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MY BLIND SPOT AND ITS TRAP DOOR



Most people think they know what they’re good at. They are usually wrong.


Peter Drucker




I had just gotten off a phone call with Randy, a colleague with whom I had worked some twenty years ago. I hadn’t spoken with him in years and, although it was great catching up, the thought that went through my mind that summer day in 2014 was “what happened?” Randy was smart, hardworking, well educated, and, after working for several strong, brand-name companies, had an admirable set of skills. He seemed to have “the right stuff.” Yet his career had stalled somewhere along the way, and I could hear the disappointment in his voice when he talked about it. What went wrong?


That conversation led me to think back to one of those never-to-be-forgotten moments that we all experience: receiving bad career news. Mine took place in the mid-1990s, during a wilting performance review, where my boss described me as “obstinate,” “resistant,” and “insubordinate.”


I was then a thirty-two-year-old marketer in PepsiCo’s Frito-Lay division in Dallas. Up until that time, I’d had a pretty good nine-year run at PepsiCo, starting off in Wichita in 1986, as an assistant marketing manager for the Pizza Hut division, then, three years later, I became a marketing manager working on the initial expansion of the Taco Bell franchise into the Ontario, Canada, market. By 1995, I was a senior product manager, working in the new products department at Frito-Lay. I’d been fortunate enough to have received several promotions in my career at PepsiCo and was told that I had senior management potential. I had developed a skill set in the fundamentals of consumer marketing and could drive results by gaining the enlistment of others, because I was empathetic and had pretty good listening skills. I didn’t feel compelled to take all the credit for accomplished work and, by and large, approached my job with a high degree of enthusiasm and a strong dose of irreverent humor. If asked, my peers probably would have said I was a hardworking, well-organized team player who was fun to work with. I was a big believer in one of Harry Truman’s adages: “It’s amazing what you can accomplish if you don’t care who gets the credit.”


Now I was sitting in my boss’s office for my annual performance review. I worried as he started the preamble, a variation of the “this is going to hurt me more than it hurts you” theme. Smelling a rat, I flipped to the back page of my review, the “money page” in PepsiCo’s review process. It gauged an employee’s future potential with a job seniority level in the top right-hand corner of the page. Unlike in past reviews, where I’d seen “L18+” (level 18 is a senior vice president; at that time, I was a level 13, a senior manager), now I read the ominous words “Hold in Place.” My ears started burning and I began to feel a strange sense of displacement, like I was out of my body, watching myself perform in a movie. I turned back to the first page of the review and tried to concentrate on what Mike, my boss, was saying to me.


Mike didn’t bury the lead for long—he came right out and told me that I was considered, by senior management, to be unpromotable and was no longer on the fast track at Frito-Lay. He laid out a list of my offenses, littering his examples with words like “uncooperative,” “resistant,” and “unmanageable” as he described my behavior in various situations, such as the time he’d asked me to work alongside an outside consultant he’d hired for assistance on a marketplace analysis to determine the size and potential of the snack market for kids. Thinking it was part of my job to do this analysis, I ignored the consultant’s requests to meet with me—a big mistake, as I was now coming to see.


Thirty painful minutes later, as he was wrapping up, Mike asked if I had anything to say for myself. I could tell he was frustrated, so I refrained from trying to defend myself. I could have told him that his insisting that I work with the consultant made me feel he lacked confidence in my abilities. I could have vented about how frustrated I’d become working within a large, matrixed organization, where decision making was slow and the approval rights unclear, and where I spent more time running the internal gauntlet to get projects approved than I did facing outward and developing new products and services that would appeal to our customers. Instead, I simply asked if I was being fired. He said, “No, but since we’re going into the holiday break, I want you to take the next two weeks off and consider—really consider—if you want to be here. I’m not sure you do, to be honest. If you decide you want to stay here at Frito-Lay, I don’t want you to work in my group any longer. You’ll need to look for another marketing position within the company.”


Over the break, I spoke with my parents about my predicament. At first, my thinking was that I didn’t want to return—although Frito-Lay is an excellent company, it just didn’t feel like the right fit for me. During the past few years, as I’d moved into middle management, I’d become increasingly frustrated by the amount of time I spent on process management and the amount of effort I had to put into “greasing the skids”—trying to influence and cater to the various power players throughout the organization. I didn’t think I had the right disposition for it. I became visibly impatient with and frustrated by the corporate bureaucracy. Although I was a good team player with my peers, when I felt the heavy hand of authority upon me, I wasn’t. I tended to try to brush that heavy hand aside, to my own detriment. Two of my signature strengths—my self-starting nature and my sense of humor—had a destructive flip side. When feeling trod upon by “the man,” I either ignored him or became irreverent, passive-aggressively expressing myself through ill-timed barbs of humor.


Although I felt it was time to leave the company, I didn’t want to depart on such a bad note. When I asked my dad for advice, he said he was amazed that I’d lasted as long as I had inside a large organization. “You’re a Cast,” he said. “We tend to have trouble working in bureaucratic environments.” My father worked independently—as a doctor who built his own surgical center—as did my grandfather, who was a free-ranging insurance salesman. I thought to myself, “You tell me that now, Dad, after nearly a decade working for corporations?!”


That event at Frito-Lay was an “aha moment” for me: Success, I started to understand, wasn’t just about working hard and having a skill advantage, being industry-savvy and highly motivated. Even smart and talented people display behavioral problems that can stall their careers. My humiliating performance review stayed with me, and, as I’ve watched others go through career jags, getting demoted or fired, I eventually felt compelled to conduct research to discover the answer to these questions: What really impedes the career progress of talented people? Why do some careers stall while others flourish?


