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More praise for


FIERCE LEADERSHIP


“Fierce Leadership has distilled valuable real-life experiences and provides a clear roadmap for leaders, managers, employees, or any group of people working together to make positive change.”


—Geri D. Palast, former U.S. Assistant Secretary of Labor, and executive director, Campaign for Fiscal Equity


“Susan Scott nails it again with Fierce Leadership. Her powerful imagery and gift for stylish communication lend her message a stickiness and freshness that makes it impossible to forget. As an author, communicator, and leader Susan is peerless. Once again I’m wowed!!!”


—Mark Willis, CEO, Keller Williams


“Fierce Leadership is a refreshingly honest and candid book. The author takes a critical look at how our careers and businesses have been held back by so-called best practices, then gives actionable suggestions for revitalizing work and accelerating your success. Read this book for new ideas and to inspire a proactive transition strategy.”


—Michael D. Watkins, bestselling author of The First 90 Days: Critical Success Strategies for New Leaders at All Levels



“Of all the worst, best practices in Fierce Leadership, ‘customer-centricity’ provoked the most thought. I truly believe that when the dust settles after this recession, the companies left standing will be those who know how to connect with their customers human being to human being. If this economic downturn has a silver lining it may be, as Susan suggests, that we will learn to ask, ‘how are you?’ and be willing to wait for the real answer.”


—Jackie P. Bayer, director of organizational development, Ernst & Young, LLP


“Fierce Leadership is the next best thing to having a world-class management guru like Susan Scott on your board—or as your personal adviser.”


—Steve Farber, Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Greater Than Yourself: The Ultimate Lesson of True Leadership and The Radical Leap



“Looking for a take on leadership that will stretch your perspective and your comfort zone? If that’s what you need (and what leader doesn’t), then Fierce Leadership is for you. In her trademark style of tough-love coaching and advice, Susan Scott shoots straight to provide the tips and insights you really need to take your team and yourself to new heights.”


—Scott Eblin, author of The Next Level: What Insiders Know About Executive Success



“Wow! I wish I’d had Susan Scott’s candid and refreshing advice earlier in my career as an executive. You’ll never think about management, performance, or professional relationships in the same way again.”


—Timothy Keiningham, EVP and global chief strategy officer at IPSOS Loyalty, and author of Why Loyalty Matters



“Many of these best practices are anything but. Having applied the principles of Fierce Conversations to our organization, I can truly recommend ‘Fierce’ as a best practice, fundamental to all leadership. Fierce Leadership expands these principles by debunking traditional but misguided notions. After reading the chapter on accountability, I am amazed at the amount of time I spend in ‘victim’ mode. Scott strips bare the self-serving excuses for accepting external influences and the behavior of others as an escape from the pain of not getting the results we desire. For any leader who wants to learn how to move beyond holding people ‘accountable’ to the rich and rewarding behavior of holding people ‘able,’ this book is a must read.”


—David R. Nielsen, MD, executive vice president and CEO, American Academy of Otolaryngology


“I loved the book—wrote all over it and used my highlighter and made lots and lots of footnotes. My staff is already hearing all about it.”


—Juan Gonzalez, vice president of student affairs, University of Texas at Austin


“Fierce Leadership is not for those who want to become shadows in the crowd; it is for those who are willing to tackle the biggest challenges in their lives, toss out the ‘old’ corporate way of thinking, and execute at a higher level of integrity, both personally and professionally.”


—Faith Green, cofounder of ARC, A Resource Community for Women


“Susan Scott’s insightful leadership practices have stimulated my thinking and expanded my context of educational leadership—a must-read for school principals and central-office administrators.”


—Debbi Hardy, K–12 curriculum director


“Susan Scott is clearly one of the sages of the ages! This is a book to move the head and the heart. And it can make a huge difference in the success of your business. She fiercely cuts through the slogans and fads that pass for ‘best practices’ in business today and shows us what it really takes to get where we need to go. This is authentic, original, and powerful—as only Susan can provide!”


