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			Douglas Board has enjoyed a backstage pass into Britain’s power bases for 30 years. For more than two decades a gatekeeper for some of the country’s high places, in 2010 he received a doctorate in how we choose leaders. He has been a leader himself and is currently a coach for a number of senior executives.

			Douglas received a first-class honours degree in mathematics from Cambridge University, followed by a scholarship to Harvard for his master’s. After working in Whitehall he joined Saxton Bampfylde, a leading UK executive search firm, of which he became deputy chairman. He was a trustee, and then treasurer, of the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fund, and for six years chaired Britain’s largest refugee charity, the Refugee Council. Currently he is one of the five non-legal members of the Queen’s Counsel Selection Panel; the Church of England’s external adviser in renewing its selection process for priests-in-training; and an honorary senior visiting fellow at the business school of City, University of London. 

			He lives in London and, when possible, in Johannesburg. He usually says that he has published four books (all on leadership – two applied research books and two satirical novels) but in truth his first published book, in Hong Kong at the age of nineteen, was a maths textbook. He likes to explain things.

		

	
		
			This book couldn’t be more timely. It explains how the barely competent but entitled occupy elite positions in our organisations and in society in general. It illuminates the endless round of board appointments after evident failure. It’s also practical, full of tips for navigating the devious complexities of corporate hierarchies. 

			Gareth Jones, author of Why should anyone be led by you? 
and visiting professor, IE Madrid

			Elites gives a no-bullshit new lens through which to view the workplace. Surely ‘wizards’ and ‘muggle crust’ must now enter the management lexicon?

			Lynne Embleton, CEO, IAG Cargo

			It would be a mistake to put a ‘business book’ label on Elites. After a year of pandemic-triggered lockdowns and sacrifices by many, this comes at just the right time to challenge how we think about the world and ourselves. I found myself rechecking my answers to some of the bigger questions the book invites us to ponder – about purpose, what success means, who we are and what is important to each of us.

			Fields Wicker-Miurin OBE, board director and social entrepreneur

            
              I can’t stand most leadership books but I love Elites. It offers a unique lens which will change the way you view the whole vista of work, and what separates those at the very top from the rest of us.

              Jonathan Morgan, headhunter

            

            
              The book forced me to think about who and what the ‘elites’ are; and where and how in my working life I have fitted (or not) into this classification. Overall, a deeply searching and satisfying work.

              Mark Lewis, international lawyer

            

            
              Brilliant: the ultimate travel guide to power in the world of work; packed with places to see, things to do and lots of shared personal experience. At the end you feel that you know this new terrain and are eager to explore it further, no longer fearful of the unknown or trapped by previously held perceptions. 

              Niall Trafford, former CEO, BRE Group

            

            
              A witty and irreverent insider’s reflection on the mysteries of climbing to ‘the top’. Our guide shines light on what is prized and what is shunned – often the same thing – during trials of ascension.

              Hugh Willmott FBA, research professor of organisation studies, 
Cardiff University

            

            
              I wish I could have read it in 2003 when I started work as associate dean at the business school. I got irritated by people who were nothing like as good as they thought they were, but after reading this book I now understand them so much better.

              David Sims, emeritus professor of organisational behaviour, the business school (formerly Cass) at City, University of London

            

            
              A fascinating read: part insider guide, part critique, part reflection on what really matters. An insightful book which should be read by anyone who wants to think about purpose in our increasingly competitive world of work and their place in it.

              Chris Mowles, professor of complexity and management, 
University of Hertfordshire

            

            
  An accessible and compelling account of the faith and witness which enabled the author to journey through an environment in which many fear to tread. Douglas appeals to the inherent capacity that each one of us has to use our God-given talents, common sense and hard work to help us climb the hills and mountains of power.

              Most Revd Dr Thabo Makgoba, Archbishop of Cape Town

            

            
  Of the many valuable things Douglas Board does in this brilliant, unusual book, two stand out. He helps us see through our elites – never to denigrate but nonetheless to reveal that they are just another tribe, no less and no more valuable than all others. And in doing this, he exposes a deeper truth. He elegantly skewers our individualistic and atomised vision of ourselves, offering instead a far richer, more vivid and more human vision of what leadership and its greatest triumphs can be.

