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INTRODUCTION



On yet another perfect day in Northern California, a group of CEOs from various industries filed into an airy conference room with tall windows overlooking lush hills. Wine country’s renowned weather and scenic views weren’t the main attraction, however; these leaders came here to pause, reflect, learn, and develop, which is hard to do when you’re busy at work. What they talk about will surprise you. At this session—one of McKinsey & Company’s Bower Forum programs for CEO leadership development—the conversation, as always, started with strategy, operations, finances, talent, and other topics you’d expect executives to care about, but soon enough, we started to explore issues that can be hard to share anywhere but there.


A CEO of a major biotech company started talking about how he was struggling to lead his company into the future. He had a very powerful board whose members had their own strong opinions about the direction of the firm. He complained that every time he tried to initiate a bold move, his directors tried to push him in a different direction. He felt tentative and frustrated.


The other CEOs in the room started to ask him about his skills, his knowledge, and his vision for the company. Ramesh, one of the authors of this book and a Bower Forum coach, encouraged the CEO to think about why he felt insecure given his talent and his in-depth knowledge of the industry. “I asked him,” recalls Ramesh, “to think about how much he has actually put into the business and the commitment he has made and that he should focus on what his investors and patients want.”


The biotech CEO started to gradually open up to the others. He was learning how to get to know himself better, to recognize his strengths, to set aside his biases, and to understand that he needed to listen more closely to others and deliver on what his constituents wanted. As the retreat came to a close, everyone who had been in the room with the CEO saw a changed person, someone with a deeper self-awareness and a renewed sense of confidence—someone willing to make bold moves. It was no coincidence that the executive went on to build one of the most financially and scientifically successful biotech firms in the world.


As McKinsey senior partners, we have worked closely with hundreds of leaders like this biotech CEO, who hail from both Fortune Global 500 corporations and leading nonprofits. Two of us, Hans-Werner and Ramesh, are co-deans of McKinsey’s Bower Forum CEO leadership development program, a two-day event where over the last ten years more than 500 of the world’s top CEOs and business leaders—in aggregate they oversee 13 million employees—have opened their hearts and minds to confront personal and professional challenges. One of our coauthors, Dana, is the global co-head and European leader of McKinsey’s People & Organizational Performance Practice. She partners with organizations to build leaders and talent and also coaches at the Bower Forum. Our other coauthor, Kurt, leads McKinsey’s global CEO Initiative to help build great CEOs and CEO counselors. The Bower program is the culmination of the best thinking on leadership at McKinsey, whose roughly 3,000 partners work with 7,000 corporate clients around the world. Here McKinsey’s best practices in leadership are put to work, offering CEOs a proven approach to reinvent themselves. We want to share with you what the four of us have learned from coaching some of the world’s best leaders, both from working with them at the Bower Forum and through our consulting practices at McKinsey.


Over the years, we’ve seen that the best leaders learn to become more self-aware and self-reflective. They realize that the brake that’s holding them back as they’re trying to press the accelerator is their own psychological conditioning, which is rooted in the habits and behaviors that, ironically, got them where they are. We offer in this book a step-by-step approach for leaders to reinvent themselves both professionally and personally. It is a journey that helps a person change the psychological, emotional, and ultimately the human attributes of leadership that can prevent them from reaching the highest levels of excellence.


We first became interested in the human side of leadership after seeing many skilled people who had mastered all the right executive skills—financial acumen, strategic and operational management, and system thinking—and who felt confident and powerful yet struggled to link their vision for success with the actual performance of their organizations and failed to spark passion in their employees. They would lead their team with a rousing battle cry, only to turn and see that no one was following them or, at best, that employees were following them without enthusiasm and energy.


After a careful analysis of what was holding back these otherwise talented leaders, we concluded that on a deep, psychological level they were not authentically connecting with themselves and, equally important, with others on their team. At the Bower Forum programs and other McKinsey leadership development sessions we led, everyone knew how to define and acquire the logical, tangible skills of leadership. But when we asked how they could become both a logical and a human-centric leader—one who is more self-aware, empathetic, humble, reflective, vulnerable, and consequently more inspiring, resilient, and balanced—the pathway to acquiring those personal attributes was much harder to describe. A survey of Bower Forum participants found that 57 percent came to the program for personal challenges—including becoming a more human, versatile leader and a stronger leader of teams—a higher percentage than those who came to work on their strategies. (See here for more detailed results from our survey.) Becoming a more human leader is a journey often traveled without much help or guidance. Some of the best said they were simply born with those qualities, while others said they were fortunate to meet some great personal coaches along the way, but no one could point to a clear road map to becoming a more authentic and human-centric leader. That is what this book attempts to do—to describe, explain, and codify a leader’s inner journey, in essence leading from the inside out. This is the key ingredient to make a lasting impact as you lead your teams and the broader organization.