—Tom Morris, author of If Aristotle Ran General Motors and If Harry Potter Ran General Electric



“I had to laugh when I read Susan’s words . . . ‘What you and I are talking about is so fundamental that if I wrote another book, it would have to be titled The Complete Guide to the Fricking Obvious.’ And yet reading Fierce Leadership has instilled in me a new energy! It gives language and support to what has been for me simply ‘an instinct’ as it relates to leadership, and encourages me to to ‘come out from behind myself’ and put authenticity and the capacity to connect at the heart of the culture—‘the way we do things around here’—in our district . . . well, in ALL my relationships. It gives me the courage to make it an absolute reality and not just an idea vaguely emerging.”


—Elaine C. Cash, superintendent, Riverdale Joint Unified School District


“I laughed out loud at Scott’s memo to leaders. Humor and the enjoyment of reading for reading’s sake in a business book . . . what a concept. I think I’m seeing a new workshop.”


—Mardig Sheridan, Beyond Boundaries Learning
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Great things are not accomplished by those who yield to trends and fads and popular opinion.


—JACK KEROUAC





Introduction


You are always practicing something. The question is: What are you practicing?


—MARTIAL ARTS SENSEI





What Fresh Hell is This?



When I was five and woke with my hair glued to my pillow because I’d fallen asleep with chewing gum in my mouth, and when our dog lifted its leg on the neighbors’ toddler, who ran to his mother screaming, “Dat doggy peed on me!” and when my brother’s forgotten Silly Putty melded forever with the fabric of our new sofa, and when my dad gave my mom a set of pots and pans for Christmas, we anticipated my mother’s trademark comment: “What fresh hell is this?” (Fencing foils went over much better the following year.)


I sometimes find myself muttering this same phrase as I sit in meetings with leaders who have apparently gone round the bend, given their latest mandate guaranteed to ensure fresh hell for all involved, taking the company in the opposite direction from where it wants and needs to go. Or when a comment—a throwaway for the person who made it—lands with an audible thud and now, well, now we’re into it.


This puzzles me, since the leaders I know are highly intelligent people with invaluable experience on the firing line, a decent amount of humility, a wicked sense of humor, and a strong desire to grow their companies and champion change. They are usually on the right track, and much of what they do works. Yet so many pour considerable time, intelligence, and cash into significant sinkholes—practices—with no good outcomes and, in fact, costly implications.


I would excuse the perps as “well meaning,” but that term is demeaning, as in: “She means well but is clearly in the late stages of mad cow.” It’s not that we’re trying to deliberately sabotage our careers or our companies; it’s just that we don’t always recognize the implications of our practices, because most of the time, those on the receiving end of our questionable ideas don’t bellow, “Are you nuts?!” Instead, most flinch, then shrug it off as life in a Dilbert world, to be expected, what can I do, I’ll lay low until this latest hell blows over.


What we need is “squid eye.”


Squid Eye


My friend Paul Lindbergh, an advanced aikido practitioner and killer jazz musician, moved to Hawaii as a teenager and soon began diving with native Hawaiians for squid, a highly prized catch that could be sold for a tidy sum or taken home and served for dinner. But after weeks of diving, despite the fact that the local guys always caught plenty, he had caught only one squid, which must have been stupid and unfortunate—the squid, not Paul.


When he expressed his frustration—“How come you guys catch squid and I don’t?”—the Hawaiians laughed and said, “You gotta have ‘squid eye.’”


“What the hell is squid eye?”


They explained.


“It’s the ability to see the squid while he is blending into his natural environment. It’s the ability to see him just being himself. It is the ability to see him even when he doesn’t want you to see him, to see him even when he is hiding. Be advised he is very skilled. You must understand, he is there.”


Knock, knock, Mr. Squid. Are you home? Come to dinner tonight.


