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    “Walt Rakowich knows the challenges of leading a cultural transformation in a global recession and hard times. His insights and experience are perfect for helping leaders who will take us all into a better future. If you need a vision of the way forward, this book is your roadmap.”


    - Chester Elton, bestselling author of All In, The Carrot Principle, and Leading with Gratitude


     


    “Transfluence dives into the work of inner leadership, a process all leaders need before they can effectively empower others. Honesty, humility, and heart, the author’s 3H-Core principles, are needed today more than ever before. This is a must-read for every aspiring leader.”


    - Susan Packard, former COO of HGTV and author of New Rules of the Game and Fully Human


     


    “Trust is the cornerstone of great leadership. And Transfluence provides a proven approach to building trust in the challenging climates of the modern marketplace. This book is a must-read no matter where you are in your leadership journey.”


    - Joel Peterson, chairman of JetBlue Airways and the founding partner of Peterson Partners


     


    “Two sad days in my life: When I was ten years old and found out Santa Claus was not real. And when I was fifty years old and found out that many CEOs, business experts, and leadership authors were just like Santa Claus—not real. And then there are the Walt Rakowiches of the world. The 200-plus pages in this book will change the way you love and lead. And if you finish every page, it will also change the lives of all those who choose to follow you.”


    - Tommy Spaulding, New York Times bestselling author of The Heart-Led Leader and It’s Not Just Who You Know


     


    “Walt Rakowich is an unsung business leader who successfully rescued his company from the havoc of the Great Financial Crisis. For many years, I have served with Walt as a corporate director and can attest to his exceptional, transformative leadership skills. I highly recommend this inspirational book.”


    - Sheila Bair, chair, FDIC, 2006-2011


      


    “So many books on leadership are actually guides to management. Not only is Transfluence an exception, it is noteworthy by connecting leadership to the very essence of human nature.”


    - Eric J. Barron, president, The Pennsylvania State University

  


  [image: ]


  
     


     


    A POST HILL PRESS BOOK


    ISBN: 978-1-64293-617-9


    ISBN (eBook): 978-1-64293-618-6


     


    Transfluence:


    How to Lead with Transformative Influence in Today’s Climates of Change


    © 2020 by Walter C. Rakowich


    All Rights Reserved


     


    Cover design by Tony Steck


     


    Although every effort has been made to ensure that the personal and professional advice present within this book is useful and appropriate, the author and publisher do not assume and hereby disclaim any liability to any person, business, or organization choosing to employ the guidance offered in this book.


     


    No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.


     


     


    [image: ]


    Post Hill Press


    New York • Nashville


    posthillpress.com


     


    Published in the United States of America

  


  
    Contents


    Foreword 


    Preface 


     


    Part I: The Leadership Ecosystem


    1. An Emerging Idea of Hope


    2. Wellsprings of Leadership


    3. Climates of Change


     


    Part II: Chasing Your Storms


    4. Dazed but Unconfused


    5. The Faces of Fear


    6. BIG ME, little you


     


    Part III: Creating a Microclimate


    7. Looking Outside Our Storms


    8. Embracing Transparency


    9. Building a 3H-Core


     


    Part IV: Living in Your Microclimate


    10. Humility: Don’t Trust Us, Watch Us


    11. Honesty: Living the Policy


    12. Heart: Lessons from the Garbage Truck


     


    Part V: Being a Force of Nature


    13. Purpose: Lessons from a Second-grader


    14. Passion: Earth, Wind, and Fire


     


    Epilogue


    Acknowledgments


    Appendix


    Endnotes

  


  
    FOREWORD



    The first time I met Walt Rakowich in person, I fully expected him to pepper me with the usual questions a job candidate gets during a formal interview.


    Colorado UpLift, an organization that provides life and leadership mentors to urban youth, was looking for a new CEO, and Walt was (and still is) the chairman of the board. As the former director of the Center for Character and Leadership Development at the United States Air Force Academy, I had a passion for UpLift’s mission and had applied for the job.