This journey is nuanced and complex. It calls for personal growth, which means one has to be constantly learning, listening, inspiring, and caring, gradually reinventing oneself as a leader. Leadership is not only about those seemingly endless things you need to do when you’re an amazing CEO but also about being aware of who you are as a person and always improving as a human being. It’s all about how you change yourself and others. It’s about adopting a human-centric leadership approach.


Most executives don’t spend enough time thinking about the personal side of leadership. As Dana recalls, “I spent months working with a CEO on their agenda: strategy, execution, and metrics. Over the course of our journey we also touched on culture, what leadership means, and how that should impact the organization. That was a topic, however, that took up only a small part of our formal program. After a year of working together, as we were reflecting on our work, the CEO said, ‘Our partnership made a difference on multiple dimensions. But the one thing that made the biggest difference, the turning point that changed how we operated, was that conversation we had on the sidewalk after dinner a year ago, where you suggested I should think more about culture and how I have to change as a person to inspire this cultural journey in the organization. That was the moment my focus shifted, and I knew what to work on.”


When we started our careers at McKinsey, the world was a very different place. Investors, boards, and the business press worshipped the imperial CEO. Larger-than-life leaders such as GE’s Jack Welch or Chrysler’s Lee Iacocca were household names. These all-knowing, tough-minded, results-oriented individuals made frequent appearances on television talk shows and wrote bestselling business books. Their employees revered them, hung on their every word, and expected them to have all the answers. They and they alone called the plays.


The imperial CEO is done. Yes, leaders such as Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg get headlines and have become internet memes, but even they can’t go it alone. They have surrounded themselves with superb executives, inventors, and innovators. Today leaders must take up a new mantle. Unlike the authority figures of the past, this new cohort does not pretend to have all the answers. Gone are the days when a leader barks an order or throws out a plan and everyone falls lockstep in line.


The winning formula is for leaders to be aware of all the signals, both verbal and nonverbal, that they are giving, and of the weight they carry—to stay in touch with their emotions, be sensitive to how they interact with others, and ensure the authenticity of their actions. To add value, they listen, experiment, and learn from others, balancing competing commitments and short- and long-term objectives, keeping in mind the demands of their many stakeholders. They enable their teams and colleagues to succeed and contribute with passion and confidence. The best then learn how to balance these human-centric attributes with the hard-nosed skills that helped them win the top job. This is the new model, and sooner or later everyone worth their management salt encounters a moment when they realize that leadership has as much to do with leading themselves as it does with leading others. At that crucial moment, they switch from the traditional leader they thought they should be to one who is adopting a human leadership approach. They start learning and growing to meet the demands of their position and to fulfill their boldest aspirations.


Being a senior leader is a lonely role, and many feel adrift in today’s fast-paced and ever-evolving business landscape, which is rife with volatility, complexity, and ambiguity. “The only training for being a CEO is being a CEO,” observed Marvin Bower, McKinsey’s longest-serving global managing partner, who alongside James O. McKinsey defined and shaped the foundations of the firm in the twentieth century. It’s little wonder that a study by Development Dimensions International found that 83 percent of leaders across the world felt they were unprepared for their new leadership roles.


This shift to a more humble and open form of leadership is happening because circumstances demand it. The terrain is shifting rapidly, making the old tried-and-true leadership maps all but useless. Boosting the bottom line is necessary but not sufficient. Today’s leaders must master such complex issues as digital transformation, inflation, disrupted global supply chains, scarce talent, a lack of diversity, cybersecurity, and climate change, as well as an awakened search for purpose in employees. This means that no one person, no matter how brilliant or capable, has the experience, knowledge, or temperament to tackle all these challenges alone. Little wonder that the CEO job has gotten more precarious. According to the executive compensation firm Equilar, from 2013 to 2022 the average CEO tenure at S&P 500 companies has decreased 20 percent from six years to just under five years.


There’s another reason why human leadership has become so crucial to organizations these days. With the rapid onset of artificial intelligence (AI) and generative AI (GenAI) in the workplace, an increasing number of repetitive and analytical management tasks such as market analysis, project management, budgets, customer service, decision making, and fact finding will be handled by AI algorithms, assuming the software keeps improving. If you are a traditional leader who’s great at numbers, planning, and scheduling, your job might be threatened. Going forward, the differentiating factor will be human leadership that gives people a sense of purpose and inspires them, and that cares about who they are and what they’re thinking and feeling. Many employees today believe that much of the technical and analytical guidance they need is more easily obtained from AI solutions. A survey conducted by the research firm Potential Project found that employees already have more confidence in AI than in their human bosses in certain areas of leadership and in the management of certain tasks. Why not, if they can get the job done without feeling neglected or abused by their manager?