The Hawaiians began to tell Paul many things about the squid. For example, one might see a few small stones lying on the bottom of the ocean and understand that the squid put them there. When Paul saw those stones and maybe some shells, they told him to look for a small hole at the base. Knock, knock, Mr. Squid. Are you home? Come to dinner tonight.



It was tough to spot the first mound of stones, like looking for morel mushrooms. You can’t find any and then suddenly stumble across one. Once you know what you’re looking for, you realize you’re standing in a patch of them. As Paul puts it:




Seeing squid means you see many things that others cannot and do not see. It means having sight in the presence of the blind. It means that you are a selective and efficient information gatherer. This is what “squid eye” really means, and when you apply it to other aspects of your life, you will have, metaphorically, more tuna in your net and fewer guppies and old rubber boots. And if you can see one “tell,” you automatically get others. It’s almost like beginning to understand the nature of a tell or the nature of signs left behind for our eyes and senses to use.





Once Paul learned the tells—like that mound of stones—he had no difficulty finding squid ever again. And then he learned the tells for lobster, kumu, papio, and other Hawaiian fish and thereafter began to eat extremely well.


Spotting the Tells


For Paul, tells signaled the presence of a potential feast, famine, even danger. My fishing reef has been the hallways and conference rooms of global companies. I’ve watched individuals, teams, whole organizations surf powerful waves all the way to the beach, and I’ve watched them get their legs stuck in giant clams! At the risk of sounding immodest, over time I developed squid eye and squid ear, learning the tells that predict the future more accurately and vividly than how the stock price is trending.


I’m sure you’ve noticed that even some of the most successful organizations fail to outlast a few generations of management because they are unable to see the threats they face and the imperative to change. And while there are threats we can do little about—a competitor’s amazing new gizmo, the price of oil, a housing-market crash, an economic downturn, mother nature, et cetera—there’s plenty going on right under our noses that we can do something about. But we don’t, because we can’t see the tells signaling that something we’re doing is not working, perhaps never did work, is in no danger of working and that, indeed, something is very, very wrong.


For many years, I’ve coached countless leaders at companies large and small on how to spot the tells in their organization and come up with better ways of doing things. And many of them were so pleased with the results, they asked me to capture my recommendations in a book they could share with colleagues. But over and over I would tell them, “What you and I are talking about is so fundamental that if I wrote another book, it would have to be titled The Complete Guide to the Fricking Obvious.” I tried to appease them with the following memo I’d written, inspired by Christopher Moore’s novel A Dirty Job. Like garlic around our necks, these rules could help protect our souls, keep us human.


Memo to Leaders


Congratulations. You are a leader. It’s a heavy load, but someone has to do it. The primary focus of your organization is growth. To help in this regard, it is your duty to lead change, manage, and motivate a multigenerational workforce and execute initiatives that impact the top line and the bottom line simultaneously, while delivering short-term results. You must demonstrate agility, speed, inclusiveness, strategic acumen, and innovation, manage uncertainty and risk, and mitigate the impacts of globalization, off-shoring, a recession, global warming, and the price of oil, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.


Some time ago, the beloved founders, who kept balance between order and chaos, cashed out, either by dying or by cashing in their chips. Since then, Forces of Darkness have been vying for the top spot. You are all that stands between them and the destruction of the collective organizational soul. If you fail, darkness will cover the earth, the stock value will plummet, and chaos will reign.


Hence, a few suggestions:




	In order to hold off the Forces of Darkness, you will need to stay awake and locate your body parts.


	Names and ideas will come to you. The ideas you should write down and act on immediately, or, if you don’t have the authority, fight for. The names are of people you need to make available to industry because they are sucking the joy and life out of everyone and everything they touch, or they are the people you should promote and to whom you should give heaping handfuls of freedom and encouragement to break the rules.


	You will not single-handedly cause or prevent success. Surround yourself with people who model accountability, ferocious integrity, personal authenticity, the capacity to connect with others at a deep level, sheer courage, and a commitment to champion the common good over narrow self-interest.