    We met at a small café in Denver in the Fall of 2017, and one of the first things I noticed was that Walt was present. That might not seem like a big deal, or maybe it just seems overly obvious. But what I mean is that he wasn’t just physically there, he was fully present. I’ve interacted with lots of people, especially executives, who were there but not really there, and I knew Walt had a busy schedule. But he wasn’t distracted by other priorities or pushing to move quickly so he could go to the next agenda item. Our meeting had his full attention.


    The other thing that stood out was that I never felt like it was a job interview. We spent the vast majority of our conversation sketching leadership models on a piece of paper and talking about what great leadership could and should look like. There was excitement in his voice and genuine curiosity in his questions. Instead of an interview, we had a deep, rich conversation about a mutual passion point—leadership.


    If it was a test, I guess I passed it, because I was offered the role of CEO. But one of the reasons I took the job was because it was comforting to know the chairman took leadership so seriously. And the more I got to know Walt, the more I found that he doesn’t just study great leadership, he models it in ways that add true value to everyone around him.


    Ultimately, that’s the powerful value of this book. Transfluence isn’t just another leadership tome, it’s an accessible, practical, transferrable approach to what Walt calls “transformative influence” that’s based on deep study and a lifetime of rich experiences.


    Because I’ve spent so much of my career studying and teaching leadership, I’ve grown accustomed to seeing books and articles that underdeliver on this topic. Some give you lots of theory and very few principles you can apply in real-world situations. Some give you application ideas that aren’t rooted in substantive theory. Some are based on experiences that were applicable to the writer but add very little transferrable value. Some just rehash what’s been written by others for years.


    Transfluence offers much more. It builds on the scholarship of others with a unique blending of transformational and servant leadership theories, starting with the essence of leadership and then showing how that applies universally in different situations.


    The essence of something is its real, unchanging nature, and there is a nature of leadership that, at its core, is unchanging. Leaders, however, have to take that essence and practice it in a very dynamic world. Walt bridges that gap with an approach that factors in the various climates of leadership.


    Who you are will determine how you lead, so Walt provides insights on developing your inner leadership so that the right qualities flow from your heart to the outside world you’re trying to lead. The storms of leadership are inevitable, and Walt provides guideposts and actionable advice that will help any leader navigate them, regardless of whether they are internal (things like pride and fear) or external (the circumstances that are constantly changing around you).


    The principles and guideposts are grounded in a variety of compelling experiences—everything from what Walt went through as the leader of a global S&P 500 company that faced bankruptcy during the recession to what he learned the summer he worked as a garbageman in Pittsburgh. Some stories are serious and make you pause to think deeply, while others will have you laughing out loud.


    In that sense, the book is a manifestation of its message. It’s a call to transformative influence that comes from applying your core values, but Walt’s experiences also illustrate what the book is suggesting you do. For instance, you’ll notice a theme in the pages about the importance of transparency, and Walt shares his fears as a leader in very transparent ways. Honesty, humility, and heart—what Walt calls his 3H-Core—also are clearly evident in every page. You don’t just read about what to do, but you see how it was done and learn how to do it yourself so you can develop as a leader.


    I’ve seen Walt model these principles in real life many times since we first met at that café in Denver. I’ve seen it during difficult board meetings. I’ve seen it during our one-on-one conversations in my office. And I’ve seen it in his interactions with others.


    One example in particular stands out. Every year we take a group of students who are in the UpLift program on a trip to Tijuana, Mexico, where we help build homes for families in need. Board members like Walt also come and join our staff and the students as we serve and learn together.


    One evening after working all day, I was sitting with a group of students who were engaged in a pretty vocal discussion about sports. They weren’t unruly, but the trash talk was flowing at a pretty high level when Walt walked in, bypassed the tables that were occupied only with adults, and asked if he could sit with the group.