              Nick Wilkie, third sector leader
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			Glossary

			Meritocracy

			An organisation, professional field or wider group activity in which the opportunity to advance is open to all and based on hard work, learning and results. ‘Advance’ means rising in peer respect, being offered prestigious opportunities or being appointed to senior positions.

			Elites/wizards

			The top tier of individuals within a meritocracy: the elite is the group, its members are wizards. In an organisation, this is its pre-eminent executives; in a freelance activity it is the players most admired by their peers; in a sales activity it’s ‘rainmakers’ – magnets who attract enough business to pay for many salaries.

			Glass ceiling

			The boundary between wizards and the tier below them. The boundary is hard to see. On crossing it, the ‘rules of the game’ change in an undeclared way.

            
              Muggle crust

              The tier below wizards in a meritocracy; the senior executives who most often bump into the glass ceiling. This tier hides some of the best leaders, managers and professionals, but the muggle crust mindset encourages the belief that they belong where they are, and that wizardry is not for them. They are this book’s hidden heroes.

            

            
  Muggles

              The large group of grafters in a meritocracy who have climbed a few rungs of the ladder but not got to the top. The lowest muggles are quite junior, but not the bottom of the heap. Through hard work, loyalty, commitment and luck, they might advance.

            

            
              Muggle badges

              Things which, without the wearer’s knowledge, identify him/her as a muggle to wizards, ie, ‘not one of us’. Part of how the glass ceiling works. 

            

            
              Artisans

              Players whose engagement in an activity carries no special authority or prestige; frontline workers, the largest group in a meritocracy.

            

            
              Princelings

              Players in a meritocracy at least one of whose parents is a wizard. Even if princelings start at entry level, they may benefit from their parent’s connections.

            

            
  Pixie dust 

              One of the things the muggle crust needs to become wizards; introductions by wizards to other wizards and help in establishing their profile.

            

            
              Power 

              Usually understood as what enables you to get more of what you want. Typically, ‘what you want’ is left unexamined, which can be dangerous to your soul. 

            

            
              Soul

              What to you is most special about being human.

            

		

	
		
			Introduction

			This book is about magic. Magic is about illusion, and standing in the wings is a small group of people who are admitted into the secret. In this book Douglas Board is going to admit you into the secret of the magic of elites: the trick by which we give too much respect to a small group of people who believe they deserve it.

			Exposing a magic trick can be done in a few different ways; Douglas wants to do it in a fun way. You are more likely to enjoy the ride, and stick with him to the end, even though in a few places your brain might hurt (because the ideas are difficult, not because they have been poorly explained).

			So, welcome inside our theatre. While you wait for the show to start, you see a few curious objects on stage (the glossary). Then an MC comes on and makes an introduction. The MC can’t be a famous person because famous people might be tricksy wizards. What’s needed is someone who can’t bear bullshit – that’s me. So maybe the show isn’t bullshit either.

			Let me introduce Douglas. I went to him for coaching after hitting a wall at work. He helped me see that I could play the game differently, and that if I chose to I could not only rise, but thrive. He will start with a true story about something as rare as a white hippo (the righteous departure of the CEO of a top-fifty company). As he tells that story you will sense who he is, why he is on stage and above all, his motivation for what he is writing, which is in part memoir. Something about empowerment, justice for hidden heroes, and happier individuals in a better society. But at this stage these are suggestions we glimpse, rather than grasp fully. 

			Then the show proper begins. Part Two is a series of lessons which reveal meritocratic elites – who they are, what they are and how to survive them – by unpacking their magic tricks. Then comes Part Three, in which Douglas tells us that the exposé in Part Two unleashes a Pandora’s Box of big questions, questions which go to the heart of what it is to be an ordinary human being, hungry for respect and happiness. Because the secret of elites is that they are surprisingly ordinary. And what that means for me and you – wherever we see ourselves and wherever anyone else sees us on the spectrum of ordinary to elite – is that the answers may strike close to home. 

			Go on, get the popcorn. Enjoy the show.

			Jo Hill
Director, financial regulation

		

	
		
			The room where it happens

			The sound of hubris shattering can be very satisfying, even if you are not in the room where it happens. Henry was the CEO of one of Britain’s top fifty employers. When top bosses get axed, they usually reappear in another boardroom near you, but this time was different. It began like this:

			Henry’s No. 2 and chief of operations quit for greener pastures, leaving a gaping hole which would take recruiters months to fill. Henry needed an existing member of his senior team to hold the fort – to carry on doing their own job and run operations as well. He picked Katharine, his finance director and one of the people I was coaching.