I found that many of us are closer to career derailment than we might think. Because bosses often provide little more than sporadic (at best) and nonspecific performance feedback (in hindsight I am thankful that Mike’s feedback to me that day was crystal clear), it’s common that we aren’t made aware of a performance issue until it’s too late. The fact is that one-half to two-thirds of managers and leaders will experience career derailment. At some point, over half of us will get fired or demoted—or our careers will flatline and we won’t reach our innate potential. And I found that there are five common reasons why it happens, which I’ve expressed through archetypes—characterizations that demonstrate, in a microcosm, how and why talented people experience career derailment. I’ve done this to humanize this uncomfortable topic. If your first reaction is “none of these characters is like me,” look past their specific characterizations and into their behavioral tendencies—chances are you will find a few gold nuggets that you can address to improve your performance. For example, although I’ve never been told I was “sharp-elbowed” or an “egomaniac” like the first archetype, Captain Fantastic, there are aspects of him in me. The truth is I derailed because I was dismissive of my boss’s input and acted arrogantly.


The Five Archetypes


Captain Fantastic


These are the folks whose sharp elbows bruise you on their quest for the Holy Grail of the corner office. They suffer from interpersonal issues because of unbridled ego drive and dismal listening skills, resulting in poor working relationships with coworkers. Captain Fantastics, with their mantra of “I-me-mine” may initially rise up through the organization, but, because they alienate others, when they’re placed in broader and more complex roles that require the support of others, more often than not, like Icarus, they flame out.


The Solo Flier


Often these are strong individual contributors who are very good at executing their initiatives—Solo Fliers not only deliver the bacon, they cut and wrap it as well. They are self-starting, self-contained, multitalented achievement dynamos. But when they get promoted into managerial positions, they have difficulty building and leading teams and revert to either micromanaging or trying to do the work themselves. Their teams become dissatisfied and eventually there’s a coup d’état. The way they operate can be summed up when they communicate to others, either verbally or nonverbally: “step aside, I’ve got this.”


Version 1.0


These people, comfortable in their routines, are highly skeptical of change. They resist learning new skills that would help them adapt to the rapidly changing business environment. They resist using new technologies that could help them perform their jobs better and faster. When new management comes into their company to shake things up, they often form part of a rear guard resisting change. They may call themselves “traditionalists,” but in reality they are overly cautious. Their attitude of “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” will not serve them well over time, and eventually their dinosaur-like tendencies may lead to extinction.


The One-Trick Pony


These folks are good at doing a good job at what they’re good at. The problem is they become so reliant on what they’re good at—a signature skill—that, over time, unbeknownst to them, they become one-dimensional and unpromotable. Whereas Version 1.0s resist change, One-Trick Ponies don’t realize they need to change—that they’ve overspecialized and have become pigeonholed into doing one thing for their firm. Their upward mobility stops because they’ve done the same thing over and over and haven’t had a diverse set of work experiences that provide them with a broad strategic perspective. They don’t understand how other departments function and don’t grasp the activities that drive value for their company’s business. They thought their belief that “we live in an age of specialization” led them to take the right approach, but they came to realize that their careers are now limited because of their narrowness.


The Whirling Dervish


These people run around the office like their hair is on fire, late for the next meeting and muttering to themselves about their workload. They lack planning and organizational skills; they’re often creative people with a host of ideas spewing out of their brains like a hyperactive geyser—but they have a hard time converting their ideas into action. Because they are known to overcommit and underdeliver, their boss and coworkers can’t count on them to complete their assigned tasks, and eventually people try to avoid working with them. Whirling Dervishes don’t deliver on promises, wondering, “where did the time go?!”


Necessary Conversations Aren’t Occurring


People with these traits are in every organization—from big corporations to small law firms, from educational institutions to early stage start-ups. These five archetypes cut across not only type and stage of organization, but also gender and level of seniority. As it turns out, the research on which these archetypes are based is robust and consistent. So, an important and puzzling question is: Why aren’t companies doing a better job of helping their employees identify and address these five common behavioral issues in order to reduce the rate of worker derailment? Why isn’t the topic of derailment included as part of career development conversations? The answer, to a certain extent, lies in the popularity of the “focusing on your strengths” movement. Without a doubt, the “strengths movement” is a positive development. What’s not to like about a philosophy that focuses on our upside—one based on the premise that we’re happier and perform better when we understand what we’re good at and put ourselves into jobs that leverage those strengths? The problem comes when it’s taken too far and used to the exclusion of other methods of self-examination and career development. “Accentuate the positive” has become a new mantra in many workplaces, where, according to the Wall Street Journal, “bosses now dole out frequent praise, urge employees to celebrate small victories and focus performance reviews around a particular worker’s strengths—instead of dwelling on why he flubbed a client presentation.”


There are two problems with companies’ excessive focus on the positive. First, not all strengths are of equal importance. What you’re good at might not be what your firm needs you to be good at. The value placed on particular strengths often depends on the job context; the strengths needed usually vary by industry type, by job function, and by firm size and stage of development. You may have a set of skills or several strong behavioral traits that just aren’t of primary importance for your company at its particular state of incarnation. For example, you may be an empathetic person with excellent account management skills but that may not be of primary importance if you’re at an early stage venture that needs you to have outstanding selling skills to bring in new accounts.