    Frankly, I began wondering how this would go and silently hoping the students would get a clue that it was time to tone things down. They didn’t. The smack talk continued, and the next thing you know Walt jumps right in the middle of the conversation. He’s firing off his opinions about the best teams and athletes, challenging the opinions of others, and generally interacting just like all the students. He was laughing. The students were laughing. They all were having a great time.


    The fact that he made everyone (including himself) feel included in the moment told me a lot about his heart, his humility, and who he was as a person. Walt practices what he teaches regardless of whether he’s on the back of a garbage truck, in a board meeting with executives, or sitting with a group of urban teens in Tijuana, Mexico. That’s what makes him the perfect person to tell you about Transfluence—because his words and his examples will have a transformative influence on your leadership.


     


    – Joseph Sanders, Ph.D.

    Chief Executive Officer, Colorado UpLift

    Retired Colonel and the former director of the Center for Character and Leadership Development, United States Air Force Academy

  


  
    PREFACE



    All my plans were disrupted. All of them. The vacation with my wife? On hold. A service project with a nonprofit? Cancelled. Trips to visit our kids? Postponed indefinitely. Board meetings? Welcome to Zoom. A night out for dinner with friends? Maybe next year. Everything had to be reassessed in light of our new reality.


    I’m talking about the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, but here’s the interesting reality: I could just as easily be talking about the Great Recession in 2008 or about the terrorists’ attacks on September 11, 2001. There were no Zoom meetings and I didn’t have to travel to see my kids, but those events also caused huge disruptions in my life, personally and professionally.


    When you think about it, history is nothing if not a series of disruptive events. In the last hundred years, for instance, the world has witnessed the Great Depression, the attack on Pearl Harbor and World War II, the Korean and Vietnam wars, the assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr., and John F. Kennedy, the Iranian hostage standoff, the Gulf War, and the aforementioned recession and terrorist attacks.


    The nature of such disruptions might be different, but the essence of great leadership during difficult times remains very much the same. And that’s one of the reasons I think you’ll find this book particularly relevant to your leadership journey. While it isn’t about crisis management, the lessons and principles will resonate with anyone who has led, is leading, or will ever lead during a crisis.


    I knew that when I was writing the manuscript, but it really hit home during the first few months of 2020. The year began on a high note. The economy was strong, and this book was in the middle of its production schedule. Editors were editing. Designers were designing the cover and interior pages. Project managers were planning the print run. And marketing and PR firms were preparing to help get the word out. Years of work was coming to fruition when all of a sudden we were introduced to terms like social distancing and self-isolation. Millions of people lost their jobs. Watching the stock market was like watching a rollercoaster at a theme park. And, worst of all, there was a tragic cost in the loss of human lives.


    While much of the world hunkered down at home, progress on the book continued on schedule. And soon it became apparent that many of the leaders who would read this book would be dealing with the lasting impacts of a business world reshaped by the pandemic. I suspect you are one of those leaders.


    The ironic thing, and this might seem a bit counterintuitive, is that this new reality didn’t really impact anything about the content of the book other than prompting me to add this Preface. That’s because the biggest difference between leading during a crisis and leading when times are normal is not how we should lead but the fact that others are paying far more attention to how we do lead.


    The reality that people are more attuned to your leadership reinforces the importance of using the concepts discussed in this book, because they help you earn trust. And earning trust is equally important if the economy is strong, your organization is going like gangbusters, and your leadership decisions aren’t magnified by the intensified scrutiny that comes when all hell breaks loose.


    Leadership is about influencing others to do great things—regardless of the external circumstances—and all leadership happens within a context that’s unique to leaders and their teams. The context might be the chaos of a start-up environment, the sometimes-stale stability of a large corporation, or the high-growth phase of a business that’s scaling. And while the seas are sometimes calm, that context often includes disruptions—a major customer cancelling an order, a government issuing new restrictive guidelines, a natural disaster destroying a supplier’s factory, a heated personality clash between two of your most valued employees, or a coronavirus halting almost all in-person interactions.


