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“This is exactly the book needed to bring the very timely concept of workplace and leadership authenticity into public realization and action. As we're increasingly pummeled in our work lives with false information, profiteering, self-promotion, narcissism, and AI-generated clutter, this book tells a captivating tale that emphasizes the importance of being authentic as individuals as well as collectively as organizations. Through deft storytelling, David Brown, Jr. brings authentic leadership to life in a way that's far more compelling than the standard business press book. There's no one more qualified to simultaneously weave this tale into practical wisdom; David Brown, Jr. is not only a practitioner of authenticity, he is a scholar who has furthered research on the concept in a deep and meaningful way.”




 




– Lynne Andersson, Associate Professor Business, Society and Ethics, Temple University




 




 




“In an environment where leaders are often asked to drive transformation at speed, authenticity becomes the anchor that keeps people aligned and engaged. Authenticity in Leadership offers a powerful reminder that real change begins with self-awareness and the courage to lead with purpose. Through an engaging story, David captures what many leaders learn through experience—that authenticity isn’t a soft skill, it’s a strategic advantage.”




 




– Darrell Fincher-Crusan, Head of Human Resources, Octapharma Plasma




 




 




"The greatest risk to any change initiative isn’t the strategy; it’s the gap between who a leader is and how they actually show up. Real leadership doesn't require a mask—it requires a mirror. When we shift our shape just to make others comfortable, skepticism breeds and trust stalls. To lead others through transformation, you must first connect your own authenticity to the mission, because a team will never follow a leader who hasn’t journeyed into themselves first. If you need a place to start, this book is it!”




 




– Barbara Caramés, Strategic Business Performance Leader, Advocate for Authentic Leadership




 




 




“Authenticity in Leadership is written as a fable, but the situations will feel very familiar to anyone who has led change inside a real organization. The story brings to life a powerful idea: that authenticity is a leadership capability that can transform teams, cultures, and outcomes.




 




One of the book’s strongest contributions is its simple but powerful framework linking individual authenticity, collective authenticity, and the results organizations ultimately produce. The message is clear: when leaders align values, behaviors, and purpose, trust grows and change becomes possible.”




 




– Caroline Faulkner, Executive Mindset Coach, Former CEO




 




 




“I’ve had the privilege of knowing Dr. David Brown, Jr. for over 15 years, and throughout that time, he has consistently demonstrated a commitment to leadership that goes beyond getting the work done—he is deeply focused on making teams better. In this book, David elevates the concept of ‘authenticity’ beyond a cultural buzzword, offering a practical framework for developing the capabilities of individuals, teams, and organizations.”




 




– James B. Rosseau, Sr., Founder, The Corelink Solution / CEO, Holy Culture




 




 




“When leaders align purpose with role, both people and performance flourish. This book brings that insight to life. Through a story punctuated by reflective date-night conversations, this fable demonstrates how authenticity, when practiced intentionally, becomes a catalyst for trust, engagement, and sustainable change. Drawing on a deep understanding and research on organizational life and the human experience of leadership, Dr. David Brown, Jr. offers a thoughtful and credible guide for leaders who want to create workplaces where meaning, alignment, and results coexist.”




 




– Bucky Fairfax, DBA – Executive Vice President and Chief Human Resources Officer, RTI International




 




 




“Here is a fable that’s more reality than it is fiction. The illustrations make the dynamics of authenticity come to life as the characters and frameworks dance across the pages.”




 




– Marcus Collins, bestselling author of For the Culture and Professor at the University of Michigan
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Introduction




 




 




As organizations face more disruption than at any other time

in recent history, leading through change is increasingly complex. Externally,

there’s groundbreaking technological innovation, shifts in global markets, and

even geopolitical uncertainty. Internally, leaders must balance business

objectives with maintaining organizational alignment, developing the workforce,

and helping employees make meaning of their work. Because leaders are

understandably stretched thin as they attempt to deliver on those promises in a

fluctuating marketplace, it’s easy for them to lose sight of who they truly

are. They no longer know their true, authentic selves. And when authenticity

disappears, they can’t perform at their best. So, everyone suffers, not just

the leader. 




The word “authenticity” has been in the lexicon for years.