Second and more damaging is that the overreliance on “focusing on your strengths” can mask a critical skill gap or a personal blind spot that stops a talented person’s career in its tracks. The derailment research shows that careers stall more from having the “wrong stuff” (e.g., being insensitive to others) than lacking the “right stuff” (e.g., not having strong analytical skills). Competency assessments are widely used to gauge personal traits such as mental horsepower, emotional intelligence, and decisiveness as well as job skills, such as technical know-how. The problem is, these assessments gauge the “right stuff” areas and do not examine the “wrong stuff” areas, where people are vulnerable to derailment. The reason boils down to a preference for focusing on the positive—competency development—and not addressing the negative—fixing issues that may lead to derailment. But without having these necessary hard conversations, people suffer because they’re left unaware of a blind spot or area of vulnerability instead of being able to develop a plan to resolve or mitigate it. As a result, people are not receiving the personal feedback they need to improve, and their careers are suffering. Organizations pursuing a developmental strategy focusing on strengths alone will not lead to the career ascension of their employees. Sooner or later, unaddressed developmental needs will limit the career progress of good people.
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After talking to my parents and several friends and mentors and going through a decent amount of self-reflection, I decided to return to Frito-Lay. I wanted to redeem myself and also to avoid a black mark on my résumé. I was able to find work in another group, but it wasn’t easy. As I peddled my wares, I found out I’d developed a reputation with senior management for being difficult to manage. I ended up working for Stephen Quinn, who had just moved to the United States from our Canadian division. He wasn’t fully aware of my problem-child reputation, and I was thankful that he took me into his group.


After rereading my performance review and reflecting on what my now former boss Mike had told me, I realized that I needed to understand the circumstances that triggered my bad behavior and to develop practical methods to better self-regulate and curb my tendency toward insubordination. First, I looked back on all the core activities I performed in my last assignment and wrote down the situations where I became frustrated and my rebellious tendency was activated. It seemed to come out in ponderous process-oriented meetings, especially when the conversation turned to matters related to turf and power, such as departmental approval rights, or when the conversation turned to mind-numbing internal procedural steps that needed to be taken to give a project the green light. It also seemed to rear its ugly head when I was told what to do by an authority figure for whom I lacked professional regard, such as the vice president of packaging, who, in an effort to reduce the level of complexity for his team, lobbied for me to cut the “hot salsa” item from our Tostitos lineup, not understanding that it would reduce our retail shelf space in the grocery aisle and cut the sales rate across our entire product line.


After listing a handful of these “charged” circumstances where my bad behavior popped out, I realized I needed some kind of reminder—a device to help me maintain self-awareness and to self-monitor in situations that played to my areas of vulnerability. So I did two things. First, I created a screen saver on my desktop computer that said “Roark.” Howard Roark, the unflappable protagonist in Ayn Rand’s book The Fountainhead, handled the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune with aplomb. Like Ronald Reagan, the arrows bounced off Roark. He had rhino hide. I, too, needed to learn to depersonalize business feedback that came my way. Second, I found a thick rubber band and wrote “B” on it in several places. When I found myself in a glacially slow process meeting, exasperated enough to let out a little verbal steam, I looked down at that rubber band and remembered to simply breathe. Breathe slowly from my diaphragm and watch the urge to vent just pass, preventing me from saying something I might regret.


I still remember one case in particular where this simple practice served me well. I was in a product review meeting for Tostitos, the brand on which I worked. All the muckety-mucks were in attendance—everyone from the CEO to the head of manufacturing to the chief marketing officer. I arrived early and quietly took a seat at the large boardroom table. Eventually, the room filled. My boss, a vice president of marketing, was standing at the front of the room, ready to kick off the session. Then, a big cheese, the head of R&D entered the room, late, walked up to me and stated quite loudly, “You’re sitting in my chair.” A question formed in my head: “Oh, is this the director’s chair? Is your name on the back of it, like a Spielberg or Scorsese?” Instead, I looked down, saw the “B” on the rubber band, and took a deep breath. Then I said, “Excuse me” and found a seat on the perimeter of the room. Prior to my poor performance review, the chances are good I would have delivered a useless and destructive retort to the head of R&D. Now I just got up and moved.


Over time, I was again considered to be a promotable employee, and I was eventually moved up from a manager to a director role, in no small part due to the counsel and support of my new boss, Stephen Quinn. He counseled me on how to deal with senior management, and he took the time to work with me on my particular area of personal vulnerability. That area was (and still is) an interpersonal issue that manifests itself in the form of a self-defeating behavior that one leadership expert, Robert Hogan, calls being “mischievous”—someone who seeks excitement, likes to test limits, wants immediate results, and doesn’t do routines well. According to Hogan’s research, there are eleven common “dark side” personality tendencies that pop out, often under pressure, and hurt us. Hogan found that a staggering 98 percent of people have at least one of these eleven tendencies. I had run headlong into a manifestation of the most common and most damaging career derailer: suffering from interpersonal issues; in my case, this “dark side” tendency of being mischievous popped out when I was provoked by either corporate bureaucracy or heavy-handed authority figures.


Twenty years after that performance review, through LinkedIn, I located Mike—the boss who’d delivered the tough message—and asked if we could talk. I hadn’t spoken to him since the mid-1990s. On a phone call, I asked if he remembered that review. Mike chuckled and said, “Oh, yes,” and went on to say,




With your review I was pretty matter of fact. We were trying to create a new vision in my group and I didn’t see you as engaged in it. You weren’t doing what I wanted you to do—instead you did what you wanted. You were this smart and charming guy who realized he could get what he wanted by being smart and charming and I wanted you to do something more. I wanted you to use your skills of persuasion to help lead my agenda. But you didn’t want to do that. So you needed to hear that message. If you wanted to stay at the company, you had to do things differently.





Back in the 1990s, senior executives at PepsiCo used an analogy that Mike cited, saying that our senior managers and leaders were “eagles who fly in formation.” I remember that analogy used to make me grimace. To me it felt demotivating and restrictive. But it became clear to me after Mike’s review that if I wanted to dig out of my hole and remain employed at PepsiCo, I had to embrace this philosophy to some extent and learn to fly straight, in formation, and not veer off the prescribed path.