    The context matters when it comes to the tactical decisions that leaders must make, which is why I wrote a chapter about the three distinct “climates” of leadership that exist today. Those climates—acceleration, access, and diversity—aren’t going away because of a new crisis. If anything, their influence will only intensify. They shape the environment in which you lead and you need to be acutely aware of them, but they don’t change the core of who you are or your philosophical approach to leadership. The values and principles of leadership remain constant, you just apply them differently in light of the realities you’re facing and expecting to face. If you develop them and lean into them, they will help you navigate in any environment and set you up for success—for influencing others to do great things. That’s the heart of the message in this book. That’s the heart of Transfluence.


     


    – Walt Rakowich, April 2020

  


  




PART I: THE LEADERSHIP ECOSYSTEM

YE CANNOT LIVE FOR YOURSELVES; A THOUSAND FIBRES CONNECT YOU WITH YOUR FELLOW-MEN, AND ALONG THOSE FIBRES, AS ALONG SYMPATHETIC THREADS, RUN YOUR ACTIONS AS CAUSES, AND RETURN TO YOU AS EFFECTS.

 – HENRY MELVILL1
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    Leadership exists within a complex, interconnected network—an ecosystem that’s always changing, often in ways hard to predict. Figuring out how to navigate this landscape successfully is no easy matter, but something I call transformational influence is at the heart of finding the way forward. Understanding this ecosystem—its challenges and its opportunities—will prepare you for the next steps of growing into a leader who truly influences others to do great things. To begin this journey, we need a basic understanding of where we are, how we got there, and why we need to lead differently going forward. So that’s where we’ll start.

  


  
    1.


    AN EMERGING IDEA OF HOPE


     


    Only a life lived for others is a life worthwhile.


    – Albert Einstein2


     


     


    It’s easy to grow discouraged by the state of affairs in our world, to see anger, bitterness, and divisiveness as the dominant themes of the day. Some pundits suggest our best years are behind us and that civilization, despite myriad technological advances, is rotting right before our eyes. Not me. I believe there is great hope for our future, and it lies in the hearts of emerging leaders.


    That’s not a generational term. Many emerging leaders are, in fact, young. They are the twenty-to-thirty-somethings who are just getting started in life and looking for ways to make a positive mark on the world. Some emerging leaders, however, are more seasoned. They’ve been working their way up the organizational ladder, and the windows of opportunity are opening for them to step through and lead in more formal ways. Others, still, are emerging from old styles of leadership. They’ve been “in charge,” but the world around them is changing. Now they are exploring a better, more relevant version of themselves.


    An emerging leader is simply anyone who is ready to take the next step in their leadership journey and embrace the challenges of the modern world. And I believe these leaders can have a transformative influence in their work, their families, and their communities. By overcoming the fears and pride that stunt their influence, by building transparency into their leadership, by developing a strong core of authentic values, and by passionately pursuing a meaningful purpose, they can seize the opportunities in front of them, embrace the challenges of society’s complex climates, and make their organizations and communities greater than ever.


    If you want to have that type of transformative influence, this book will help you do it.


    Much of it is based on the lessons I learned during the crucible of leading the global real estate investment company Prologis from near bankruptcy back to a position as the undisputed leader in its industry. But that experience came after I had spent more than a decade helping Prologis grow into a giant in the industrial warehouse business.