Tapping into AI alone, however, will not lead to high performance. What employees really long for in their leaders is development, experience, care, and wisdom. The best companies know that leadership—to put it pointedly—is about more than management; it is also about embracing the human element. They will combine the analytical advantages of AI with leaders who have excellent people skills to drive their organizations to new heights. AI can offer a twofold benefit. By supporting or replacing analytical and technical tasks, it can free up more time for leaders to spend on human leadership. Second, AI can provide analytical and results-oriented insights on the effectiveness of human-centric leadership, giving leaders constant feedback on the effectiveness of their human leadership style, on how they’re leading from the inside out.


A leadership approach that balances financial performance, AI/GenAI, and people can not only help CEOs succeed in their jobs but can also pay dividends. That’s because when human capital is managed the right way, the results translate straight to the bottom line. According to a 2023 McKinsey Global Institute study of eighteen hundred large companies across all sectors in fifteen countries, those businesses that focused on human capital development in addition to financial performance were roughly one and a half times more likely to remain high performers over time and have about half the earnings volatility. In fact, when the COVID-19 pandemic hit, they maintained profitability and grew revenues twice as fast as companies that focused mainly on financial performance.


In this book we explore how CEOs should lead themselves and then lead others through personal and organizational change. Learning, growth, and self-reinvention start with introspection, and the CEOs we portray in these pages have embarked on a profound exploration of who they are and what they stand for. Their stories reveal what they learned over the course of their careers, and how they’ve applied those teachings to real-world situations. Many of these stories come from our Bower Forum sessions, where typically three to five CEOs from noncompeting companies deeply engage with one another, privately share experiences and aspirations, and challenge one another on topics and offer advice, including how to lead from the inside out. These sessions operate under Chatham Rules, providing CEOs with a safe place where they can drop their public face and work through problems with peers who understand what they’re going through. (We obtained permission from attendees whose stories appear in the book and disguised identities in a few cases when necessary.) A few select McKinsey senior partners act as Bower Forum faculty, and two experienced former CEOs cohost each event. (For more detail about how the Bower Forum works, see the appendix here.)


The insights you’ll read about in more detail in this book, which have come out of not only the Bower Forum but also from McKinsey’s leadership practices, include the following:




	To combat the fact that no one would tell him bad news, the CEO of a media company cultivated “truth tellers” at every level of the organization.


	A CEO mustered the courage to feel that she belonged in a male-dominated industry.


	The head of a pharmaceutical company used a deep learning technique to predict the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic, which gave his company a jump on producing a new vaccine.


	The president of a large foundation overcame impostor syndrome, where she had struggled with doubts about her own abilities.


	
To enable better decision making, an admiral who led U.S. special operations forces trained his teams to respond to changes in the terrain rather than to stick to a preconceived plan.


	The head of a major hospital found that the best way to lead is to connect with employees on an emotional level.


	By humbling himself and treating his employees like family, a CEO turned a manufacturing company around and then weathered the 2008 financial crisis without layoffs.


	The CEO of an auto supply company grew it into a global powerhouse by figuring out how to leverage the tricky psychological balance between motivating people and pressuring them to make the numbers.


	The leader of an industrial, aerospace, and defense company learned to become more versatile in order to build the new skills he needed to navigate a fast-changing world.


	Before coaching his top executives, a CEO of a global auto company took the time to learn more about their life stories and personal issues.





We’ve designed our leadership process to have two main parts—one focused on the psychological, emotional, and human aspect of leading yourself, called “It Starts with You,” and one focused on the human side of leading teams and building organizations, called “Moving beyond Yourself.” In other words, how do CEOs learn to lead from the inside out?


In the first part of the process, we help you to learn how to listen to your inner self, and how to overcome your own barriers and biases. What is it you really want to accomplish? What assumptions are you making—including about yourself—that stand in the way? This requires that you assess your situation in an unbiased manner. Here we help you learn how to deeply listen to your network of stakeholders who can help you understand their own needs and offer advice to you as a leader. The result is a deeper self-awareness and self-reflection that helps you develop a clear inner compass for navigating competing views and for finding the confidence and resilience to make the right decisions—all while embracing a more human leadership approach.
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	Lead from the inside out:
It starts with you

	 

	Lead from the inside out:
 Moving beyond yourself


   







	



	Humility


	Confidence


	Selflessness


	Vulnerability


	Resilience


	Versatility





   

	 

	



	Embed purpose


	Inspire boldness


	Empower people


	Encourage truth telling


	Adopt fearless learning


	Instill empathy





   



















The Journey of Leadership never ends:


Find your forum for continual reinvention





Part 2 of The Journey of Leadership is all about unleashing the potential of your people and making positive change in your organization by leveraging the aspirations, the deeper self-awareness, and the human leadership attributes that you cultivated in part 1. In other words, once leaders know how to lead their inner selves, they are prepared to lead individuals, teams, and systems from the inside out. We explore how to deliver on your mandate in a way that enacts true change in an organization. You learn how to engage your team in your radical plan for change, to get them to speak truth to power, to be flexible when unexpected circumstances hit, to feel a sense of purpose, and to be willing to go the extra mile to make the business a success.