Even though many years have passed since my Frito-Lay days, as I listened to Mike describe his experience working with me back then, I still cringed when he said, for emphasis, the repetitive and sardonic line about my being “smart and charming.” I lacked self-awareness back then—I didn’t understand the destructive effects that my propensity to be mischievous had on my career until I received a gut punch and derailed. But, in hindsight, Mike’s performance review was the most useful I’ve ever received—surely more helpful than a glowing one. His honest assessment allowed me to better understand my own vulnerabilities and forced me to face and mitigate them in order to progress in my career.


What Exactly Is Derailment?


Derailment occurs when a manager or an executive previously deemed to have strong potential is fired, demoted, or plateaus below his or her expected levels of performance. It’s the result, two leadership researchers found, of “a lack of fit between individual values and development, on the one hand, and organizational values and needs, on the other.” The reasons for derailment, then, extend beyond job-specific issues, such as a skill gap or lack of experiential knowledge, and even beyond interpersonal issues that impede one’s ability to manage or lead. Derailment may be the result of a lack of cultural fit between the values and motives of the individual and those of the firm itself. That was certainly the case with me. Although I did suffer from an interpersonal issue (my tendency toward insubordination in certain circumstances), it was further provoked by my having values and needs that weren’t well aligned with the cultural norms at Frito-Lay. I valued autonomy and creativity, I was not motivated by power, and I was demotivated by procedure. Years later, I took the Hogan personality tests and the assessment was that I valued “independent self-expression, innovation and unconventional thought,” was “suspicious of conventional beliefs,” and disliked environments that were “old-fashioned or conservative and emphasize procedures over understanding.” The assessment said I should seek work environments that “value creativity, imagination, emphasize the quality of product design and tolerate eccentricity.” Frito-Lay, although an outstanding company, did not fit that bill in 1995. My problem was that I didn’t know this about myself at the time.


Often, prior to failing, people who derail were successful and considered talented up-and-comers. Derailment often afflicts talented managers who are either unaware of a debilitating weakness or interpersonal blind spot or arrogant enough to believe that developmental feedback doesn’t apply to them. Talented managers and leaders, as we will see time and again in the stories that follow, are often “knocked off the fast track” due to a lack of self-awareness around an interpersonal issue or a key skill gap and an unwillingness, once confronted with it, to adjust their behavior accordingly. It is often hubris—not lack of talent—that causes people on the rise to fall.


Getting things done through others—the essence of leadership—requires a combination of technical skills (being proficient in areas important to the success of the business), intrapersonal skills (especially strong self-management skills, which are driven by self-understanding and self-control), and interpersonal skills (the ability to develop and foster strong relationships and gain the enlistment of others). People may derail due to a lack of technical, job-related skills, but more common reasons have to do with intrapersonal or interpersonal issues that impede them from enlisting people to accomplish goals. A revealing part of my research included conducting a survey of one hundred derailed managers and then executing follow-up interviews with a subset of the derailed population. My research found that “a lack of self-awareness” and “difficulty working with others” were the top two reasons that these one hundred people experienced a career derailment event. As the late, great management expert Peter Drucker said, as in the epigraph to this Introduction, “Most people think they know what they’re good at. They are usually wrong.” Or, as Robert Hogan, Joyce Hogan, and Robert Kaiser, three often-cited derailment researchers, write, “Derailment can almost always be traced to relationship problems.”


There are of course times when people derail because of personal circumstances, such as health problems, or personal priorities, such as a reluctance to relocate or the desire to improve their work–life balance. Although these are critical aspects of a person’s career equation, they are of a personal nature and highly individualized and hard to address and generalize at a macro level. Because of that, my focus in this book will be primarily on derailment as it occurs inside the walls of the office.


My Purpose


I want to shine a light on this buried topic of derailment in order to help talented people realize their potential. My goal is to help you understand, assess, and correct problems that could otherwise stall your career. I will discuss a variety of strategies to help you avoid derailment or get back on track when derailment occurs, focusing in particular on three key remedies:




[image: image] Becoming more aware of your own areas of vulnerability, especially potential interpersonal issues;


[image: image] Understanding new job requirements during times of change and transition; and


[image: image] Increasing your learning agility to become more “career flexible” and taking charge of your own career development.




You will find advice from experts and many actual stories of talented people who stumbled in their careers but got back on track and how they did it. You will also find self-assessment questions to help you identify your own derailment propensities, which I developed and tested with MBA and executive students at the Kellogg School of Management. And you will find a host of practical remedies to address any derailment propensities that you realize you have.


In Part One of the book, I examine, in detail, each of the five major reasons for career derailment and lay out corrective measures.


In Part Two, I examine the behavior of high performers, juxtaposing what these people with “the right stuff” do to distinguish themselves from average or below-average performers. I examine their traits, behaviors, and growth practices, discussing why they are viewed favorably and have strong career momentum.


Then, in an effort to help ensure you’re in the right job—that you have the right career “fit”—I close by examining ways to improve your self-understanding, digging into the topic of motives, and then I finish by laying out eight ways to take charge of your own career.


A friend of mine who is an executive coach calls derailers “blind spots with trap doors.” Our blind spot doesn’t allow us to see an area of personal vulnerability until we’ve already dropped through the floor. Although these derailers often surprise us, they don’t surprise those around us. Ironically, they’re often blind spots in clear sight. The goal of this book is to make these blind spots visible to you, to shine a light on them so you can take corrective action and navigate around those trap doors and continue to progress in your career.
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THE FIVE ARCHETYPES
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CAPTAIN FANTASTIC


Human Wrecking Balls Who Wreck Themselves


Captain Fantastic bursts into your office without knocking, interrupting a meeting you’re having with Bill, one of the people on your team. The Captain says, “Sorry, but we gotta talk. Only take a minute.” He is the vice president of merchandising and you are a marketing manager, so you reluctantly comply, saying, “OK, Bill and I are just about finished here. Give me two minutes.” “Sorry,” he says, “but we need to talk now! I’m hopping on the Gulfstream in an hour with the chief.”