    At first, it seemed everything we touched turned to gold. When I started as a consultant to the company in 1993, Prologis was privately held with around fifty employees and about $50 million in assets. A year later, the company went public with an opening stock price of $11.50 per share. Over the next fourteen years, our assets grew to $36 billion, and the stock price climbed by more than 500 percent. This was after paying a hefty dividend each year to investors. During that stretch, I worked my way up the executive ladder, first as a senior vice president in charge of our operations in the mid-Atlantic states and then as chief financial officer. In 2007, by which time I was president and chief operating officer, we had become a well-respected growth company in the S&P 500.
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    The good times, however, eventually began masking some near-fatal flaws in our leadership culture, which led me to step away from the company early in 2008. Then the Great Recession hit in full force, the company quickly fell on hard times, and the board asked me to return, this time as CEO. Four years later, the company was healthy again, and the time had come for me to hand the reins to new leadership. We orchestrated one of the biggest mergers in the history of the industry, and I stepped away from Prologis at the end of 2012.


    With the help of my wife, a few close friends, and the Dallas-based Halftime organization, I began some soul-searching about how I could make a difference in the lives of others during the next phase of my life. Capturing what I’d learned about leadership emerged as one of the options.


    Now, it’s not unusual for leaders to write a “legacy” book to preserve the story of their journey or to write a book to promote some new venture like speaking or consulting. There’s nothing wrong with those motives for writing a book, but those weren’t my reasons. I was moved mainly by the challenges I saw emerging leaders facing and by the idea that some of what I’d learned along the way might help them rise to meet those challenges in some meaningful way.


    There is practical value in the details of how we turned Prologis around, and that’s a big part of my story. Those details, however, have a more powerful purpose as a backdrop to broader truths about leadership in our ever-changing culture. I didn’t want to write about leadership unless I could confidently say I was adding something new to that much-discussed topic. After several false starts and a few changes in direction, I landed on a message I think is unique because it’s based on timeless principles but applies them to the challenges and opportunities of modern leadership. So, while much of what you’ll read in this book isn’t new in theory, I think you will find that it is fresh and, in some ways, quite radical in how it must be practiced in the context of new realities.


    To get to the final product, I had to go well beyond my experiences at Prologis. Some leaders define their leadership philosophy during a crisis. The really hard times cause them to take a deeper look at who they are and how they operate, and it can result in some fundamental changes in their leadership. I believe my trial-under-fire experience at Prologis exposed and refined my core ideas about leadership. In fact, had I not moved into that position with a strong foundation, I don’t believe I would have survived the ordeal.


    I trace my approach to leadership all the way back to my hardscrabble roots as the son of working-class parents in Pittsburgh. Neither of my parents had a college degree, but they taught me the value of things like working hard, treating people with respect, acting with integrity, and serving the greater good. Those concepts never go out of style, but living them isn’t easy. It certainly wasn’t always easy for me, and I believe it’s even harder for leaders today.


    The values my parents taught me were tested as I made my way through college at Penn State and began working in accounting and then real estate. I didn’t always ace those tests, but I did my best to learn from them. Over the years, with the help of formal and informal training, I began to codify my ideas about my faith, my values, and my leadership, creating the deep footings that proved invaluable during my tumultuous tenure as CEO.


    My leadership philosophy was and is pretty straightforward: leadership is about influencing others to do great things. It’s an outward influence—one that’s built on foundations of trust and that emphasizes service to others. I’ve spent the last few years evaluating that philosophy with a critical eye—studying what I’ve learned from my journey to make sure that approach is something more than just the linchpin to my story. I read books, articles, and blogs. I reviewed research. I talked to other leaders who have earned my respect. I wrote, reviewed, reflected, and edited. I sought opinions and advice. And as I refined my ideas into what you’ll find in this book, I became convinced that they really will add significant value for emerging leaders around the world as they face unique and unprecedented leadership climates.