	Your central function is to engineer intelligent, spirited conversations that provide the basis for high levels of alignment, collaboration, and partnership at all levels throughout your organization and the healthier outcomes that go with them.


	People may not wish you well, so pay attention to your emotional wake. You are not invincible. Be kind. Everyone is carrying a heavy load.


	On the other hand, don’t suck up to anyone, ever, or you will turn into a lickspittle and your soul will refuse to accompany you into the building. Just keep describing reality from your perspective without laying blame and you’ll be fine.


	Don’t even consider recommending a reorganization. Anyone who requires more than one reorganization over the life of his or her career will forfeit a year’s income (including bonuses and stock options) and possibly serve jail time.


	Do not, under any circumstances, tell a lie—of either commission or omission. Do not stretch the truth, exaggerate, or make shit up to get out of trouble or make yourself look good, not only because that would be bad on many levels, but also because it will come back to bite you in the butt when you’re least expecting it, at the worst possible moment, with the biggest price tag attached, and possibly appear on YouTube.


	Do not attempt to project different images depending on whom you’re with. People can spot inauthenticity from fifty paces. Show up as yourself consistently. Unless, of course, you are a jackass.


	Bear in mind that while no single conversation is guaranteed to change the trajectory of a career, a company, a relationship, or a life, any single conversation can. Take it one conversation at a time. Make them fierce.





A client e-mailed, “Stop stalling and write the damn thing!” I felt myself circling the book that had been circling me. A series of events finally drove me to my laptop. They included:




	Three days observing a sales-effectiveness training for an organization that claimed client centricity was key to its success and whose people wouldn’t recognize client centricity if it ran over them. This firm had operationalized dysfunction and arrogance.


	Two days with two hundred executives at a company meeting in which, during a panel on inclusion, a bunch of middle-aged white guys in identical suits rolled their eyes as a young man described how difficult it had been for him to come out as gay to his Catholic boss and an articulate woman described her treatment by her male counterparts as “death by a thousand paper cuts.”


	Several conversations with executives who were struggling to retain good people, in part because their leaders and managers were attempting to motivate Gen Xers, Gen Ys, and boomers with the same rewards. Like offering a dog bone to a cat and then scolding the cat for its lack of enthusiasm.


	A conversation with a CEO who labeled employees who questioned his thinking or pointed out problems as “troublemakers” who “just like to throw up obstacles.” Meanwhile, there was a fire smoldering in the attic, close to flash point.


	A survey concluding that executives see no competitive edge in graduates from MBA programs. Sure, they can analyze a case study, read a P&L statement, and build a really cool PowerPoint deck, none of which actually predict success. Which begs the question, what does predict success? I have strongly held views on that topic, so keep reading.



	Debriefs with the team at my company, Fierce Inc., about prospective clients who wanted to hire Fierce but were concerned that their leaders would be uncomfortable with the word fierce, and asked if we would mind using a different word, like powerful or honest or authentic, instead. You know who you are.



	My general contractor’s refusal to divulge the actual estimated costs of completing a tree-house getaway on a nearby island because I might be upset if he told me what the real numbers were. When he finally confessed that he needed four times the figure he had quoted me a month earlier, he became my ex-contractor.


	Newspapers full of stories about high-profile integrity outages, including outright lies, withheld information, scorn for the intelligence of the common man, CEO hubris, and flagrant corporate greed, that tanked the U.S. economy, causing thousands to lose their jobs and in some cases literally put lives at risk.


	A Roz Chast cartoon in the December 15, 2008, issue of The New Yorker that pretty much summed up the news. Beneath the heading “The All-Crisis Network,” timeslots were allocated to “The World in Crisis,” “America in Crisis,” “The Crisis in Our Schools,” “Cities in Crisis,” “Asia in Crisis,” “The Economy in Crisis,” “The Environment in Crisis,” “Religion in Crisis,” “Crisis: Housing,” “Washington in Crisis,” “The Crisis in Europe,” and “The Health-Care Crisis.”