Without waiting for an answer or for Bill to leave, he plops down in a chair and launches into an account of how your marketing campaign for his new line of glitter blue jeans is ineffective. “The models aren’t hot; the copy is pedestrian at best—the word play on ‘glitter and Twitter’ is lame. And I have yet to see any of the ads on prime-time programming—where are they running, on late-night TV, alongside the Chia Pet ads?”


You take a deep breath, prepared to address each of his concerns. But as you begin to explain that these natural-looking models scored higher in concept appeal tests with your customers than any of the heroin-chic models your competitors were using, he interrupts, saying, “Look, I’m giving you the courtesy of this meeting. Just so you know, I’m gonna have to get this campaign pulled off the air, and I’m recommending that we use a different ad agency. I know a group who does good work.” When you remind him that advertising decisions are under the discretion of the marketing department, not merchandising, he says, “Not when it’s not selling product.” Then he up and leaves.


With the deft touch of a sledgehammer, Captain Fantastic leaves a trail of carnage on his drive for the corner office. At his worst, he’s a human wrecking ball known for being insensitive, arrogant, and emotionally volatile. Dismissive of input or advice from anyone else, he has few friends to help him when the tide turns and business results soften, which they inevitably do. When the results are strong, decision makers often look the other way or forgive Captain Fantastic. But when performance weakens, the Captain Fantastics of the world get fired.


Where They Go Wrong


Captain Fantastic is a characterization or archetype of the way people can suffer from the damaging effects of their interpersonal behavior. The Captain’s poor ego management results in behavior that is a combination of arrogance (in particular, insensitivity, aloofness, and dismissiveness) and defensiveness (especially not being open to criticism and having poor listening skills). Fueling the Captain’s poor ego management is his nearly laughable (but not if you’re at the receiving end of his tirades) lack of self-awareness, particularly his inability to understand how his words and actions affect others.




People who suffer from the Captain Fantastic syndrome may end up flaming out due to:




• Arrogance, especially being dismissive of others’ input;


• Excessive ambition, focusing on their own career at the expense of others;


• Being defensive, especially having poor listening skills and not being open to constructive criticism;


• Being insensitive and lacking empathy for others’ feelings;


• Lacking composure and having poor stress management skills, including outbursts and overreacting; and


• Being distrustful of others’ intentions.







People with poor interpersonal skills suffer from the fallout of what certainly is “the great derailer.” Marshall Goldsmith, a prominent executive coach and the author of What Got You Here Won’t Get You There believes that “the single biggest career derailer I see is lack of ego management—lack of humility, lack of willingness to shut up and listen and learn.”


The Captain Fantastic syndrome is in fact the number one reason why people run into career trouble—regardless of age, salary level, ethnicity, or gender. If anything, the need to develop strong interpersonal relations becomes even more pronounced as we progress in our careers. As people move from individual contributor to manager and into larger leadership positions, they increasingly rely on others to complete ever-more-complex work projects. As I have said more than once to talented up-and-comers who have a touch of arrogance and have yet to realize the benefits of taking the time to establish strong interpersonal working relationships, “Remember: ‘We’ knows more than ‘me.’” Stuart Kaplan, the director of leadership recruiting at Google, reinforced this point during a conversation with me: “As you progress [in your career], your relationship with others is more important than your knowledge of and relationship with data. This need kicks in as you move into middle and upper management. It’s a mind-set change.” He continued, “You have to suppress your ego, let go of having the answer, and embrace the relational world. It becomes less about having competencies and more about engendering trust.”


Jana Rich, a highly respected executive recruiter in Silicon Valley and founder of the Rich Talent Group who has placed executives at companies such as Airbnb, Google, and Uber, stressed how poor ego management and, correspondingly, poor listening skills can thwart people during a job interview. “When I interview a candidate, I always ask this one question: ‘Will you please give me a ten-minute walk through your career, focusing on the how and why of your career transitions? I’ve read your bio and résumé, so I’m not looking for what you did in each job and your accomplishments. I’m interested in how you thought through your transitions. Again, please keep your answer to ten minutes.’” Then Jana laughed and continued: “I’m not joking—you would not believe how frequently I get these long, rambling thirty- to forty-minute answers! Where is their self-awareness? Where are their listening skills? What about their engagement skills? Where’s that give and take that creates an interesting conversation? Is it only about them and their agenda? When job candidates go on and on after I asked for brevity, I worry about their interpersonal sensitivity, not being others-oriented, not being able to bring others along with them.”


There are a handful of interpersonal behaviors that commonly lead people toward derailment. Six of the worst offenders are defensiveness, arrogance, lack of composure, being distrustful, being mischievous and colorful, and being passive.


Defensive people face the danger of having an inaccurate view of their own performance. Peers and subordinates tend to shy away from offering their perspectives (why bother?—their thoughts will be dismissed immediately). Eventually defensive people find that they aren’t receiving accurate, helpful feedback on their work. This can be an enormous issue over time and can lead to derailment. People who are defensive and fail to give criticism due consideration don’t learn from experience and stop improving. Early in my career, I struggled with being defensive when encountering critical feedback—and lacked self-awareness about this trait. Instead of looking for the pearl inside the comment, I’d busy myself with conjuring a justifiable comeback remark. And the likelihood of my being defensive was directly proportional to the amount of time and effort I put into a project. As a young marketing manager for Taco Bell Canada, I was very excited about presenting our new TV advertising campaign to our division’s vice president of marketing. But as he noticed flaws and picked it apart, I found myself interrupting him time and again to justify what I felt was a very creative new campaign. Eventually he said, “You sound like a frog, Carter. ‘Yeah-but,’ ‘Yeah-but,’ ‘Yeah-but.’ Why don’t you stop croaking and start listening? I’ve been doing restaurant marketing for quite some time.”