    The result is a book about transformative influence—what it is and how to achieve it. I’ll lay some groundwork by defining the climates that shape the modern leadership landscape, then build out an approach for leading in this complex environment. You’ll learn how to chase your internal storms and deal with the fears and pride that come with leadership. You’ll discover how to create a strong microclimate by looking outside the storms that surround you, embracing transparency, and developing a 3H-Core of humility, honesty, and heart. And you’ll find how passion and meaningful purpose can make your leadership a force of nature.
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    Along the way, I’ll open up about many of the mistakes I’ve made and share stories from my trials and tribulations at Prologis. I’ll offer advice from other leaders I interviewed and insights from my research. And I’ll share what I call my “10 Fundamental Guideposts for Transfluence,” a list of paradoxical truths that help us stay on the right path during our leadership journeys, even when that path is covered in blizzard-like conditions.


    The guideposts were inspired by the work of Kent Keith. As a nineteen-year-old sophomore at Harvard, Keith began writing a booklet on leadership for high school students. It was first published in 1968, and Chapter 2 included his “paradoxical commandments” for leadership—ideas like, “People are illogical, unreasonable, and self-centered. Love them anyway.” Keith wrote them as a challenge, he said, “to always do what is right and good and true, even if others don’t appreciate it. You have to keep striving, no matter what, because if you don’t, many of the things that need to be done in our world will never get done.”3


    You can (and should) read the original commandments at www.paradoxicalcommandments.com. But you also can find the full list, or a variety of spin-off versions, in books by all sorts of authors—Mother Teresa, Stephen R. Covey, Neil T. Anderson, John Maxwell. It’s even in fictional works like Roger Stern’s Superman: The Never-Ending Battle. So, with proper credit to Mr. Keith, I created my personal version as it relates to transfluence. They are sprinkled throughout the book. Like the originals, I hope you’ll find them a challenge to do the right thing in life—no matter what.


    Emerging leaders who are committed to doing the right things in life are the key to changing the trajectory of our world. The Brazilian author Paulo Coelho once said, “The world is changed by your example, not by your opinion.”4 So, if you are a pessimist in today’s world, I hope this book will inspire you to lead with renewed hope. If you are an optimist, I hope it will fuel your desire to make the world a better place. And in either case, I hope it equips you to have a transformative influence on everyone around you.
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    Chapter Recap


    To make the most of this book, as with any experience in life, you’ll need to internalize the message and adapt it to your personal experiences, beliefs, skills, goals, and dreams for the future. I’ll end each chapter with a short recap to help you on your personal journey. Remember, leadership is about influencing others to do great things. It’s an outward influence—one that’s built on foundations of trust and that emphasizes service to others.


     


    Transfluence in Action


    +Develop a mindset that inspires you to lead with hope and to have a transformative influence on everyone around you. Commit to doing the right things in life because that is the key to changing the trajectory of our world.

  


  
    2.


    WELLSPRINGS OF LEADERSHIP


     


    Look within. Within is the fountain of the good, and it will ever bubble up, if thou wilt ever dig.


    – Marcus Aurelius5


     


     


    History is full of stories about mythical springs with waters that heal the body and enrich the mind. You can find these tales in the cultures of Israel, India, across the Caribbean, and, of course, in Florida. But my favorite just might be one about the Macrobians of ancient Africa.


    A Persian king, Cambyses II, conquered Egypt around 525 BC and decided he might as well take the rest of Africa while he was in the neighborhood. He didn’t know much about this continent, however, so he sent representatives ahead of his army. The army didn’t get very far—they were no match for the African geography, much less its people—but the scouts, mostly hired Africans, made it all the way to the western coast, the outer limits of the known world at the time. They returned with stories of a tribe so wealthy that it used shackles of gold on its prisoners. The men, they said, were extraordinarily tall and highly intelligent, not to mention darn good-looking. Not only that, but they lived to a ripe, old age of 120 years—on average.


    These were the Macrobians.


    Herodotus, the famous Greek historian who lived in the fifth century BC, heard about the tribe and preserved their story, including the scouts’ explanation for the Macrobians’ long lifespans and good fortunes. The Macrobians had discovered an extraordinary spring-fed pool. When they soaked in it, Herodotus was told, “they found their flesh all glossy and sleek, as if they had bathed in oil—and a scent came from the spring like that of violets.”6 Clearly, these mystical waters were the source of their success.