			What followed for Katharine was a year of 5-9 days (that’s 5am to 9pm) and weekends with no time for her kid. But she was a corporate hero. As a No. 2, cheer-leading and making her boss look good came naturally. At the same time, she led her organisation’s daily fight for survival and profit. Success and failure were measured in decimal points of margin and market share. For working both jobs, her reward was a temporary ten per cent salary hike. 

			Come the end of the year, she inducted the new hire ‒ a man who had spent most of the previous twelve months on ‘gardening leave’. When he arrived at Henry’s company, he was paid more than Katharine’s hiked salary. It was said of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers that Ginger did everything Fred did, but backwards and in high heels. To which we can add ‘and got paid less’.

			But look, Henry did say thank you. He told Katharine to expect a special bonus. The company was no bank so the bonus wouldn’t be Lamborghini-sized, but it was the thought that counted. When the time came but nothing arrived in her bank account, Katharine asked the relevant salary administrator (many grades her junior) if the money had been delayed. ‘No,’ was the puzzled reply. ‘You can’t be getting a special bonus, because Henry hasn’t given you a top performance marking.’ The company’s rule was crystal clear: employees had to be classed as top performers in order to get any special bonus. 

			Katharine was shocked; so was I when she told me. Pretending for a few weeks to pay a bonus and then not delivering was as pointless as it was mean. When confronted, Henry pushed the blame upstairs, to the remuneration committee of the board of directors. This was equally pointless: in little more than a day Katharine established that the committee had not changed Henry’s recommendation. Some weeks later Henry departed to spend time with his family. In reality, he had been told to go. Many factors were involved – the performance of the business as a whole was far from stellar – but Henry had misjudged things badly. The directors knew Katharine better and trusted her more than Henry had realised.

			When justice got done – when the directors spoke to Henry and when the dishonesty stopped – I wasn’t in the room. Metaphorically speaking I was holding Katharine’s towel in the corridor outside. The sound of shattering hubris was no less gratifying for that; in corporate life you don’t hear it often. While my coachee fought her own fights, the time we spent together helped her first to see, and then have confidence, that the world at the top works a bit differently than she thought; that she had more power than she realised. I was also able to help her think through her options and consider what kind of person she wished to be. 

			If you are a senior executive like Katharine, being loyal and taking responsibility can put you at risk. You need a survival guide. So Part Two of this book lays out my best shot at how the top levels of organisations work, demonstrating how you can survive and thrive as a senior executive with your principles intact. 

			However, lifting the lid on corporate summitry brings to the front a hornet’s nest of big questions. If the pattern described in Part Two is true, what drives it? How wide does the pattern spread? Why bother aspiring to the top? Could we organise the world differently? In Part Three, I chase down these questions, which have everything to do with the ordinary humanity all of us share. 

			Regardless of your ambition or position, Part Three could prompt a change in how you perceive your own life. Writing it certainly did that for me. Let’s think again about how the words ‘room’ and ‘corridor’ appear in my telling of Henry and Katharine’s story.

			Who hasn’t, as the musical Hamilton puts it, wanted to be in ‘the room where it happens’ – in a place of influence and proximity to important decisions? Being a recruiter gave me that chance when critical hiring decisions were made. Eventually I stepped outside the meeting rooms of the powerful to see other places and do other things. I did not know where I would end up, and made the change with mixed feelings. I put those feelings into a soundtrack for my leaving party: the surging energy of the Waterboys’ ‘That Was The River, This Is The Sea’ embraced the future while Billy Joel’s ‘Say Goodbye To Hollywood’ lingered wistfully on the past.

			Writing Part Three of this book turned my understanding upside down. What happens in the rooms of the powerful will always deserve respect, because they can do the rest of us much good or ill. A wider range of people should be able to get into those rooms and make decisive contributions. But while the rooms of power may be splendid, who says that the rest of us are living in corridors? I did; I told myself that; I said it because it was obvious.

			It was also wrong. If the point of Part Two is to put unsparingly in view the ordinariness of extraordinary people, Part Three tries to put equally in view the extraordinariness of ‘ordinary’ people. Unleashing the extraordinariness of ‘ordinary’ human beings happens one person at a time. Being a coach lets me be the lucky one in the room when that happens with my coachees. Perhaps this book will let me be in the room where it happens with you.