We’re not by any means suggesting that leaders abandon their hard-nosed, analytical leadership skills. The challenge is to balance them with their soft leadership skills. Think of it as a professional tennis player who masters all the basic strokes—forehand, backhand, serve—but then must balance that technical knowledge with resilience, psychological toughness, and an understanding of their opponent’s strengths and weaknesses. A player who is only technically excellent will rarely win big tournaments.


One of our coauthors and a Bower Forum coach, Hans-Werner Kaas, points out that an executive’s ability to balance seemingly contradictory mindsets is a topic that gets a lot of play these days. At one program, the participants were struggling to balance the need for a CEO to be confident about the company’s strategy with a desire to encourage their teams to question existing plans and redefine them. As one Bower Forum participant framed it, “Developing such a differentiated culture and capability is essential for my organization.” Hans-Werner’s co-faculty partner Admiral Eric Olson, the former head of the U.S. Special Operations Command, explained to the group that the best leaders are versatile, taking different approaches based on a current understanding of the situation. A CEO might be heavily invested in a well-defined, rigorous plan, but the best leaders balance that with the understanding that they and their teams must be ready and capable to adjust—or at times completely redefine—plans based on changing external and internal circumstances. As Olson put it to the group and as he has emphasized with the Navy SEALs, “When the map differs from the terrain, then go with the terrain.”


Hans-Werner uses this insight to discuss the importance of what we call the five balancing acts of CEOs, a major takeaway for many of the CEOs who attend our Bower Forums.


Great leaders balance:




1.	Being certain about what they know and discovering new ideas and approaches (including adjusting original plans) through rapid, creative, and unbiased reassessments and learning.


2.	An obsession with financial performance with the needs of all the company’s shareholders and stakeholders.


3.	Being a steward of the business with being someone who occasionally takes bold and well-calculated risks and moves when opportunities arise.


4.	Being in control with empowering teams to take the initiative.


5.	Being a hardheaded professional with someone who takes a more humane approach.





To succeed, today’s leaders must learn to master these polarities. They must be humble yet decisive, vulnerable yet strong, cautious yet bold, forgiving yet demanding, and certain but willing to change. As F. Scott Fitzgerald put it in The Crack-Up, “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.”


Our ultimate goal is to encourage CEOs and other leaders who radically focus on financial performance to unleash their inner visionary and their leadership potential—to become someone who can see multiple possibilities for personal and organizational growth and generate a holistic impact for all stakeholders. We want to take command-and-control-minded executives and teach them to act as more human leaders and partners who collaborate in empowered networks. We help leaders who rule and control through their own sense of certainty switch to a mindset of rapid, deep learning and discovery. And finally, we hope to persuade them to see the world in all its wonderful diversity and to be their best authentic selves.


If some of the world’s best CEOs have discovered the importance of the human side of leadership and have taken the time to go deep within themselves to build that capability, then surely this approach will be valuable to many others in all types of organizations. Our humble hope is that if you apply this inside-out approach for change to yourself, your team, and all your employees, you will be well on your way to becoming a great human-centric leader and an inspiring role model in your organization and beyond.





   




Part 1



IT STARTS WITH YOU







   




1


Humility


YOU’RE NOT THE SMARTEST PERSON IN THE ROOM


At a Bower Forum meeting held in Frankfurt, Germany, the CEO of an Asian tech giant explained how he had an extremely complicated relationship with his board. The chairman had been the previous CEO for twenty years and had helped build the company into a powerhouse. The trouble was that the chairman was still heavily involved in running the company, making it very difficult for the CEO to do his job. The CEO knew he needed to make major changes in the company, but he was struggling to get any agreement from the chairman, who ruled with an iron fist. While the CEO felt shackled, he also was conflicted because the chairman was his mentor and he wanted to stay loyal and figure out a way to work collaboratively with him.


One of the other CEOs in the room said, “You can’t do this on your own. First off, to work more collaboratively with your chairman you have to understand him better and figure out who are his influencers on the board and who are his friends. You need to talk to these people and get useful input on what the chairman is thinking and then figure out how to influence him.” The first CEO explained to the group that an Indonesian investment fund, which controlled some 30 percent of the company, had a strong relationship with the chairman and influenced his views. The CEO, however, didn’t have any sort of relationship with them. The other CEOs at the forum told him he needed to fly to Indonesia and start reporting quarterly results in person to the fund managers. That way he could get to know them and ask for their help in persuading the chairman to work with him to make the changes he needed.


