative questions at the end of each chapter, which give you the opportunity to learn from these firsthand experiences and see how you might apply their experiences to your life.

This is a book for individuals, managers, leaders, coaches, and consultants looking to develop their own leadership strengths as well as those of others. The stories told here by management thought leaders contain powerful lessons. Many of the lessons were learned outside the classroom and outside of work, for leadership lessons are wherever we find them. As the stories demonstrate, truly effective people learn from all of life, and apply their lessons to keep growing. You will find these stories about the experience of learning and growth of a very personal nature.

The power of storytelling cannot be denied. During the past decade, business leaders, trainers, and consultants have discovered it as an indispensable management and leadership tool. Numerous articles in business publications such as Fortune, FastCompany, the Wall Street Journal, and the Harvard Business Review explore the many applications of storytelling to issues such as strategic planning, leader development, corporate communications, sales, learning, and knowledge management.

In this lifelong endeavor of personal and professional development, stories are an enjoyable way to learn from others. They create an affiliation between the person who has the experience and the learner who finds him- or herself in a similar circumstance. This is especially so when the stories are told, as they are here, in very personal ways.

Many of the stories in this book will resonate on a personal level for particular individuals, and some stories can serve as general lessons for us all.

This book is divided into sections. Each story is introduced briefly and is accompanied by a set of questions that facilitate deeper exploration into the lessons and learning presented. These questions can be applied in a group setting for team building, as a continuation of your own exploration, or perhaps as a dialogue starter for your own group of friends. Use them for inspiration, as a resource, as a starting point, or as a springboard for your own ideas and creativity. We hope they help you in your own learning journey and we encourage you to use stories to share knowledge, to develop mutual understanding, and to build deeper appreciation for differences.

The afterword and epilogue provide further insight into the power of stories to help you apply these learnings as a consultant, manager, or teacher within your organization. Use them to spark a workplace forum for the exploration of individual differences, thus building the capacity of the learning organization.



Finally, the editors hope you will use these stories to create the kind of dialogue and discussion that usually does not take place in organizations. We have collected these essays and shared them with you because we passionately believe in the power of personal experience as captured in the form of story. Our stories are meant to share knowledge and wisdom, and most important, to inspire you to explore and bring to life your own experiences.
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1 WARREN BENNIS

Warren Bennis is distinguished professor of business administration and founding chairman of the Leadership Institute at the University of Southern California. He has been observing and writing about leaders and managers for more than five decades. His many books include the bestselling Leaders and On Becoming a Leader, and the Pulitzer Prize–nominated An Invented Life, as well as Organizing Genius, Managing People Is Like Herding Cats, and Old Dogs, New Tricks. Bennis has served on the faculties of Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Sloan School of Management, Harvard University, and Boston University, and he has been executive vice president of the State University of New York at Buffalo and president of the University of Cincinnati.

Write Your Own Life

We all face the great challenge to discover our native abilities and to invent and reinvent ourselves throughout life. I believe in self-invention as an exercise of the imagination. It is how we get to know ourselves. People who can’t invent and reinvent themselves must be content with borrowed postures, secondhand ideas, and fitting in instead of standing out. Inventing oneself is the opposite of accepting the roles we were brought up to play.



To be authentic is literally to be your own author (the words derive from the same Greek root): to discover your native energies and desires, and then to find your own way of acting on them. When you do that, you are not existing simply to live up to an image posited by the culture, family tradition, or some other authority. When you write your own life, you are playing the game that is natural for you to play. You are keeping covenant with your own promise.

MY OWN ROOTS

The landscape of my childhood was very like a Beckett stage set: barren, meager, endless. A little boy waited there for someone who might not, probably would not, show up. There were walk-ons occasionally: twin brothers, ten years my senior; a father who worked eighteen hours a day (when he took off his shoes and soiled socks, the ring of dirt around his ankles had to be scrubbed off with a stiff-bristled brush); and a mother who liked vaudeville and played mah-jongg with her friends when she wasn’t helping my father eke out an existence.

I was withdrawn, sullen, detached, removed from hope or desire, and probably depressed—“mopey,” my father called it. I was also left pretty much alone. I had no close friends. I can’t remember how I spent my time, except I know that I made up improved versions of my life that ran like twenty-four-hour newsreels in my mind.