And though people covet it, not much is taught about the journey to

authenticity or the positive impact authenticity has on leadership. This book

presents authenticity as not only a way of being but as a solution for many of

our organizational and societal challenges.




It is easy to think of authenticity as simply being true to

yourself, but in organizational life, that reality is much more nuanced.

Leaders often feel caught between who they want to be and who they are expected

to be within the context of the organization. That natural tension exists for

most. And when the stakes are high — a major transformation, a difficult

culture shift, a business model pivot — authenticity can easily become an

afterthought. 




But what happens if we lean into our own personal

authenticity during these challenging times? What exists on the other side of

that experience?




While exploring answers to these questions, this book begins

with a bold research-based premise: Authenticity can be a catalyst for

transformational change. In fact, because authenticity is an innately human

characteristic, I believe it is a foundational capability that can influence

and improve all organizational capabilities, including change management.




 




Why a Fable




 




Rather than offer another dense textbook on leadership

theory, this book takes the form of a story. Stories have a way of sneaking

past our defenses. They invite us to see ourselves through the lens of

characters that come alive in our minds and hearts. In a fable, we can watch

leaders wrestle with difficult decisions, navigate politics, recover from

mistakes, and rediscover courage. All the while, we learn from the story by

integrating the lessons with our own memories and personal observations.




The story you are about to read is fiction. None of the

characters, including our protagonist and highly authentic leader, Oscar, are

real people. And yet, every situation and scenario they encounter is drawn from

some level of real-world experience. Fables have an engaging way of introducing

complex lessons that allow you, the reader, to see your own experiences and

challenges through the lens of the characters. 




Authenticity is a complex phenomenon. This book presents a

simplistic view of authenticity. Moving away from the linear action steps

you’ll find in a conventional business book, this book shows how each leader’s

journey to becoming more authentic is a unique experience. The fable format

facilitates this by offering a completely flexible way of understanding and

interpreting the concepts presented. 




 




The Central Theme




 




Everyone operates at their own authenticity level.

Organizations have their own authenticity, too. We sometimes call that culture.

The products and services the organization produces also have their own

authenticity that reflects the organization’s people, processes, technology,

and systems. To make sense of this, I describe authenticity through three

lenses:




 




1.    

Individual Authenticity — This is the alignment

level between a person’s internal thoughts, values, and beliefs and their

actions and behaviors. The more aligned those inner and outer worlds feel, the

higher the level of authenticity. For example, a person who is in flow and operating

with a sense of freedom in a meeting is doing what they think and feel. That is

high individual authenticity. On the contrary, if that same person feels angst

about expressing themselves, maybe due to fear or judgment, they experience low

individual authenticity.




2.    

Collective Authenticity — This term describes

how aligned a group’s shared thoughts, values, and beliefs are with the

expected actions and behaviors that define belonging. An example of collective

authenticity is an organization’s culture or how work gets done there. When a

person joins a new organization, they learn to assimilate into the new culture.

They are, in essence, moving from one collective authenticity to another. 




3.    

Manifested Authenticity — This represents the

products, services, or outcomes that emerge from the individuals and

collectives. These, too, carry fingerprints of authenticity that reflect the

creators. Wegmans, a grocery chain known for superior customer service that

always ranks at the top of Best Workplace and Best Supermarket lists, is a

great example. Several of its core values, including caring for people and the

planet and demonstrating high standards in all actions, are critical to its

superior customer service mission. Its stated mission, in fact, is almost the

definition of organizationally manifested authenticity: “At Wegmans, we believe

that good people, working toward a common goal, can accomplish anything they

set out to do.” If the company’s mission or core values were to change, the

output or service level would also change significantly.




 




When individuals feel authentic, energy flows. When

organizations nurture collective authenticity, trust deepens. And when both

come together, their creations carry a unique resonance that customers,

employees, and stakeholders can feel.




Authenticity is constantly tested as the organizational

context changes. Transformation and a new vision of the future can trigger

resistance in some, while others embrace it. That resistance is a natural

signal that we don’t feel aligned. On the other side of that is resonance —

that sense of alignment. Gaining sufficient momentum towards resonance is key

to making change happen. Moving people, teams, and organizations from

resistance to resonance is at the heart of leading through change with high authenticity.