Then another CEO chimed in: “Once you understand what your chairman is thinking, you should have a frank conversation with him where you lay out the facts and arguments for your strategic plan. But don’t hit him all at once. Have a series of discussions laying out your agenda in bite-sized chunks and tell him, ‘Here’s what I’m thinking about at this point in time.’ Then tell him you’d like to come back in another week and talk more, and then keep doing that until he’s won over.”


Over the next several months, the CEO reached within himself, realizing that he indeed couldn’t go it alone. He sought out investors, friends of the chairman, and others, asking their advice on what the chairman was thinking and the best ways to approach him. Eventually the two rivals began to see eye-to-eye on the company’s strategy and worked together to move the business forward.


The CEO of this Asian tech giant is a great example of a leader who benefited from the first element of the Bower Forum process. He took an unbiased look at himself and realized that he was stalled at his job and didn’t have all the answers. He realized he needed to become a better listener and reach out to those who could help him perform better. He then built an outside network of advisers to help him figure out how to work with his chairman to form a mandate for change. He had been trying to go it alone, but after feedback from other CEOs he came to realize that he is not expected to go it alone. He wasn’t always the smartest one in the room.


As this CEO proved, personal change is possible. After much self-assessment, he became more open and humble, seeking input from his management team, outsiders, and the board, who had a broader sense of the business context or knew the thinking of the company’s chairman. He learned how to embark on a never-ending learning journey, one where he had the courage to reach out and listen to the advice of others.


One of the key reasons CEOs come to the forum is to address their isolation and their loneliness. No one likes to feel lonely, but when you get the top job, that’s just what happens. Sometimes no one talks to you because you act like you’re the smartest one in the room, and no one wants to say the wrong thing or bring bad news to the boss. As a New Yorker cartoon that showed a CEO addressing his team put it, “I am more than willing to acknowledge my mistakes if someone is stupid enough to point them out to me.”


When they are feeling uncertain and lack confidence, many CEOs tend to go “one up”—convincing themselves that they are more important in order to feel safer in their role. (Later in the book we will explore how the best leaders go “one down” and behave in ways that supercharge teamwork.) Going one up is a move into grandiosity that leads them to think that they are better and smarter than everyone else. The leaders who fall into this trap aren’t usually conceited people, but they might believe the job requires that they make decisions on their own—something that in reality isn’t required. As former Warren Buffett sidekick and legendary investor Charlie Munger once put it, “Smart, hard-working people aren’t exempted from professional disasters from overconfidence. Often, they just go aground in the more difficult voyages they choose, relying on their self-appraisals that they have superior talents and methods.”


Sometimes going one up is a personal attribute of the CEO—they intrinsically operate that way to overcome their own insecurities. Other times, it is the team that expects the CEO to be decisive and have all the answers. This can create disempowerment or even fear in the organization. Teams will defer to the CEO and wait for them to come up with the answer. When tough problems arose at meetings, one CEO of a media company would become very verbose, take over, and solve the problem on the table. This kind of behavior can be very intimidating. What makes this pattern difficult to catch is that it was often rewarded in the past, and it feels good—the CEO gets a rush of energy.


Acting like you’re above it all can have dire consequences, as history shows. Napoleon Bonaparte was a brilliant military strategist and conqueror, but he also believed that he was smarter than everyone else and was often unwilling to listen to the advice of his advisers. Ignoring the warnings of his generals, he decided in 1812 that his path to victory in Europe included an invasion of Russia. A fierce winter and tough resistance shattered his forces. Napoleon’s army entered Russia with more than 612,000 men, and only 112,000 remained after the campaign. His reputation of invincibility was shattered.


Believing that your colleagues expect you to have all the answers is a trap—one that can have dire consequences in the business world. In the 1970s, former GM executive John DeLorean founded the DeLorean Motor Company, which made a futuristic stainless-steel-bodied sports car with gull-wing doors. He was known for his charisma and innovative ideas but also had a reputation for being arrogant and unwilling to listen to others. While others cautioned him to move slowly—starting a car company is a highly complex endeavor—he ultimately overextended the company’s finances, and the production of the DeLorean sports car became a financial disaster that led to the company’s bankruptcy.


With this in mind, leaders attending the Bower Forum try to honestly define their attributes—do they always think they have the answer, do they interrupt their colleagues before they have the opportunity to finish their thought, are they the type of person who already knows the answer before they walk into the room? We then suggest that they work on skills that will help them unlearn this unproductive behavior. We suggest they ask themselves what is the worst that would happen if they stopped acting like they’re the smartest one in the room and opened themselves up to the opinions and thoughts of others. If they really listened? Even if what they hear contradicts the way they see the world, what do you have to lose? In today’s fast-changing landscape, it’s less about what an individual knows and more about knowing what they need to know and where to get it. This means developing the skills to really hear what others have to say instead of looking for validation of what you already think.