    Oh, that we could take a dip into a pool and emerge healthy, wealthy, and wise!


    I needed such waters when I became CEO of Prologis just as it hit rock bottom in the wake of the 2008 recession.


    Prologis is a multinational commercial real estate enterprise. It owns and leases industrial warehouses, so I suspect that many readers of this book know very little, if anything, about it. It’s not like Apple, Microsoft, Coke, or other more familiar consumer-focused companies. But this multibillion-dollar business-to-business enterprise touches the lives of millions of people, including you.


    Indeed, Prologis is the largest owner of industrial facilities in the world. It owns and manages more than 4,600 facilities in nineteen countries across North America, South America, Asia, and Europe, serves more than 5,500 customers, employs 1,700 people, and has more than $118 billion in total assets under management.


    That’s close to 800 million square feet of warehouse space. Imagine 15,000 football fields with thirty feet of ceiling clearance, all stacked with goods. Companies like GE, Amazon, UPS, Walmart, and Procter & Gamble typically lease this space to store products before sending them to a retail outlet or directly to your home. Whatever you’re wearing right now—your pants, your shoes, your socks, your shirt—more than likely made a stop in a warehouse. For that matter, most of the items around you, including the products you use on a daily basis (not to mention physical copies of this book), were housed in a warehouse during their journey through the supply chain.


    I rose through the executive ranks at Prologis as it grew to become one of the best-performing companies in the S&P 500. In fact, as 2007 drew to a close, Prologis had provided stockholders with about a 19 percent compound annual return on their investment over close to a fourteen-year stretch since it went public. If you invested in the company’s IPO, your return would have yielded more than ten times the original value over that period of time.


    My career at Prologis, meanwhile, also had been storybook stuff. I thrived in the fast-paced and diverse world of international real estate investments and fed off the energy that comes with being involved in a high-growth organization filled with like-minded people. In 2004, however, our CEO retired. Little did I know how dramatically the management team changes that followed would impact the direction of the company, not to mention my career.


    Everything seemed great at first. I was promoted to president and chief operating officer, the leadership position second only to the new CEO, a highly intelligent growth-oriented leader who previously had run our international operations. Both of us joined the Prologis board, and we worked together reasonably well during those initial years.


    By 2006 and 2007, however, there were chinks in the armor. More often than not, we found ourselves at odds, both on business decisions and on how to lead the company. We operated with a “growth-at-all-cost” mindset that was uncomfortable for me and many others on the leadership team. To me, the market felt frothy. We were expanding so rapidly that major decisions didn’t get the due diligence and debate they deserved, and our balance sheet was looking more and more risky as we financed our growth with debt. Many others in the organization were sounding alarm bells as well, but it all seemed to get swept under the rug by our CEO, who saw such concerns as detrimental to the path of growth.


    As time went on, we became isolated from one another, and our culture of shared trust devolved into one fueled by doubts. We found ourselves working in silos and failed miserably to compromise on a shared vision. I felt we needed to listen to each other and, in particular, listen to the concerns of our people. To the rest of us, it seemed like our CEO felt any opinion that didn’t align with his was wrong.


    Eventually, it became apparent that our CEO and I couldn’t work effectively together. So, despite the company’s success and my well-paying position, I decided to step down as president and chief operating officer in early 2008.


    It was a good time to leave. At roughly $72 per share, our stock was trading near an all-time high, and the company was well-respected by our investors. I was only fifty at the time, but I had no immediate plans for my future. Technically, I was still on the Prologis payroll, so I spent a few months “phasing out”—cleaning up loose ends and helping identify my replacement. But by April I had pretty much checked out.