That is what this book is about.




 




What You Can Expect




 




As you read, you will notice that this is not a how-to

manual. I won’t give you a rigid set of steps guaranteed to deliver success.

Instead, you’ll find a story to reflect on and frameworks that can be adapted

to your leadership. You will recognize familiar dynamics:




 




·  

An organization that resists change because past successes

suggest that doing things “the way we’ve always done them” will still work in a

dramatically different environment




·  

A senior leadership team that is not aligned with the

organization’s priorities




·  

Leaders who want a new future but feel disempowered or not

supported in creating that future




·  

New leaders who have ideas but are often not heard




·  

Employees who desperately want to believe in the future but carry

scars from the past




·  

Leaders torn between loyalty to colleagues and responsibility to

shareholders




·  

Teams that celebrate mediocre results because they are exhausted

by failed change efforts




·  

The presence of fear and its paralyzing consequences




 




And woven throughout, you will see how authenticity can

shift these dynamics. You’ll discover how a transparent conversation can break

down fear, a leader’s vulnerability can inspire trust, and aligning values with

actions can unlock new possibilities.




By the end of the book, you will not only have walked with

Oscar and his colleagues through their journey of change, but you will also

have language, frameworks, and tools to apply in your own leadership. You will

understand authenticity not as a vague aspiration but as a tangible capability

you can practice.




 




A Note to You, the Reader




 




This book is written for leaders at every level. You may be a

first-time manager learning how to balance relationships with results or a

senior executive facing the weight of shareholder expectations. Perhaps you’re

someone outside formal leadership who nonetheless influences people and culture

every day. Whoever you are, I invite you to read slowly.

Pause when something resonates. Notice when you feel your own resistance. Pay

attention to which character you identify with most and why. 




I also encourage you to read the brief leadership bios in

the Appendix before moving to Chapter 1. This will give you a sense of the main

characters’ personalities. 




In addition, here are some questions to carry with you:




 




·  

Where do I feel most authentic in my leadership today?




·  

When do I feel resistance or a lack of alignment?




·  

How might I lead in a way that creates more resonance for myself

and others?




·  

What would it look like for authenticity to be my greatest

capability, not just my aspiration?




 




An Invitation




 




As you turn the page to Chapter 1, remember this: The journey

towards highly authentic leadership is taken one step at a time. This book

might be your first step. Know that leading with authenticity often requires

courage because staying aligned with what matters most when the environment

around you pushes for compromise can feel uncomfortable.




I hope this fable sparks reflection. And perhaps it will

even transform your own leadership journey. So, welcome. The story begins here.


















 




 




Chapter 1:


Date Night




 




 




“Honey, I’m home!” Elena called playfully as she stuck her

head around the door into the kitchen, smiling. Oscar’s back was to her as he

hovered intently over the six-burner Wolf gas range, gracefully maneuvering

each pot and pan with ingredients that would eventually become his

interpretation of a five-star dinner. 




Elena could feel Oscar’s radiant smile before he turned to

greet her.




“Hello, there! You’re earlier than I expected, considering

you had to drop the kids off at your parents’, run errands, and join your

Saturday yoga class,” Oscar said.




Oscar’s infectious smile glowed ear to ear. Elena walked

over and kissed him softly on the lips. He handed her the glass of wine sitting

on the center island. “For you. It’s your favorite.” 




Elena sipped the Napa Valley cabernet, relishing the

tobacco, chocolate, plum, and blackberry undertones while cycling through

memories of their family vacation in Northern California three years ago. 




“You know me too well!” she exclaimed. 




Oscar smiled and turned his attention back to the stove.




“On tonight’s menu, we’re having something a little

different,” he began. “I felt a bit adventurous and wanted to mix things up.

For you, my love, as an appetizer, I’ve prepared a vegan steak tartare using a

local mushroom blend and fresh herbs from our garden. The main course is an

herb-stuffed whole branzino with roasted rosemary fingerling potatoes and

grilled veggies. What do you think?” 




“Yes, chef!” she exclaimed before returning to her wine. 