This is an old list. By the time this book is published, there will be a new list. Watch the news. There is plenty of fresh hell to go around.


During these several months, unlike my usual easygoing, philosophical, quick-to-laugh, quick-to-recover self, I repeatedly found myself shocked, bewildered, sad, frustrated, irritated, and, regarding my contractor, suppressing homicidal impulses. And every time my sense of humor returned, there was another setback.


I found myself ranting! Why are “healthy” companies so sick? Why do we have such a long history of mistaking profitability and stock price as the sole predictors of success? Why have our efforts failed to create real impetus for change? Why are there so many problems within companies that have good people at the helm, none of whom woke up this morning with the thought: You know what would be really awesome today? To get it completely wrong! What a rush that would be!



Finally, my use of squid eye resulted in an apostrophe!



I should explain. Years ago, a young relative announced that she had just had an apostrophe—“you know, one of those ideas with shiny lights around it.” She meant epiphany, of course, but I liked the idea of having apostrophes, and my hope is that this book will provide you with an apostrophe, possibly even an exclamation point, or, at the very least, a semicolon of your own.


My “apostrophe” was the realization that for many people within organizations of all kinds, the major obstacles in making fierce conversations—conversations during which we come out from behind ourselves into our conversations and make them real—a way of life were several of the most prevalent, widely touted, and well-intentioned “best” practices of our times. That so many of these deeply entrenched, long-accepted practices not only fail to resolve the problems they’re meant to resolve or achieve the results they’re meant to achieve, but actually escalate problems, compromise results, derail effectiveness, weaken execution muscle, limit performance, and drive away talented employees and profitable customers. In other words, “best” practices were the problem!


A tongue-in-cheek website called MBA Jargon Watch (described as “where jargon goes to die”) says:




A widely used term promulgated by the arch-demons of business—management consultants—“best practices” is used to describe the “best” techniques or methods in use in a company, field, or industry. Unfortunately, companies often confuse latest or trendiest with best, and the best practices of one era are soon superseded by the evermore-ludicrous fads of the next.





At best, these “best” practices are ineffective. At worst, they are costing companies billions of dollars. Yet no one questions them.


The goal of this book is to do just that: To help individuals and organizations everywhere abandon those “best” practices that no longer (and perhaps never did) serve us and replace them with superior practices that get the job done. To show companies and their leaders how to implement these better practices and, as a result, differentiate themselves from everyone else out there, win the promotions, the clients, and the market share they want, attract the most talented employees and ideal customers—and wouldn’t it be nice if the stock price went up instead of down?


Here’s some really, really good news. You can do this. Whether you own a small business, work for a multinational corporation, or are employed by a school, a nonprofit, or the government, the antidotes to the worst “best” practices are at your fingertips—and they start with you. In essence, they require that you simply abandon costly practices and initiatives that aren’t working and practice something different. Even a subtle shift in one individual’s behavior can set large-scale transformation in progress. I’ve seen it time and time again.


It may help to imagine a kaleidoscope. When one piece shifts, the entire picture changes instantly, dramatically. Likewise, when we spot a tell or grasp a fundamental new truth (at least, new to us), we see things entirely differently, and we can never go back to the original picture, even if we want to, because we can’t unknow what we now know. This book will help you give your kaleidoscope a turn, so that you see more, see differently, and, given what you see at any point in time, are compelled to act.


Before diving into these “best” practices, let’s expand the notion of “practice.”


What are You practicing?


As the Japanese martial arts master known as the sensei suggests, we are always practicing something. The question is: What are we practicing? Taking a daily walk is a practice. Watching television is a practice. So is going to church or temple, wearing jeans on Friday, or holding daily staff meetings. At some point, what we’ve been practicing becomes habitual. I’ve come to think of “practice” as my way of life, not only what I do, not just the behavior visible to those observing me, but also the beliefs that drive that behavior.


Consider the following definitions from the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language—and examples from me (in italics).