The best leaders realize they don’t have all the answers and regularly question and listen to those around them. Listening sounds easy, yet it is one of the most challenging skills for senior leaders who have been rewarded through their career for their decisiveness, their ability to be in control, and their confidence. Most who make it to the CEO level are, of course, super smart, but their true value comes from their unique bird’s-eye view, their ability to connect the dots and bring multiple perspectives together. And to do that well, they have to apply their experience and wisdom in a different way. Instead of going one up, they think carefully about what they hear, they reflect, and they actively understand root causes and implications. They create circles of advisers who can help guide them, give them opposing views, and encourage them to adopt new perspectives. They make it a habit to go beyond their comfort zone, to engage in fearless learning, ready to question deeply anchored assumptions and beliefs. In short, they know that they’re not the smartest person in the room.


That raises the question: Who do you need to listen to? It depends on which problems you’re trying to solve. Generally speaking, if it’s an operation or process you’re trying to improve, you listen to what your direct reports and sometimes those managers two or three levels below you have to say. For strategic direction or big personnel decisions, generally speaking, it’s the board and your most trusted investors, but if the change is big enough, customer and clients should be included. For products and services, it’s the customer, of course. For societal issues and the company’s purpose, it never hurts to get input from your employees and the communities where you operate. In all cases you need to listen for different perspectives, while trying to understand the underlying motivations both by what the speaker says and also through nuances such as their tone and body language.


Most important, by opening themselves up to new ideas, leaders can build a mandate—which means persuading the board, investors, and other constituents to grant you the authority to carry out your strategy. As a CEO, nobody tells you exactly what you should do, so it’s your job to figure out your mandate. In this age of stakeholder capitalism, you have to establish a mandate with your customers, with your employees, with your investors, with society at large, and with your family. You need to be open enough to listen to what they have to say without any biases or preconceived notions. It’s helpful to have what we call an inside-out mindset. You need to find the right balance between understanding the company as an insider and reflecting on it as an outsider—as if you’re an outsider coming in to understand your company’s culture, context, and legacy.


The best leaders take the time early in their tenure to ask “What is my mandate?” and get input from a broad set of stakeholders—even if they’re an insider who’s been with the company for years and think they know what needs to be done. It’s also very important to understand that mandates evolve over time. Early in a CEO tenure there might be one or two critical things that need immediate attention, which if you ignore could result in a crisis. Later on, once you’ve settled in your role, you have an opportunity to establish an even bolder, broader mandate to drive change, whether it be your own company or the broader system.


Reflecting on that mandate and then thinking about the unique challenges that come in the way of accomplishing it can be quite helpful for CEOs. Through listening and a willingness to change their minds, they win permission from their various constituents to act. Without a mandate, many well-meaning leaders attempt to forge ahead yet fail, dragged down by the weight of a reluctant organization or the intransigence of board members and investors who aren’t aligned with their vision.


We are, of course, not suggesting that you hand over your power to those working for you. Quite the contrary. Excellent leaders run a participatory process where they listen to different points of view, but the final decision still rests with the CEO. “Your point of view could change,” says Mark Fields, the former CEO of Ford Motor and a Bower coach, “but it can’t be, ‘Hey, let’s just figure this out together, and everybody’s going to have a vote.’” This is one of the polarities that leaders need to master. They have to be humble but at the same time have the wits and strength to make a tough decision—especially when there’s little consensus on the team.


Many CEOs have struggled with how to get their management teams aligned and marching in the same direction. It’s a tight balancing act. As the CEO, you’ve got to listen to others and perhaps at times change your mind, but at the end of the day you have to call the shots. And as we’ll explore in part 2 of this book, you must pull this off in such a way that your team gets behind the plan because you’ve appealed to both their heads and their hearts. Appealing to the head is laying out the reality—here’s what we think are the opportunities. The heart is linking the plan to the mission of the company. Is this something we’re passionate about? What do we want our legacy to be? Do we want it to be one of failure, or do we want it to be one of success?


Getting a team pulling in the same direction is hard to do because, as we’ll see in chapter 10, “Everyone Keeps Things from the Boss,” even direct reports don’t want to tell the CEO what’s going on in the company. No one wants to bring bad news. No one wants to irritate the CEO, because they fear it will throw their career back if they’re the one who’s always saying, “This isn’t right,” or, “I don’t agree with what you’re doing.”


So the job of the CEO is to learn how to engage in what we call positive leadership, which means listening and trying to elicit ideas from others without reacting negatively to what they’re telling you. Says Fields, “I’ve seen great examples of how a leader reacted in a positive way when bad news came up. They thanked the person for sharing and in the process created a safe place for others to bring up criticism. I’ve also seen absolutely godawful examples where a person gives bad news, and the leader just eviscerates them. That teaches everybody else in that room to keep their mouth shut.”