To counter this tendency, I created a mantra that I use when encountering critical feedback: “I shift into neutral; I shift into neutral; I shift into neutral…” I am certainly not alone in having this trait. You can find evidence of people suffering from defensiveness just about everywhere. I recently opened my newspaper to the sports section, where I read that former Philadelphia 76er superstar Allen Iverson was elected into the NBA Basketball Hall of Fame. Iverson said he hadn’t called his coach, Larry Brown, to thank him yet, because he thought he’d “cry like a baby” when he heard Brown’s voice. “I love being who I am,” Iverson told reporters following the introduction ceremony of the 2016 class. “I feel comfortable in my skin. But if I could have a wish, as an athlete, I wish I would have bought into what he [Coach Larry Brown] was trying to give me all along. Just being defiant, being a certified a**hole for nothing—when all he wanted was the best for me.… I didn’t take constructive criticism the way I should have.” Iverson goes on to say that once he stopped rebelling and started listening to Coach Brown, he went from being just a talented player to the league’s MVP, and his team reached the NBA finals.


Captain Fantastic has the interpersonal defect of arrogance in spades. Like the Captain, arrogant people often rise quickly through the ranks of an organization due to their boldness but then have a spectacular fall. They are often self-absorbed and focused on their upward career trajectory, but at the expense of others and what’s good for the team. They may “manage up” well, but not sideways with peers and downward with those at lower levels. I saw many examples of this at PepsiCo: a smart, well-educated, very ambitious guy would go rocketing up the organization. Eventually he would assume a broad, complex leadership position, where he needed to rely on others to get work done, and, believing he had all the answers, he would be dismissive of others’ input. No one would want to work for or with him—he would not be able to gain others’ enlistment in order to successfully deliver against his accountabilities. Then, at a later date, I’d read an announcement from HR that this Captain Fantastic “is moving onto a special project,” and twelve weeks later he’d be gone.


“When I think about what throws a person’s career offtrack,” noted Raul Vazquez, the CEO of Oportun, a company that provides credit-establishing, affordable loans to people without credit scores, “I think of ego in particular. When ego needs overwhelm a person’s natural pride for their work, they run into trouble. It becomes a battle between self and others. To what extent are you motivated by doing things for yourself versus serving the needs of the team?” Raul recalled a “very talented up-and-coming young marketer who tried to push his massive agenda onto his peers. He wasn’t interested in listening to their rational objections; he just kept cramming his agenda down others’ throats. He was smart and very skilled. But his ambition wasn’t balanced with prudence or empathy for others’ perspectives. He just pressed forward and asked for forgiveness later. He’d do it his way and say ‘sorry’ later. His actions came at the expense of others.” Raul paused and then said, “He didn’t last at the company.”


A third interpersonal issue that derails workers is being volatile and overly excitable. Lacking composure makes it particularly hard for managers to be effective with their subordinates. Team members look to their leaders for stability, optimism, and hope. Having an erratic boss who responds poorly to stress is very disconcerting. They wonder, “Who’s going to show up?” Whereas arrogant people are going to act arrogantly and defensive people will act defensively, people who lack composure are wild cards. At their best, they’re really good. Volatile, excitable people are often creative and committed. But, at their worst, they destabilize their group. Brooke Vuckovic, an executive coach and adjunct lecturer of leadership coaching at the Kellogg School of Management, said,




The impact of a volatile leader radiates out. Their volatility is very hard for those around them. When junior employees act out, they get read the riot act—often immediately. But when more senior-level people are volatile, the system doesn’t always respond—until it’s too late. Here’s why: volatile leaders often manage impressions extremely well with those who have the power in their organizations, or, they are so valuable that people don’t want to risk alienating them by giving them feedback. This derailer demands an unusual (and unfair) level of composure from the people they lead, who must maintain their composure when their leader can’t. Or they are left having to smooth the waters their bosses have churned. It’s hard to manage through, and can create a dysfunctional working environment for the entire team.





A fourth interpersonal issue that hurts the career of talented people is being mischievous and overly dramatic. Given their lack of impulse control, these colorful people can be dangerous to put in front of senior management or important customers for fear of their saying the wrong thing. People with this trait also tend to have difficulty maintaining focus on the task at hand or staying on course with key business priorities. Colorful, dramatic people are often imaginative—they are fascinated by new ideas but are susceptible to changing their direction on a whim. They can be distracted by “bright, shiny objects.” When you talk to people who work for dramatic, limit-testing bosses, you’ll hear that, at their best, they are creative, visionary, and inspiring but at their worst they are impulsive, attention-seeking, distractible people who don’t manage their teams well and make poor business decisions. A 360-degree feedback report from a peer of a senior-level enterprise software sales manager who suffered from being impulsive and colorful noted that “he has way too many ‘look at me’ moments, especially when he has an audience of underlings—or when we’re on a road trip, recruiting for new talent. It’s like someone winds him up and he just goes off. Stories. Jokes. Tall tales. It can be funny but then he overplays it. He’d probably tell you that he’s warming up the room, but beneath his stories, it’s all about him. And it’s terribly distracting. We waste time. It takes us from our task at hand.”


Regarding the fifth interpersonal issue, people who are distrustful can be hard workers with high performance standards. Their watchful skepticism can yield accurate insights about political machinations inside their company. But they can also be pessimistic and difficult to work with. Subordinates often find them to be micromanagers and poor delegators. Peers often find that their excessive skepticism and distrust brings work projects to a crawl as suspicion strains relationships and creates antagonism. A group of us at PepsiCo dubbed these folks “the sales prevention society,” and, when working on cross functional initiatives, we tried our best to keep them from being assigned to our projects. I’ve found this trait of playing the skeptic to be a natural tendency for people working in technical functions (like manufacturing, research and development, or software development) and in finance and legal. Although it’s understandable and often appropriate—the very nature of these jobs is to be rigorous, exacting, and careful in order to develop and protect the assets of the company—I’ve had many experiences, particularly with corporate legal counsel or with finance managers and CFOs, where their protective skepticism crossed over the line of prudence and into a distrust for “the new.” In these encounters, I’ve tried to reframe the conversation from “why we can’t” to “how we can.”