I’ve come to think of “practice” as my way of life, not only what I do, behavior visible to those observing me, but also the beliefs that drive my behavior.


prac tice (prkts)


Function: verb




	
To do or perform habitually or customarily; make a habit of:


• practice courtesy in social situations; make a practice of being punctual


• practice (makes a habit of) withholding what one really thinks and feels





	
To do or perform (something) repeatedly in order to acquire or polish a skill:


• practice a dance step


• practice blaming others for our poor results





	
To give lessons or repeated instructions to; drill:


• practice the students in handwriting


• practice the team in overpromising and underdelivering





	
To work at, especially as a profession:


• practice law


• practice law (Okay, so I have a bad attitude.)





	
To carry out in action; observe:


• practice a religion piously


• practice self-promotion relentlessly





	
Archaic, obsolete: to intrigue, trick, scheme, or plot (something evil):


• practice witchcraft


• practice putting the worst possible interpretation on e-mails from people one doesn’t like








The point is, whether we are practicing nonconformity, oneupmanship, cooperation, truth telling, lying, mentoring, gardening, shamanism, resistance, fluency in three-letter acronyms, fire drills, anonymous feedback, the bagpipe, optimism, cross-dressing, sucking up, giving thanks, giving advice, the tango, meditation, safe sex, recruiting people with pedigrees, complaining, or random acts of kindness, our practices have an impact on those around us.


Sit for a moment and reflect on your practices. Don’t restrict yourself to the practices flagged above. Are you practicing being happy, being sad? Telling the truth, telling lies? Being present, being distracted? Being stressed, being grounded? Seeing the best in people, seeing the worst? Doing what’s best for yourself, doing what’s best for your customer? And what are you practicing at home?


Taking a look at your practices from time to time will help you spot the tells—in other words, recognize your own role in creating or sustaining some of the very problems with which you struggle—and then do something about them.


So write down whatever comes to mind—the good, the bad, the ugly. There’s no wrong answer, except a dishonest one.





	I am practicing
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	I am practicing
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	I am practicing
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	I am practicing
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	I am practicing
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	I am practicing
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	I am practicing
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	I am practicing
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	I am practicing
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Any insights?


The Purpose of This Book


The goal of this book is to help you spot the practices that are holding you back, the practices that leave you crazy, cursing, and covered in cat hair, and replace them with practices that will significantly improve both your performance and your pleasure in everything you do and the results you generate.


During our conversation about squid eye, Paul said, “Sometimes I feel like a man who practices eating peas with a knife. I’m losing too many. I’m dying of starvation. I can either sit here shoveling peas as fast as I can, trying to stay alive, or use a spoon.”


Sometimes I feel like a man who practices eating peas with a knife. I’m losing too many. I’m dying of starvation. I can either sit here shoveling peas as fast as I can, trying to stay alive, or use a spoon. —Paul Lindbergh


Like eating peas with a knife, the worst “best practices” aren’t nourishing, don’t get us the results we want. But don’t worry, by the time you finish this book, you’ll have swapped your knife for a huge soupspoon.


You will find in these pages the practices I have defined for myself and for many clients on the path toward great leadership, fierce leadership. Practices to replace those overparsed, acronym-riddled, “best practices” that just don’t work. My goal is to help you toss out the Corporate Way and offer for your consideration a New and Unfamiliar Way.


Imagine practices that build execution muscle while enriching relationships with everyone around you. Imagine practices that move you and your team beyond the level playing field and into an entirely new level of competition. Practices that hone your faith in yourself and your company and expand your awareness of the riddle of leadership. Practices that help you map the terrain, the unpredictable landscape in which you retain the right to lead.


Imagine practices that are visible and felt whenever you walk into a room, attend a meeting, or talk with a colleague, boss, direct report, client, or vendor. Practices you’ll continue at home, in your community, wherever you are in the world.