“Dinner shall be served in 20 minutes,” Oscar replied in a

playful, snooty British accent. “Feel free to relax. I’ll call you once the

table is set.” 




Wine glass in hand, Elena took the stairs to their bedroom

to freshen up. At the suggestion of a couple’s therapist, Oscar and Elena had

made their weekly date night a tradition several years ago. Married 15 years

with the requisite ups and downs, date night was something they both looked

forward to. It was a reliable way to integrate their independent but fulfilled

selves into their partnership. It was an uninterrupted space where they

decompressed, discussed the week’s events and experiences, shared hopes for

their future, and sometimes connected with friends. They also used the time

together to support and encourage one another. 




As Elena came back downstairs, Oscar called to her that

dinner was ready. She replied by walking into the dining room. 




Before serving, Oscar refilled their wine glasses and said,

“First, I want to raise a glass to you for showing me so much grace this week.

You took care of the kids and gave me enough space to focus on transitioning

into my new role. The days were long, and sometimes I wasn’t fully present. We

didn’t even get a chance to talk about the day-to-day. But we made it through.

Know that I appreciate you tremendously.”




He raised his glass to eye level, and Elena followed suit,

the rims clinking as they met in the table’s middle. 




“So, how was your week?” he continued.




“Honestly, it wasn’t very interesting. Oh, but there is some

good news. My firm took on a large new corporate client. I’m the assigned

partner since the client operates in my sweet spot, the healthcare space. Blah,

blah, blah. Other than that, I was lawyering, like I always do,” Elena

chuckled. 




“Oh yeah,” she continued, “when the twins get back from my

parents’ place tomorrow night, I agreed to take them for ice cream to celebrate

graduating from fifth grade with honors.”




“Uhhh, can I go, too?” Oscar asked.




“Sure, we can make room for you!” Elena grinned. “And how

was your big week? First week on the new job as Mr. Chief Operating Officer of

Anywhere Banking Corporation. Knowing you, I’m sure you already have some

insights and interesting perspectives.” 




Oscar pondered this for a moment.




Elena broke into his contemplation. “Well?”




“It was an interesting first week. Exciting and

interesting,” he replied. “My sense is that this will be one of the biggest, if

not the largest, challenges of my career.” 




He took another bite of the succulent branzino before

placing his fork on his plate so he could tell her more. His eagerness to

finally share his week seemed to pull the words from his mouth. 




“ABC has been an incredible company for a long time. But

they are in a tough spot and need to find a way out. I spent much of the week

meeting with the CEO, my peers on the executive team, my direct reports, and a

few key stakeholders. Next week, I’ll get a little deeper into the

organization.”




Elena interjected, “None of that is surprising. You’ve taken

on plenty of new roles, and this sounds like your normal approach. What was

interesting about it?”




“Well, you know my longtime mentor Erik was appointed board

chair last year. When he reached out to gauge my interest in the COO role, he

shared that the company had a few strategic challenges, and he thought the way

I infuse authenticity into organizational transformations could be just what

ABC needed. Because it’s a public company, it’s common knowledge that Michael,

the CEO, is embattled. The last few years have been very rough on him as the

company has lost revenue, increased costs, and struggled with customer service.






“And Michael surprised me this week by informing me that I’m

solely responsible for delivering new technology that’s designed to improve our

customer service capability. The goal is to get our service standards back to

best-in-class, which was ABC’s position in the market just before Michael

became CEO seven years ago,” he continued. 




“This responsibility makes sense since all operations

functions report to me. But Michael seems to be distancing himself a bit, maybe

because they have been trying to implement this technology for the past two

years and haven’t been successful. And, interestingly enough, my last meeting

today was with Erik, who shared that Michael did not want to hire me,” Oscar

explained. 




“So, there’s already a little tension at the top. Delegating

this failed project, and essentially setting up a silo, feels like Michael is

giving Erik the proverbial middle finger,” Oscar said, wincing.




“Sounds a little intense,” Elena said, looking up from her

meal.




“There’s more,” Oscar continued. “My initial perception is

the executive team may not be aligned directionally, either. ABC has been

around for more than 75 years. Some leaders have spent their entire careers

there. Some are relatively new. Strategically, there’s a unified desire to

build an organization that can thrive in today’s environment. But folks seem to

be divided on how to do it and what it would look like.”