    As spring rolled into summer, the company’s stock had taken a sizable drop, falling by roughly 50 percent. The overall stock market also was down from the barrage of hits from the Great Recession but not nearly by as much. Were investors signaling a larger problem with the company? It was hard to tell. Actually, I didn’t pay that much attention or give it much thought. I was personally more relaxed than I’d been in years. I had substantially increased my workout regimen and deepened my commitment to my family and my spiritual life.


    When autumn rolled around, the company’s stock price continued to nosedive just as I was looking into new opportunities. For the first time, I began to worry about the future of the company I’d left behind. The stock value had fallen more than 75 percent since the beginning of the year, investors were losing confidence, and members of the management team were sharing their concerns with me over internal issues that were getting worse by the day.


    Things came to a head on November 8, 2008, when I got a call from the lead director of the Prologis board. The value of the company’s stock had taken a ten-month tumble from $72 per share to nearly $5 per share. In the days that followed, it would bottom out at close to $2 per share. At that point, it was the third-worst performing stock in the S&P 500. Only General Growth Properties and AIG performed more poorly during that stretch. General Growth, you might recall, would file for bankruptcy protection, while the federal government would bail out AIG. And our situation wasn’t much better. In what felt like the blink of an eye, Prologis had gone from king of the hill to the brink of bankruptcy. So, in an abrupt but anticipated move, the board decided to part ways with the CEO and, in that call, the lead director asked me to take his place. The management team was behind me, he said, and, in fact, was prepared to leave if I didn’t take the job. He gave me twenty-four hours to make my decision.


    Reluctantly, I agreed to return. At this point, the entire economy was in the grips of the recession. I knew it was going to take a Herculean effort, and I wasn’t sure I was prepared to get it done. But I owed much of my professional success to this company, and I felt a deep sense of loyalty to its people. I was scared to death, but it wasn’t about me. It was about the company. It was about saving jobs. I had to give it my best shot.


    This was easily the most stressful period of my life. Not only were we in danger of going under, but our leadership team had grown dysfunctional. The fate of the company and everyone connected to it hung in the balance. And as we worked to rebuild a company that once was a darling of Wall Street, I realized we needed some radical changes.


    When I searched my heart during those emotional, marathon workdays, I knew first and foremost we had to turn things around financially. But I also knew a turnaround wouldn’t really mean that much or last that long without a complete restoration of trust. We needed to rebuild trust in each other and with everyone who was watching us—our board, our shareholders, our vendors, our customers. Everyone. I also knew that by restoring trust in our organization, we could restore perhaps an even more important opportunity—the ability to be influential in the lives of our people and in the people our organization touched.


    My leadership philosophy was put to the test under some extreme circumstances over the next few years. I failed plenty during those trying times, but I came to appreciate the value of an approach to leadership that, as it turned out, was just what the company needed. And after nearly a decade of study and refinement, I’m convinced that this approach is even more relevant for the unique challenges leaders now face.


    What I learned during the company’s turnaround and in the years after was that the most powerful form of leadership is much like a Macrobian wellspring in that the experience results in a transformative influence. I call it transfluence. And unlike the legendary fountains of youth, transfluence is real and relevant for emerging leaders who represent the hope for our future.


    What exactly is transfluence? Well, the dictionary defines transfluent as “flowing” or “running…through.” The Macrobians could have talked about the “transfluent stream” that fed their mystical pools, for instance. Transfluence is very similar, because it flows from the heart of a leader. It’s the essence of great leadership. Done well, it can change lives. Transfluence is leadership that is positively influential in a transformative way. And that’s what we need from emerging leaders—today and in the future.


    The principles that generate transformative influence were vital to the turnaround of Prologis, and, indeed, have been vital to leaders throughout time. I want to show you why these principles have never been more relevant and, more importantly, how they apply to the unique challenges of our modern business climates. I believe leaders have a higher calling than ever, and living out that calling won’t happen by clinging to the status quo. More like mutare statum—a state of change. To practice transfluence, we need to lean into those timeless values and principles, but with a fresh perspective on the new realities.
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