		

	
		
			How this book works
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			Each section of this book is marked with one of three symbols. The first represents a detective story of ideas. Magic works by leading us to take as obvious something which isn’t true. To unscramble our thinking, we will follow closely a small number of key ideas. We’re also going to shift our gaze a fraction away from where we usually look. In order to understand elites, we’re going to look really closely at individuals who are nearly at the top, but not quite. 

			By elites I mean groups of individuals (I’m calling them wizards) right at the top of their field of activity, be that managing an organisation, running a country or performing music or sport. Especially in Part Two we will concentrate on those kinds of organisations and activities in which – apparently – anyone can become a wizard if they work hard, learn stuff and achieve results. These activities are meritocracies.

			Some wizards are famous, for example Jeff Bezos, Margaret Atwood and Kendrick Lamar; however, people who are famous are not necessarily wizards. (Prince Andrew, for example.) But most wizards are much closer to your workplace and your life than this. We’ll shortly see how to spot one.

			As well as wizards, you will hear me talk a lot about ‘muggles’ and the ‘muggle crust’. I need to say something about this language. Talking magic is an obvious reason to borrow a word like ‘muggle’. A fine English word which, in 1600, meant ‘sweetheart’, was given by JK Rowling a really useful new meaning – human beings without magic powers. (I should make clear that neither Rowling nor anyone connected with the Harry Potter franchise has endorsed Elites.) Rowling’s meaning is useful because it carries the sting of disregard, like lemon juice on a cut. Already we understand something about how wizards think of muggles, before we’ve even begun. 

			I chose ‘muggle crust’ to describe the topmost muggle layer because they’re trapped under a glass ceiling and at risk of becoming burned out or congealed – think of a crème brûlée. I am much more muggle crust than wizard, so if the terms disturb you, let me explain what I’m about. We’re following the example of other groups who created proud identities out of ‘black’ and ‘queer’. Words matter. If one group tells another, ‘I hear your sneer but it doesn’t frighten me’, then the balance of power between them shifts.

			Which brings us to power. Henry’s story on page 19 is easy to re-tell in power language (as in, he had a lot of power but not as much as he thought). But once more, we will take a different way into our subject, and make little use of this word until the end. Again, our chief obstacle in the detective story of ideas will prove to be obvious ways of thinking which turn out to be incorrect. The obvious way to think about power turns life into a card game. We peer over the characters’ shoulders (Henry’s, or Katharine’s) to see the cards which they have been dealt, and toy with different ways of playing their hands. Instead, our gaze in Part Two of this book will be closely directed towards what’s obvious to Henry and what’s obvious to my coachee. We’ll still be thinking about power, but differently. At the end of the book we will see why the obvious way to think about power is dangerous to our souls.
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			Sections of this book which describe life at or near organisational or professional peaks or which offer practical advice begin with the summit symbol.

			If our focus is going to be on individuals within arm’s reach of the top but not quite there – the muggle crust – what do those jobs look like? In different work places they carry different titles but common ones include ‘head of …’ or ‘director of …’. Enviable amounts of money may be paid. Often the people in these roles pinch themselves, having shot up much higher than they had imagined they would when they were twenty. But normally you won’t find these individuals’ names and photographs in their organisations’ annual reports. They are too busy backstage working out how to deliver the promises made by the names and shiny faces which do appear. It can be heroic work. It’s also unsung and dangerous.

			For example, imagine being in charge of a line on the London Underground. I’ve never met these individuals, but Transport for London publishes a directory of every job in the organisation which pays more than £50,000 a year. The 2018 edition runs to 881 pages; the higher the page number, the higher the salary. On page 868 we get to:

			Head of Line Operations A key member of the Line Operations directorate leadership team, accountable for delivering a reliable, safe and customer-focused line operation on one or more LU lines, whilst ensuring high levels of engagement with customers, staff and trade unions. Responsible for continuously improving performance in the areas of customer service, safety, reliability and financial efficiency, contributing to the delivery of a world class network operation. Showing personal and inspirational functional leadership, advocating modernisation and transformation to create a ‘can do’ culture across your line(s). Working collaboratively with Customer Operations, Asset Operations and Network Delivery to deliver a world class customer experience. Accountable for ensuring that the employee relations landscape is constructively managed and business change is effectively implemented. Salary £120,000 - £124,999.
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