He added butter to his potatoes before continuing.




“I’ve already identified three or so leadership factions. In

my experience, that tends to create political fiefdoms, which can trickle down

into an organization. The story I hear from the newer leaders is that not much

gets done. Or, if something gets done, it’s not to the level desired, yet the

leaders celebrate the mediocrity,” he observed.




Elena sat back in her seat, looking astonished, “Uhhh, how

did you pick up that much information in only the first week?”




Oscar laughed. “I’ve been at this a long time, babe. You

said it yourself. I have my own approach when jumping into new roles. And I

listen intently to what people are telling me and what they are not telling me.

We are all creatures of habit. Most leaders, despite wanting to do the right

thing, default to self-preservation when faced with fear. If the perception is

that I’m being brought in against the CEO’s will, it will create a few waves,”

he explained.




“On the other hand, those leaders who want to see change

will probably be fully transparent if they see me as credible. And those who

don’t will tell me what they think I want to hear. Or they’ll hold back. I’ve

been doing this long enough to be able to recognize all of it. So, I take

notes, and over time, ground any assumptions I develop. That comes through

follow-up discussions or conversations with employees who are in the know.”




“That’s remarkable,” Elena said with admiration.




“I appreciate you recognizing one of my many superpowers,”

Oscar joked. “Listen, I don’t want to spend our entire evening talking about my

week, but I could really use your insights as I make this transition and get up

to speed. Before we head out to meet the crew tonight, do you mind if I tell

you a bit more about the players and my early observations?”




“I’ll gladly be your ear and offer my perspective where I

have one,” Elena said.




“I appreciate that,” Oscar replied. “Let’s start with what

ABC is and what we do. Then, I’ll go through the key leaders.”




He continued, “ABC is one of the largest diversified

financial services firms in the U.S. I mentioned earlier that it’s been around

for about 75 years. Most people know it as a consumer bank that offers credit

cards and retail banking services, like checking and savings accounts, personal

loans, and the like. But it also has impressive small business, commercial

banking, asset management, and investment banking businesses. Over the past ten

years, the company has grown predominantly by acquiring smaller competitors —

think regional retail banks with large branch footprints, credit card issuers,

and smaller brokerage houses. ABC has acquired businesses across its full

spectrum of products and services.”




Oscar paused to refill their water glasses before

continuing.




“As you can imagine, the organization and its structure have

consistently evolved. The company has gone through multiple ‘transformations’

within the past five or six years. None of them seemed to really stick. Plus,

there isn’t much consistency with how the business units are run, even though

our executive team has tried to scale by creating large, centralized teams to

support the growing organization.




“A good example is when ABC acquired that credit card

company last year. From what I understand, there was a huge fight about what

functions should be centralized at an enterprise level. The credit card company

CEO prevailed and operates the business as he sees fit, with very little input

from the broader ABC. Without integrating functions during the merger, you have

a bunch of duplicative costs associated with technology and people. Not to

mention, it makes navigating the organization unnecessarily complex. On top of

that, the customer experiences throughout the organization are very different

depending on whether a customer is calling about their credit card, retail

banking relationship, or investment account. It seems like the complexity, plus

the lack of clarity and accountability, are all catching up to ABC,” he said.




Elena posed a question, “All that makes sense. What about

the leadership team?”




Oscar offered a half smile, “Let’s start with Michael, my

boss, the CEO. Michael has been the CEO for seven years. He is a really smart

guy. MBA from The Wharton School. His entire 35-year career has been spent

there, so he knows the company better than anybody. Internally, they call him

‘the dealmaker’ because of his strong investment banking roots there. He made

his mark handling large-scale transactions,” he noted. 




“About 15 years ago, Michael moved out of investment banking

to run ABC’s consumer banking arm. Then he ran the international businesses

before becoming CEO. From what I understand, he is a relationship guy who

values loyalty. I also heard one of the other executives say he can be a bit of

a salesman when it comes to new ideas. My sense is that is what’s made him so

successful in the dealmaking space.” 




Oscar absent-mindedly folded and unfolded his napkin’s

corners while continuing. 