The practices you’ll learn in these pages, the practices that must now take center stage, are for those who must move organizations from misguided notions of utopia to actually getting the work done. These practices are for people who would choose a fierce conversation (more about fierce in a moment), a fierce leader, a fierce colleague, a fierce customer, a fierce relationship, a fierce love, a fierce life over the alternative, any day. These practices are for those who are not interested in living a guarded, careful life and are quickly bored in the company of those who are.


Fierce leadership is a state of mind. A fierce leader doesn’t simply do the practices in this book like items on a to-do list. Fierce leadership itself is a practice, one that becomes woven throughout all that you do, wherever you are, in the same way that an aikido sensei or a Buddhist monk behaves according to core principles of his or her discipline at all times.


A bonus is that you’ll not only achieve better results in your career and in your organization, but you’ll become a better person, a happier person. It may seem presumptuous of me to suggest that you will become a better person—after all, who am I to judge?—but I’ll stick by that statement because that’s what people who’ve adopted the practice of fierce leadership, who’ve left the “dark arts” and gone toward the light (you gotta have a sense of humor here, people), have said: “I’m a better person.” People of all faiths and of no particular faith have told me this. And I believe them.


This book is simply organized. Each chapter will introduce a “best” practice, show you how to spot the tells that signal a need for change, and then explain the alternative fierce practice and how to start practicing it right away.


For those of you who have a death grip on a particular practice simply because you have championed it for years, please look at the phrase death grip and notice what word jumps out at you.


You can do better than this. We can all do better than this. And we truly must.


Start anywhere. Pick the chapter that interests you the most. Use what makes sense. Don’t loan this book to anybody. Tell them to get their own book. Write in this book. Do the exercises. Begin by writing your name in the front cover.




The Idea of Fierce



Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not simpler.


—EINSTEIN


I would not give a fig for simplicity on this side of complexity, but I would give my life for simplicity on the other side of complexity.


—OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES



After thirteen years running think tanks for CEOs, I wrote Fierce Conversations: Achieving Success at Work & in Life, One Conversation at a Time. The book you’re holding in your hands or listening to right now is a sequel to that book, a deeper dive. Far deeper. Ideally, if you haven’t read Fierce Conversations, read it before you continue. Next best—read it as a companion to Fierce Leadership and refer to it as needed.


In case you haven’t read Fierce Conversations, I offer the following food for thought.


The idea of fierce is simple, yet not simplistic.


I am not neutral. I believe that a culture—whether global, national, corporate, or familial—is shaped by our daily practices and that the most powerful practice of all is conversation. Our careers, our companies, our personal relationships, and our very lives succeed or fail, gradually then suddenly—one conversation at a time.


While meetings pile up, add up, the real work is being done by someone offering a nourishing drink to others—one conversation at a time.


The conversation is the relationship, and—while no single conversation is guaranteed to change the trajectory of a career, a company, a relationship, or a life—any single conversation can.


This is true if your company has five employees or fifty or fifty thousand. If you’re in retail, banking, graphic arts, or moviemaking. If you work in a restaurant, a bookstore, a hair salon, or a plant nursery. If you’re a teacher, a professor, a researcher, or a rabbi. If your expertise is in architecture, manufacturing, clothing design, merchandising, advertising, solar energy, green technology, outsourcing, life coaching, dog training, or software.


No matter what you do, business—small or global, simple or complex—is fundamentally an extended conversation with colleagues, customers, and the unknown future emerging around us. While meetings pile up, add up, the real work is being done by someone offering a nourishing drink to others—one conversation at a time. What gets talked about in a company and how it gets talked about determines what will happen. Or won’t happen.


But simply having the conversation isn’t enough. It’s the quality of the conversation that matters. Conversations provide clarity or confusion. They invite cross-boundary collaboration and cooperation or add concertina wire to the walls between well-defended fiefdoms. Conversations inspire us to tackle our toughest challenges or stop us dead in our tracks, wondering why we bothered to get out of bed this morning. A conversation can be deadly boring or a profound experience of humanity, of intimacy.