I didn’t much like school, and I barely remember my teachers, except for Miss Shirer. I liked Miss Shirer enormously. She taught the eighth grade, and she was almost famous because her older brother, William Shirer, was broadcasting from Berlin on CBS. I leaned into the radio whenever Shirer was on. That he was anti-Hitler was thrilling to a kid who, in 1938, often felt like the only Jew in Westwood, New Jersey, a town that richly deserved its reputation as a major stronghold of the German Bund.

On one momentous occasion, Miss Shirer asked us to spend about ten minutes telling the class about our favorite hobby. I panicked. After all, I liked Miss Shirer a lot, but the truth was that I didn’t have anything remotely like a favorite hobby. My efforts to develop recreational interests like those of the other guys had failed miserably. I was mediocre at sports. I was bored with collecting stamps. I was too clumsy to tie dry flies, too nervous to hunt, and too maladroit to build model airplanes out of balsa wood. What I finally decided to do, in a moment of desperate inspiration, was to bring in a box full of shoe polish, different colors and shades in cans and bottles, since the only palpable physical activity I regularly engaged in was shining the family shoes.

And so, when it was my turn in the spotlight, I revealed the arcane nature of a new art form. I described in loving detail the nuances of my palette (I was especially good on the subtle differences between oxblood and maroon). I discoursed on the form and function of the various appliances needed to achieve an impressive tone and sheen. I argued both sides of the debate on solid versus liquid wax and wrapped it all up with a spirited disquisition on the multiple virtues of neat’s-foot oil. It was a remarkable performance, if only because it was, from start to finish, an act of pure imagination. I could tell from her smile that Miss Shirer thought it was terrific. Even the class seemed impressed in a stupefied way. And there, in a flourish of brushes and shoe polish, a new Warren Bennis was born.

ARMY AND SCHOOL

When I graduated from high school into the army during World War II (1943–1947), I saw firsthand the consequences of good and bad leadership in the simplest and starkest terms—morale, tank support that would or would not be where it was supposed to be, wounds, and body counts. The army was the first organization I was to observe close-up and in depth. And although I have been in more pleasant classrooms, it was an excellent place to study such organizational realities as the effects of command-and-control leadership and the paralyzing impact of institutional bureaucracy. The army also taught me the value of being organized.

Once out of the army, I attended Antioch College (1947–1951), where I learned to have opinions. That may not sound very important, but it amounted to a personal paradigm shift. What freedom, what liberation it was to have opinions. Having opinions was, at least for me, tantamount to developing a personal identity.

To get through the Ph.D. program at MIT (1951–1956), I began to memorize and mimic. I imitated my professors and the brightest of my fellow graduate students. For roughly two years, I lip-synched what I heard. Eventually, the words I formed on my lips came more naturally, but I often wondered whether I was kidding myself.

From 1955 to 1971, I made stops in Bethel, Maine, where everyone was buzzing over Kurt Lewin’s T-groups; Boston University, where I taught psychology and underwent psychoanalysis; and SUNY Buffalo, where I learned that unless a vision is sustained by action, it quickly turns to ashes.

UNIVERSITY PRESIDENT

As president of the University of Cincinnati (1971 to 1978), I finally realized that my principal role model would have to be me. I decided that the kind of university president I wanted to be was one who led, not managed. That’s an important difference. Many an institution is well managed yet poorly led. The staff may excel in the ability to handle all the daily routines, yet they never ask whether the routine should be engaged in the first place.

My entrapment in minutiae made me realize another thing: People were following the old army game. They did not want to take responsibility for the decisions they needed to make. “Let’s push up the tough ones” had become the motto. As a result, everybody was dumping his or her “wet babies” (as old hands at the State Department called them) on my desk. I decided then and there that my highest priority was to create an “executive constellation” to run the office of the president. The sole requirements for inclusion in the group were that the individual needed to know more than I did about his or her area of competence and had to be willing to take care of daily matters without referring them back to me. I was going to make the time to lead.