“Of course, everyone in the C-suite — my peers — reports to

him. Lora is the chief technology officer (CTO). She started her career as a

programmer and has been with ABC for eight years. Interestingly, HR poached her

from a competitor as a potential successor to the then-CTO. It was a smart move

— she proved she was worthy and got that role about three years ago. While Lora

is technically skilled, she also has an amazingly high EQ plus innate

leadership skills. Her vision of technology as a strategic capability is so

clear.”




Oscar frowned for a moment before telling Elena, “I got the

impression from our conversations that she feels she hasn’t been given the

runway or a seat at the table to push that vision. Instead, her team spends

much of its time patching the antiquated technology from all the organizations

ABC has acquired over the years.”




“It sounds like you respect her already,” Elena observed.




“I sense she is very talented but undervalued. Also, she

would be a key partner in the strategic change that I’ll be responsible for. So

yes, it does help to begin to understand and appreciate what she’s capable of.

I think we’ll work well together,” Oscar replied.




“Robert is the chief financial officer. He started his

career at one of the big accounting firms before joining ABC almost 30 years

ago. My understanding is that early on, when ABC was his client, Robert

impressed Michael when he audited Michael’s business area. Michael recommended

him to ABC when there was an opening, and their careers have moved in parallel

ever since. When Michael was promoted, he’d find a spot for Robert on his

finance team. And that has served both for the past three decades. It’s well

known that Robert is Michael’s right-hand guy.”




Elena interjected, “That’s not unusual. You see that happen

everywhere in business.”




“True,” Oscar agreed. “And there’s nothing wrong with it

until it stops serving, creates blinders, or diminishes accountability.”




Elena nodded her head while Oscar continued sharing his

impressions.




“Phillip, the chief growth officer, is one of the newer

executives. He’s been at ABC for only four years and, at 39, is the youngest on

the executive team. He has a strong understanding of digital capabilities in

the financial services space and how they can lead to growth. The CGO role is

new to the organization and replaces the chief marketing officer position.

Based on my conversations with Phillip, he isn’t making enough progress getting

leadership buy-in on the growth strategy. I can tell he’s frustrated, and he

even alluded to looking externally for other opportunities.




“The chief human resources officer is Farouk, who joined ABC

seven years ago after leading HR for a large global manufacturing firm. In the

manufacturing space, he was well known for his strong focus on people.

Unfortunately, it sounds like his voice isn’t heard much at the executive

table, as he isn’t often consulted on the effects of business strategy on

people and the ever-evolving culture. He also mentioned that feedback from the

last employee opinion survey showed that people are suffering from change fatigue,”

Oscar said.




“Don’t the CEO and other executives care about how people

experience all of these transformations?” Elena asked.




“I’m sure they do,” Oscar continued. “Sometimes the

financial results supersede the people agenda, especially when the organization

is trying to stay relevant while protecting the stock price. CFO Robert alluded

to how strategic priorities are highly sensitive to the outward-facing market

perception. So, their quarter-over-quarter updates really focus on telling a

story of their aspirations. Unfortunately, the people agenda gets moved to the

back burner. At least that’s Farouk’s perspective.




“Bijal is the chief risk officer. He has been at ABC for 20

years, five in his current role. Bijal is somewhat conservative, but that

perspective really helped ABC weather the financial crisis better than most. He

has a solid reputation in the industry for his risk management acumen. Strong personality. 




“Bijal mentioned he has less and less of an appetite for

risk the more ABC tries to transform. He understands that increased complexity

raises the organization’s risk profile. The words he used to describe the

current state are, and I quote, ‘ABC is at a tipping point. And we will either

come out on the other side, or we will implode.’ Let’s just say it wasn’t the

week’s most optimistic conversation. I’m interested to see if there is any

hyperbole in that statement or if it’s the true state of affairs,” Oscar said,

wrapping up his meet-the-team summary.




“Ouch!” Elena exclaimed.




“I know, right?!” Oscar laughed ruefully. “The way I see it,

there is opportunity for me with tremendous upside. Or … I’ll go down trying to

redirect the ship. But those are the key executives and what I’ve picked up

through conversations. There are a few other folks reporting to the CEO, like

presidents of the different business lines. However, the C-suite folks will be

the key people I’ll interact with as I focus on implementing a strategic change

initiative that will improve our customer service capabilities.”