When it comes to the sixth interpersonal derailment tendency, passive people, at their best, are “good soldiers” who steadily advance their projects. At their worst they clog organizations, slowing innovation and creating a culture of mediocrity. Their risk aversion and inability to act independently ensures nothing remarkable is accomplished. Ted Martin, an executive recruiter who places senior-level executives into high-growth venture capital and private equity companies, said,




In my line of business, I interview plenty of people who talk a lot about how busy they are, how full their plates are and they translate that into being a hard worker who deserves more responsibility. But be careful. Just because you show up on time for every meeting, follow directions and do your part doesn’t mean you’re a high performer or should get promoted. There are plenty of people out there who fall into a bucket I call “process facilitators.” They move things along on the proverbial assembly line but they don’t drive organizational change. They’re in a very different category than the high performers who bust out and create something that wasn’t there before.





Of these six interpersonal issues, I would call out the dangers of defensiveness because it suppresses the ability to learn and develop. Self-understanding is a key component of career success and defensiveness reduces the ability to examine and adjust behavior. Research indicates that defensive people receive less feedback than open-minded people. Their perception becomes increasingly inaccurate and their blind spots multiply.


The problems associated with not being aware of one’s interpersonal issues can be seen with twenty-seven-year-old Cecilia Brooks, who went through a management development program in store operations at one of the largest retailers in the United States. Bright and motivated, she performed well in her training assignments. After eighteen months of training, Cecilia was promoted to a human resources job at a different retail store within the company, where she oversaw the staffing of new positions and managed the orientation of newly hired people. “It was,” she said, “a big store, and I was the number two HR person there.” But a year later she left because, as she put it, “I wanted a break from retail.” When I gently dug a little deeper, other reasons became apparent. “Well,” she said, “there weren’t really the growth opportunities I thought there’d be. It didn’t really look like I’d be able to get the next job.” When I asked her if there was any particular feedback she’d heard about her performance that might explain the lack of available growth opportunities, she said, “Yes, there was one thing. I got feedback that I was too forceful and aggressive in team meetings and when I met with my peers. Turnover was an issue at this store and I was under a lot of pressure to fix it. In my first meeting at the new store, I came in with this great plan—really well thought out—on how to fix it. What everybody needed to do to fix it. It was a really good plan. And they were like, ‘Hey, we don’t even know you. Slow down.’” When I asked if this was an isolated occasion, she said, “I guess not. We had these quarterly review meetings and I heard from my boss that I didn’t get buy-in from people before I recommended a plan. I guess I heard that a lot, really. I think my boss felt like I wasn’t taking in that feedback.” “Were you?” I asked. “I think so, but I kept getting new bosses,” Cecilia replied. “That was frustrating.” When I asked if she heard similar feedback from the new boss, Cecilia said, “I guess so, yes. I think I find it hard to hear criticism. I’m a perfectionist and take bad feedback really hard. I don’t like it. I deny it. I only like hearing good things.”


A Walk on the Dark Side


What often lurks behind these six interpersonal issues are aberrant personality dimensions that often come to light during times of stress, as when Cecilia rotated to a new store and was tasked with fixing the employee turnover problem. Six decades ago, psychoanalyst Karen Horney developed an influential theory around neuroses and the dark side of personality that is still used today. Horney’s clinical research with patients led her to believe that a neurosis is simply how people address and manage through interpersonal issues that they encounter on a daily basis. She viewed neuroses as our ongoing coping mechanisms and identified three broad categories of coping strategies based on these needs: “moving against people,” “moving away from people,” and “moving toward people.”


According to Horney, with “moving against people,” we desire control by seeking power and social recognition. We attempt to accomplish this by reverting to aggressive behavior or through charm or manipulation. We behave like this as a defensive strategy to protect ourselves from others taking advantage of us and to reinforce our worth as a person. This is the primary coping strategy of Captain Fantastic. Beneath his bluster is very likely a frightened boy who feels the needs to “move against people before they move against him.”


With “moving away from people” the coping theme is managing one’s insecurities through avoidance or detachment, manifested in the desire for self-sufficiency and autonomy in order to protect oneself. The need to be above reproach—for perfection—is another defining trait of this coping strategy. Receiving criticism and being flawed is unacceptable and will denigrate our self-worth so we check and recheck our work, polish and repolish it in hopes of avoiding criticism. Or we simply opt out and don’t engage for fear of being criticized or “found out”—we stay on the sidelines, away from center stage.


Last, in “moving toward people” the coping theme is managing insecurities through compliance, seen in seeking affection and approval and ingratiating ourselves with others. At work we are dutiful and eager to please. We avoid confrontation at all cost.


In the 1990s, two psychologists, Robert and Joyce Hogan, built on Horney’s work and developed a personality assessment tool, the Hogan Development Survey, which is used in business by many career coaches to help identify personality-based performance risks that stem from interpersonal behavior problems. This survey instrument assesses and scores people on eleven “dark side” personality dimensions that Hogan grouped under Horney’s three coping strategies. These dimensions are behaviors, derived from years of research, that can damage working relationships and reduce productivity and, if not addressed, can limit overall career potential or lead to derailment. I have summarized the Hogan “dark side” dimensions and their relation to Horney’s work below.