I realized that I had been doing what so many leaders do. I was trying to be everything to the organization: father, fixer, policeman, ombudsman, rabbi, therapist, and banker. As a CEO who was similarly afflicted put it to me later, “If I’m walking on the shop floor and see a leak in the dike, I have to stick my finger in.” Trying to be everything to everyone was diverting me from real leadership. It was burning me out. And perhaps worst of all, it was denying all the potential leaders under me the chance to learn and prove themselves.

Things got better after that, although I never came close to the ideal. As I look back at my experience at UC, I compare it with my psychoanalysis: I wouldn’t have missed it for the world, and I would never go through it again. In becoming a leader I learned a number of important things about both leadership and myself. As Sophocles observes in Antigone, “But hard it is to learn the mind of any mortal, or the heart, ’til he be tried in chief authority. Power shows the man.”

Having executive power showed me some personal truths. First, I was, as the song says, “Looking for love in all the wrong places.” Intellectually, I knew that leaders can’t, and shouldn’t, count on being loved. But I seriously underestimated the emotional impact of angry constituents. I believed the false dream that people would love me if only they really got to know me.

Anyone in authority is to some extent the hostage of how others perceive him or her. The perceptions of other people can be a prison. For the first time I began to understand what it must be like to be the victim of prejudice, to be helpless in the steel embrace of how other people see you. People impute motives to their leaders, love or hate them, seek them out or avoid them, and idolize or demonize them, independent of what the leaders do or who they are. Ironically, at the very time I had the most power, I felt the greatest sense of powerlessness.

And I realized an important personal truth. I was never going to be completely happy with positional power, the only kind of power an organization can bestow. What I really wanted was personal power, influence based on voice.



THE AUTUMN OF MY DAYS

USC has been my longest continuous tenure at any institution. In many ways it has been the happiest period of my life. USC has provided me with exactly the right social architecture to do what seems most important to me now: teaching in the broadest sense.

At USC I have the leisure to consolidate what I’ve learned about self-invention, about the importance of organization, about the nature of change, and about the nature of leadership, as well as to find ways to communicate those lessons. Erik Erikson talks about an eight-stage process of human development. I think I have entered Erikson’s seventh stage, the generative one, in which self-absorption gives way to an altruistic surrender to the next generation. Although writing is my greatest joy, I also take enormous pleasure in people-growing, in watching others bloom, in mentoring as I was mentored.

What I have discovered is that the need to reinvent oneself, to “compose a life,” as Mary Catherine Bateson puts it, is ongoing. A few years before he died, my closest friend, Sam Jaffe (who in his fifties was the Academy Award–winning producer of Born Free) and I took a summer course on Dickens at Trinity Hall, Cambridge. Sam, who tried to buy the film rights to a book I had given him, continued in his nineties to scrimmage in the notoriously competitive subculture of Hollywood. He gave me hope.

I find that I have acquired a new set of priorities. Some of the old agonies have simply disappeared. I have no doubt that my three children are more important than anything else in my life. Having achieved a certain level of worldly success, I need hardly think about it anymore. Gentler virtues seem terribly important now. I strive to be generous and productive. I would hope to be thought of as a decent and creative man.

I think Miss Shirer would be proud.



QUESTIONS

[image: Image] What do you think are your native abilities?

[image: Image] How are you currently using those abilities, and how would you like to use them in the future?

[image: Image] Are you living a life that would make a former teacher, parent, or coach proud of you?








2 JIM COLLINS

Jim Collins is a student and teacher of enduring great companies—how they grow, how they attain superior performance, and how good companies can become great companies. Jim has authored or coauthored four books, including Built to Last, Good to Great, and How the Mighty Fall. His work has been featured in Fortune, The Wall Street Journal, BusinessWeek, Harvard Business Review, and Fast Company. For a comprehensive list of the books and articles he has published, go to www.jimcollins.com.

The Learning Executive

How would your day be different if you organized your time, energy, and resources primarily around the objective of learning, instead of around performance? For many people, their daily activities—what they do and how they go about doing it—would be dramatically changed. Indeed, despite all the buzz around the concept of the “learning organization,” I’m struck by how few people seem to have embraced the idea of being a true learning person.