Oscar took a few more bites of fish and a quick sip of wine

before continuing, “There are two other important leaders on my team I want to

tell you about. Darren is the operations head with responsibility for all

customer service call centers and back-office functions. He has a very big job

with responsibility for more than 40,000 employees — more than 75% of ABC’s

workforce. 




“Before I joined, he reported directly to Michael for a few

years. However, he wasn’t responsible for all operations. The business unit

presidents were responsible for their own product and service lines. This was

the result of decision-making similar to when ABC acquired its newest credit

card company, and some functions weren’t centralized, as I mentioned before. I

share that because Darren’s role has evolved. During his 25 years at ABC, he

has worked in operations leadership positions across multiple product lines. He

has developed strong technical knowledge as his career has grown. I know

Michael values that because he told me himself. He mentioned he sees Darren as

a future successor for my role,” he added.




“That’s interesting that Michael would call that out for

Darren specifically, no?” Elena said.




“Yeah, I thought so, too. It made me wonder whether Michael

really wanted Darren for my position,” Oscar replied. “I’m sure I’ll learn more

as I spend additional time with both of them.”




Oscar returned to the kitchen to get dessert before

continuing. 




“The last person to mention is Diana, who also reports to

me. She leads the corporate-wide program management and change office. I don’t

think she’s much more than 41 or 42. Diana started at ABC, left for a few

years, then returned and has been here for about ten more. She grew up in

operations but has led both operations teams and support functions. 




“She impressed me during our first one-on-one. Clearly, she

aspires to do more. At the same time, she alluded that despite getting more

responsibility over the years, she doesn’t feel highly valued by the executive

team for her thought leadership and other capabilities. She feels like she’s

been put into a role where she can’t be successful because the executive team

isn’t aligned on change strategy.”




Oscar enjoyed a spoonful of tiramisu from the family’s

favorite bakery before continuing.




“Diana described her role as a task master for changes

happening in the organization. More importantly, she says she often finds out

about changes only after they’ve failed, and people call her team to help fix

the problems that result. Darren is her largest internal ‘customer.’ I sensed

Diana may get frustrated with that relationship because Darren is the elder

statesman on my leadership team. Oh, and I almost forgot! The executive team

selected Diana to lead the strategic change initiative, and since that hasn’t

gone well, there is a need for damage control. So, we’ll be working together

closely.




“Alright, that’s it. I appreciate you letting me share a

little about the players at ABC. It feels good to have a space to unload a bit.

Thank you!”




Oscar leaned over and gave Elena a peck on the cheek. “If

you’re finished with your dessert, I’ll clear the table and clean up the

kitchen. Then we can get ready to head out.”




After finishing her wine and handing her husband the glass,

Elena observed, “I’m not sure how much help I was, but it was my pleasure to

just sit and listen. I know it’s early, but what’s next?”




Oscar rose from the table and began loading the dishwasher

while he replied, “First, I need to spend more time with Diana to discuss the

change initiative and where she is with everything. And I’ve made a few

presumptions about the organization and its leaders that I need to confirm.

That process will lead to questions and ideas. Things will get clearer over

time. And once I’m confident I understand the full context, I’ll develop a

strategy and do my best to deliver on that. 




“None of that is new,” he continued, “but the context really

does matter. My last few positions were in private companies that didn’t have

to play to market expectations in the same way that public companies do. I’ve

repeatedly seen where short-term and long-term goals conflict. In private

companies, I’ve been able to perform well in part because there is less

complexity to navigate. Regardless, I’ll bring all of me to this organization

and do my best. We will see how everyone responds to that.” 




Oscar flashed a quick smile. “I’m optimistic. On a lighter

note, what did you think of my branzino?” They both laughed. He finished

cleaning up the kitchen before they changed their clothes and headed out for

drinks and dancing with friends. 




As he locked the front door, though, Oscar couldn’t help but

say a silent prayer that his brand of authenticity-infused change management

would be enough to turn things around at ABC. 
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