Another advantage of listening closely is that it not only makes people feel good, but it also helps you understand how people on your team come to decisions. You can evaluate their thought processes every day, how they’re thinking and whether they’re growing in the job. “If the person comes up with the wrong ideas too often,” says Fields, “you might say, ‘I can’t be patient with this person anymore. Maybe they don’t belong here.’”


Says another Bower coach, “The leaders who get into trouble are those who think that they have all the answers, who don’t listen well, and who are arrogant, narcissistic, grandiose, only interested in money and not caring enough about the business and the people.”


Humility and openness also come into play when you are struggling to make a big, game-changing decision. To make sure they’re on the right track, the best CEOs reach out and have candid conversations with their different stakeholders. They have the humility to listen carefully to their advice and the willingness to act on it. These leaders see depending on others not as a weakness but as a crucial tool to arrive at the right solution.


Throughout his long career, Dan Vasella, the former CEO of pharmaceutical giant Novartis and a coach at the Bower Forum, says that a big reason for his success was his ability to listen to others to form the best plan to execute his mandate. Often he found himself reaching out to others for advice. While navigating his company through the fast-changing and consolidating global pharmaceutical industry, he at times felt like he was dragging a boat through wet sand. Vasella, a physician and marketing executive at the Swiss pharma company Sandoz, was named CEO of the firm in 1992. He knew Sandoz wasn’t big or powerful enough to keep thriving in this rapidly evolving industry. He needed to ease his company’s reliance on the high-risk and high-reward cycle of patent drugs, but how? Instead of putting on a brave face with his chairman and the board, he took the opposite tack, admitting that he needed their guidance and knowledge to find the best way forward.


He spoke to his directors, investors, and industry experts to gain a firm grasp of what would be needed in the coming years to stay competitive. As a result, Vasella in 1996 pulled off what was at the time one of the largest mergers in corporate history. He joined Sandoz with Ciba-Geigy, Switzerland’s other pharma powerhouse, to create a new enterprise based in Basel called Novartis, which at the time had annual revenue of more than $29 billion. His external circle of advisers helped him define a vision and strategy for the new company, overcome the uncertainty of merging the two cultures, and transform the new entity into one of the most innovative companies in the field.


Later in his tenure, Vasella once again reached out to a diverse group of stakeholders to help him execute his mandate. From his conversations he developed a clear view on where the industry was headed. “The applications of computing and genetics to the biomedical field were exploding,” says Vasella. “At the time, we were on the verge of being able to decipher your genome for less than $1,000. We were moving to an era of so-called personalized medicine, where we will be able choose the treatment knowing the specific nature of the disease in an individual.” But how to take advantage of these new developments?


Vasella reached out to his board, his team, and scientists and had his own view confirmed that some of the best breakthrough research was happening in the Boston area, especially in terms of biotechnology, and that Novartis could tap into some of the world’s best talent by moving its R&D headquarters from Switzerland to Boston. His trusted team reassured him that it was not as if they were shutting down research in Basel but that they would be adding to the company’s capabilities. The move would likely lead to some new areas of research and new ways of thinking. The center was a big bet; it would cost hundreds of millions, and some critics didn’t want to move the company’s core R&D out of Switzerland. Even so, in 2010, Vasella decided to set up a major R&D center in Cambridge, Massachusetts, a brave move for a European company that had always had its research headquarters in Switzerland. His finance team also helped guide him through the economics and the costs of opening a foreign R&D center. It was a daring move, but it turned out to be a huge success over time. The Boston lab, called the Institute of Biomedical Research, served as a model, and Novartis now has six R&D campuses around the world.


“I believe,” says Vasella, “that you have to be able to express doubt to your team, a board, and other close advisers. If you don’t—and you pretend—then you are playing a role, which others will sense rather easily, and that could lead to an unhealthy situation. That’s not to say you should act like you’re in a confessional. Facing doubt, you have to recognize if and when a decision is needed. If it is, you have to take the sword and cut through the Gordian knot and decide—despite any uncertainties. Maybe I shouldn’t say it, but making a big decision also has something of gambling and playfulness to it—otherwise you’ll be paralyzed by fear. You have to be able to take risks at that level without making it so personal and without taking all the burden. If you take every decision too personally, that can have a negative impact on your mental state.”


One leader we know used the “not the smartest in the room” lesson to help him adapt to a new job in Asia. In 2017, Eddie Ahmed was picked to run MassMutual International, which comprised all its insurance and financial services operations outside the United States. Ahmed had a strong financial and technical background, having worked at Citigroup and Morgan Stanley. But one thing he knew was that he didn’t have all the answers. So in the months after getting the job, he traveled extensively from his headquarters in Hong Kong, learning the ropes and eventually forming joint ventures in different markets to better learn the terrain.