This came home to me during an interview with a television producer developing a documentary on Sam Walton. After about forty-five minutes, she asked if I had anything else to add, indicating the end of the interview. “No,” I said, “but I’d like to ask you some questions.” She paused, obviously not prepared for my request, and then gave an uncertain, “Okay.” For the next fifteen minutes, I had the great pleasure of asking her questions about what she had learned in her research. The producer had no background in business—having done most of her documentaries on historical figures like Stalin and Mozart—so I thought she might have a fresh and illuminating perspective. She did, and I learned some new information and gained new insights about one of my favorite subjects.

“That’s the first time that’s ever happened to me,” she said. “I interview professors and experts all the time, but I’ve never had one turn the tables and begin asking me questions. At first I was taken aback—surprised really—but it’s refreshing to see that experts can still learn.”

Stop and think about that for a minute. Here’s a bright television producer who spends her life delving into specific subjects—a walking treasure trove of knowledge—and people whose profession is to continually learn don’t pause to take the opportunity to expand their expertise further by talking with her. They act as knowers rather than learners, which, incidentally, is just the opposite of what Sam Walton did.

Walton viewed himself not as a definitive expert on retailing but as a lifelong student of his craft, always asking questions and taking every opportunity to learn. A Brazilian businessman once told me that of ten U.S. retailing CEOs he wrote to asking for an appointment after he’d purchased a discount retailing chain in South America, only Walton said yes. “We didn’t know much about retailing, so we wanted to talk to executives who knew the business,” he explained. “Most didn’t bother to reply. Sam said, ‘Sure, come on up.’ Only later did I realize he was as interested in learning from us as we were in learning from him; he pummeled us with questions about Brazil. Later, we launched a joint venture with Wal-Mart in South America.”

Becoming a learning person certainly involves responding to every situation with learning in mind, as Walton did. But it involves more than that; it requires setting explicit learning objectives. Look at your personal list of long-term objectives, your midterm objectives, and your current to-do list. How many items fall into the performance genre and how many fall into the learning genre? How many begin with the structure “My objective is to learn X,” rather than “My objective is to accomplish Y”? Most people operate off of to-do lists. They’re a useful mechanism for getting things done. A true learning person also has a “to-learn” list, and the items on that list carry at least as much weight in how one organizes his or her time as the to-do list.

Granite Rock, in Watsonville, California, one of the few authentic learning organizations, has institutionalized this idea by replacing performance goals for individuals with learning goals. The stone, concrete, and asphalt supplier makes the shift explicit by asking each employee to set his or her annual objectives in the format “Learn __________ so that I can __________.”

Learning people also develop explicit learning mechanisms, such as “learning logs” or formal “autopsies”—time explicitly set aside to discuss or reflect on events and extract the maximum knowledge and understanding from them. Such people plant seeds of learning that will flower later. One prominent thinker I spent a day with ended our discussion with the statement, “I have a small consulting fee: you must keep me informed as to your learning and progress.” Every six months or so I send him a letter, and I imagine he gets dozens of such learning letters a year. I’ve also found the mechanism of a learning notebook to be useful; in it I keep track of my learning and observations about life, work, myself, or whatever seems interesting, much the same way a scientist keeps a lab book on any subject of inquiry. It’s a powerful mechanism for identifying not only learning but also the activities where I’m not learning (which I then unplug or redesign).

I’m not yet as much of a learning person as I’d like to be. Like most Americans, I’m driven largely by an urge to perform, accomplish, achieve, and get things done. Yet as I begin to consciously shift to filtering everything through a learning lens, I find both dramatic and subtle differences in the way I do things and how I spend my time. With a “get things done” lens, I’ll leave a voice-mail; with a learning lens, I’ll seek a real-time phone call during which I can ask questions and learn from conversation. With a performance lens, I’ll try to impress the interviewer with my knowledge; with a learning lens, I’ll ask her questions. Even mundane activities like washing dishes, shaving, and walking through airports can be transformed by carrying a portable tape player and listening to unabridged books on tape.