Hogan’s research indicates that nearly all of us have at least one “dark side” personality trait and that most people have two or three. I recently took the Hogan Development Survey and it revealed my “mischievous” tendency as well as a “leisurely” one. I’ve written about the damaging effects of my predilection toward being “mischievous.” My “leisurely” tendency, which Hogan describes as “stubborn, independent and cynical about the intentions of others, especially superiors,” came in the form of pursuing my own agenda over my boss’s. If I worked under someone I respected, I was hardworking and diligent—a model employee. I followed direction, turned in my work on time, and looked for opportunities to forward my boss’s agenda. But if I found my boss to be extremely deliberate, overly cautious, or a micromanager, I eventually resisted taking direction. I did this by picking and choosing what I would focus on, not taking into account all my boss’s requests. I discovered at Frito-Lay, when I embarrassed myself and was put in the penalty box for a couple years, that this wasn’t a particularly effective managerial strategy. As the Bobby Fuller Four sang, “I fought the law and the law won.” I took the Hogan assessment in 2014 when I was fifty-one. I wish I’d taken it much earlier in my career and had made it a priority to increase my self-understanding.


Hogan Dark Side Personality Dimensions
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Psychologist Daniel Goleman’s work on emotional intelligence reinforces the importance of understanding our own behavioral derailment tendencies so we can actively monitor and manage them. Goleman says two intrapersonal skills are critical to avoiding self-destructive tendencies: self-awareness, or having the ability to recognize and understand one’s own moods, emotions, and drives and their effect on others; and self-regulation, or the ability to control or redirect disruptive impulses and moods and to think before acting upon them. If I would have taken the time to gain a better understanding of my behavioral vulnerabilities, I may well have developed effective self-monitoring tools and avoided that painful derailment event.


Alex Moy, a talented director of product management at Gogo, a provider of in-flight entertainment and information content, told me about feedback he’d received when he was at U.S. Cellular that helped him progress in his career:




I grew up as an engineer, where people are generally very direct with each other. When I was promoted into management, I got very direct feedback about being a bull in a china shop, especially in important situations such as meetings about product where people tend to be very tense. A really good boss told me that I needed to slow down, spend more time listening before speaking, observe others—how they were behaving—and then figure out how to bring them along with me, how to position things to them versus being so direct and confrontational. This feedback was a pivotal moment for me. My boss said he had suffered from the same tendency, so he was very credible to me.





Self-awareness and self-knowledge are critically important in reducing the chances of career derailment, as Laila Tarraf discovered. Now the director of human capital at private equity firm GI Partners, Laila previously was the first chief people officer at Peet’s Coffee & Tea. By her own admission, she failed to make progress in her career when she was in her twenties due to a lack of discipline and focus and her blind spot of not understanding how she came across to others. She could be, she said, “impetuous, overly critical, and show a lack of respect when things moved along too slowly. That contributed to my not getting off the ground earlier in my career.” When I asked Laila how she addressed this issue (clearly she eventually achieved liftoff, given the senior-level positions she has reached), she said that one of her bosses, Jeanne Jackson, now the president of product and merchandising at Nike, pulled her aside after a meeting went poorly and told her, “Your ability to get to the answer fast isn’t the point. You think you’re the quickest person in the room. That doesn’t matter. What matters is being able to bring people along with you!” Laila said, “Thank God Jeanne worked with me on that. My insecurity wasn’t pretty. I remember something talent coach Marshall Goldsmith said to me in a workshop: ‘You MBAs are just dying to add value. The next time someone’s talking and you feel compelled to add value and look smart, do yourself a favor: stop, pause, and take a breath. Then ask yourself, Will my saying this increase THEIR level of commitment?’” Laila went on:




In interactions with others, my go-to place was to press hard and move to action. When I realized the futility of my approach—that it was off-putting—I had to figure out another strategy. I eventually realized it’s not about showing how smart I think I am. Over time, by being open to change, I gained more perspective on my own insecurities and defense mechanisms and learned to act more compassionately toward others. Now, instead of just speaking up the moment something enters my mind, I know how to pause and move to a more thoughtful response. I create space by pausing, and then I react more productively.





Melanie, the general counsel at a financial services company in New York, told me about a very talented lawyer, a colleague with whom she worked at another company. “I know people who can’t work with other people and just move from firm to firm,” she said. “There are a couple traits I see in them: they’re usually very bright; they are very passionate about what’s important to them; and they usually think they know better—that their right is right.” Then Melanie laughed. She said, “This one woman—super bright! She thought she knew better than the rest of us and nine times out of ten she was dead right. But her delivery was so freaking off-putting that she got nowhere. She’d say the sun rises in the east and we’d say it rose in the west just because she was so annoying.” Melanie also said that her colleague received developmental coaching. “The CEO asked her to work with a coach. But she wasn’t coachable. She was so defensive, so unaware of how she came off, and she was unwilling to examine herself. She blamed her issues on our culture. She said the culture was wrong. She ended up leaving our firm. My guess is she went to the next firm for two years too, until the culture was wrong there too.”


A lack of self-awareness is the single best indicator of a manager or executive’s impending derailment. Research indicates that individuals who have an inflated sense of their skill level and understate their interpersonal issues are more than six times likelier to derail than those with accurate self-awareness. Of all the data I examined and research I conducted for this book, that statistic struck me the most.


In 360-degree assessments, managers who are deemed as “high potential” are closer in agreement with their raters’ assessments (whether the rater is their boss, peers, or subordinates) than derailment-bound performers are with those of their raters. These high-potential managers have a more accurate understanding of themselves than average or derailed performers, and that self-awareness allows them to focus on their developmental needs and build emotional scaffolding or develop corrective measures around their personal vulnerabilities.


A Few Questions to Consider


Captain Fantastic’s relational issues are fueled by a potent combination of arrogance and defensiveness, which reduces his likelihood of receiving feedback of any form. The Captain increasingly will rely on his own skewed self-perceptions and his blind spots will remain—even grow over time—and eventually one of them will derail his career. You can bet on it.
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