When Ahmed took on the challenge of building MassMutual’s international business, he soon realized that he needed help in navigating his way through unknown markets. He needed to become aware of what he didn’t know—a tough challenge when working in multiple countries with various products and services. To do that, he created feedback loops in both his professional and personal lives. He sought out people he could reach out to whenever he had a question or a challenge, and he could be sure that they would tell him the truth and judge his ideas on a nonsubjective and impartial basis. Some of the feedback loops in the company are formal, while others are informal. Ahmed sought out people he trusted at various levels of the company as well as some from outside the company. “If I’m consistently wrong,” he says, “I need to have the courage to admit that too. You must have feedback loops within your organization to give you those signals.”


Even as the headwinds of geopolitics continued to make international expansion tricky, Ahmed’s mindset served as an important template for future decision making. When he shared his story at the Bower Forum, the executives in the group helped him get perspective on his behavior, allowing him to more clearly define and improve his leadership style. One executive pointed out that by keeping an open mind, Ahmed, in an unbiased way, was able to take facts and then synthesize the implications and learnings. He should keep working on this skill because it would gain him personal credibility with both his executive team and the board. Another weighed in, remarking that Ahmed was doing more than sponging up information. “He had approached his conversations with his global colleagues with a different mindset that balances the long term and the short term. While taking care of quarterly earnings, he also was taking a twenty-to-fifty-year generational view, carefully weighing the opportunities as well as the risks that his company was taking. It all stemmed from Ahmed taking the long view and not getting swallowed up in the day to day.”




As we saw in the two previous case studies, humility is understanding that you don’t have all the answers and that if you listen deeply, you can identify and define the most crucial questions to solve or find inspiration for the answer. True listening has a yin-and-yang quality to it. On the one hand, your mind should be open enough to be receptive to the ideas of others. On the other, you must tune your attention to the specificity of what’s being said.




	
Openness: Those who can really open themselves to others live in the present moment. They create enough space for others to be heard. This starts with self-awareness and self-regulation, slowing down your inner chatter and connecting with your inner awareness (your bodily sensations, emotions, and thoughts), which allows you to be touched by others’ ideas, perspectives, feelings, motivations, and intentions. Think of it as acting more authentically instead of responding through the filter of your own thoughts and emotions.







	
Tuning in: When someone comes to you with an idea or a message, you not only have to be open to their thoughts, but you also must focus precisely on what they say. Think of it as hearing the music through all the noise in a busy bar. If you aren’t focusing, someone might come to you with an idea or a message and you might miss their fear, concerns, or intentions. So bring your attention and tune in with precision to what others are trying to say.





How does this look in practice? At a fireside chat led by the CEO of a Fortune Global 50 company, someone asked a question. The CEO was silent for a few seconds and then, instead of directly answering, asked the questioner about the fear he sensed was underneath the question. The two then had a brief but heartfelt conversation about what was really on the questioner’s mind. The facilitator of the fireside chat was so stunned by the CEO’s behavior that she asked him, “Where did you go when you heard the question?” He replied, “I just received and digested the question.” In other words, he was open enough to be moved by the question, and then he tuned in to what the questioner was really asking. The facilitator asked the CEO how he cultivated this quality of presence and focused attention. His reply: “I take daily walks in nature, and when I feel too stressed, I take time off to go scuba diving with my wife.” As suggested by this CEO, practices of stillness, contemplation, meditation, and encounters with nature can help increase your capacity to analyze and solve problems and to interact in a human way with others.





Questions to ask yourself to become a better listener and a cultivator of ideas:





	Am I the type of person who already knows the answer before I walk into the room?


	Do I interrupt my colleagues before they have the opportunity to finish their thought?


	Do I feel calm and present or distracted and impatient when others are speaking to me?


	What is the worst that would happen if I stopped acting like I’m the smartest one in the room and opened myself up to the opinions and thoughts of others?


	Even if what I hear contradicts the way I see the world—what do I have to lose?


	How do I reconcile different ideas to produce better options and initiatives so that we conclude that the team is the “smartest in the room”?











In Summary



Truly being able to listen to others and actually hear what they’re saying, and being able to reconcile different suggestions and ideas and then combine them in a “best of the best” thinking approach, is a key skill for leaders. We’re not, however, suggesting that being a leader is like running a democracy where the idea with the most votes win. A CEO once told us that leadership is 40 percent humility and 60 percent courage. Once they’ve heard all sides of the argument and have reconciled different perspectives, the best leaders need to summon the confidence—based on their problem solving and judgment—to make bold decisions, while knowing that this is both a science and an art.
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