John W. Gardner, author of the classic book Self-Renewal: The Individual and Innovative Society (and a man who kept an active learning and teaching schedule well into his 80s), captured the spirit of the learning person with his admonition “Don’t set out in life to be an interesting person; set out to be an interested person.” Learning people, of which Gardner is a prime example, learn till the day they die, not because learning will “get them somewhere,” but because they see learning as part of the reason for living. When asked for an economic justification for learning, they find the question as odd as being asked for a financial justification for breathing. The link between learning and performance is self-evident, but for a true learning person (or organization, for that matter), performance is not the ultimate why of learning. Learning is the why of learning. And until we grasp that fact and organize accordingly, we will not—indeed cannot—build the elusive learning organization.

QUESTIONS

[image: Image] How would your life be different if you organized your time, energy, and resources around the objective of learning, rather than around performance?

[image: Image] If you look at your personal list of long-term, midterm, and shortterm objectives, how many items fall into the performance genre and how many into the learning genre?

[image: Image] Does your “to-learn” list carry at least as much weight as your to-do list?
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A Journey to Authentic Leadership

In 1990, I published The Female Advantage: Women’s Ways of Leadership. It was the first book to focus on what women had to contribute to organizations rather than how they needed to change and adapt. The topic generated a lot of attention and the book found an audience that has kept it in print for more than twenty years.



This success positioned me as an expert speaker on women’s leadership, and I soon found myself viewed as a voice for—even a leader among—women. For the first few years, I felt awkward in this role. My academic background was unrelated to the book’s topic, my own career trajectory had been unorthodox, and my cultural background taught humility as a virtue. Who was I to speak on behalf of women who had accomplished so much?

My discomfort was sharpened by the title of the book, which could be interpreted to suggest that I reflected or even embodied the advantage of which I wrote. I was also unsure how my new role jibed with my view of myself as “just a writer,” an objective observer who reported on what she saw rather than sharing the experience of her subjects. I made sure to start each talk by noting the fortuitous, even accidental, nature of my expertise.

One morning when presenting to a group of female engineers in Silicon Valley, I was asked to describe one thing participants could do the following day to gain greater visibility in their organizations. The answers came easily because I had spent a lot of time interviewing women who had seen their work undervalued. I talked about how women needed to claim their achievements rather than expecting others to notice the quality of their own work, which my research showed was often a default approach among women. Warming to my subject, I advised participants never to minimize the scope of their contributions by prefacing their observations with a description of their own perceived inadequacies.

During the discussion that followed, one of the participants noted that I had begun my talk by modeling precisely the conduct I was now denouncing. By emphasizing the accidental aspect of my role as expert and my observer status, wasn’t I refusing to claim my own achievement?

I started to respond by talking about the objectivity that writing required, but even as I spoke I could hear the defensiveness in my voice. So I stopped mid-course and began instead to explore aloud the ways in which her observations might be true. Doing so gave me a powerful sense of kinship with the women in the room. I was speaking both as an expert—and yes, a leader—and as someone who shared their experience, inhibitions, and doubts. As my defenses crumbled, I recognized that my own ambivalence was not serving the women who looked to my work for guidance. Emphasizing it was therefore an indulgence—one that neither I nor those to whom I spoke could afford.

Looking back, I see how that morning changed me. As I walked out into the California sunshine following the event, I resolved to claim my own contribution to the world and accept the mantle of leadership that had been thrust upon me. However inadvertently, I had created the place I now held in the world, and I had a responsibility to receive it with grace. Reluctance would only shortchange those attracted by my message, and undermine any power I had to affect change.

Upon reflection, I recognized that authentic leadership often comes unsolicited, the result of achievements that inspire trust in others. If you put those achievements out in the world, whatever your intention, you need to take responsibility for the possibilities they create. If what you put forth meets a need in the world, you must do whatever you can to help others find a way to fulfill it.

I also began to understand that assuming the mantle of leadership requires not just willingness and expertise, but also the capacity to share in the experience of those who look to you. I could not fully claim my achievement until I recognized that my reluctance to do so was rooted in the same ambivalence and fear that the women I wrote about experienced. My capacity as a leader depended on the paradox of being able to embody the vulnerabilities I sought to address.

QUESTIONS

[image: Image] How have you journeyed to authenticity in your professional life? In your personal life? Have you taken this journey?

[image: Image] What fears have you let go of, or could you let go of, to take this journey?

[image: Image] Have you taken, or do you take, responsibility for the possibilities that your achievements have created?
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