A leader’s job is to engineer the types of conversations that produce epiphanies. Conversations that reveal we are capable of original thought. Intelligent, spirited conversations that provide clarity and impetus for action, for change. Yet too often, we, the results-smitten, speak only of measurable goals, key business indicators, action plans, cash-flow projections, economic indicators, process, and procedure. All are worthy come-ons, yet true success requires conversations that exert a deeper magnetism, a pull as powerful as the tides. Conversations that are intelligent and impassioned. Personal and universal. Meaningful, authentic conversations during which we wouldn’t willingly trade places with anyone. Conversations that feel like they could be taking place in a concert hall or a sanctuary. Fierce conversations.


Why Fierce?


The notion of “fierceness” in any situation wakes me up. At times, in order to break through all the fluff or the defensiveness or the bore dom or the complacency or the BS (believability scale), we may need to ask the question that no one will ask, say the thing that no one will say, abandon paint-by-numbers leadership, touch emotion in ourselves and others, and stop trying to keep everything in the discreet neutral zone.


Prior to writing Fierce Conversations, I had about twelve thousand hours of conversations with CEOs and key executives, with the goal of helping them increase their effectiveness and enhance their lives.


These conversations often began with the question,


“Given everything on your plate, what is the most important thing we should be talking about?”


If someone responded with, “I don’t know,” I would ask, “What would it be if you did know?” And wait. Silence did the heavy lifting.



Most of the time, we talked about their companies’ knee-buckling goals and challenges—bet-the-farm decisions, costly problems that needed fixing (have you noticed that people burn out not because they’ve been asked to solve problems but because they’ve been trying to solve the same problem for far too long?), strategies that needed forming, opportunities that needed evaluating (mergers, acquisitions, new hires, technology)—and since no topic was off limits, sometimes we talked about a marriage that was upside down, a kid on drugs, a cancer scare, or a bout of depression.


Our conversations were fierce.


The simplest definition of a fierce conversation is one in which we come out from behind ourselves, into the conversation, and make it real. While most people are uncomfortable with real, it is the unreal conversations that should scare us to death. Why? Because they are incredibly expensive, for organizations and for individuals. Most organizations want to feel they are having a real conversation with their employees, their customers, and their evolving marketplace. And most individuals want to feel they are having conversations that build their world of meaning.


Real is a change agent’s best friend. While no one has to change, when the conversation is real, the change often occurs before the conversation has ended. Working with CEOs, my job was to make sure we weren’t dealing with the tiny corners of subjects, but the complete picture, the real picture, what Faulkner called “the raw meat on the floor.” We didn’t waste time, energy, and brain cells waterskiing, skimming the surface of things. We put on scuba tanks and went deep.


While no one has to change, when the conversation is real, the change often occurs before the conversation has ended.


Some of those conversations were uncomfortable, but I ask you, where in our lives did we learn that we should never do or say anything that might make ourselves or others uncomfortable? There’s gold in them thar uncomfortable hills.


Don’t get me wrong. Fierce conversations can be sweet, sweeter than you can imagine. Not saccharine sweet, but honest sweet. Respectful, kind, generous sweet. Sometimes the fiercest thing we can say to someone is, “I want to tell you exactly what I appreciate about you.” And tell them. With no but or however attached.


And while our conversations were occasionally uncomfortable, the members of my think tanks brought “safety” to our conversations, because when they offered constructive criticism or competing recommendations, it was with deep respect, genuine affection, and the sincere desire to provide helpful perspectives so that the person with the issue on the table would end up making the best possible decision for his or her organization.


Fierce conversations are meaningful interactions. Not just the tough conversations you’ve been avoiding, but highly productive meetings that have everyone on the edge of their seats, fully engaged. Conversations that provide impetus for action. Conversations during which we connect with our customers and maybe add a digit to our sales figures in the process. Inspiring conversations that include all four generations currently in the workplace; conversations that compel us to hold ourselves accountable, that negotiate through and past those worn-out techniques that result in tepid agreements so riddled with mediocrity and compromise that there’s not much to celebrate.


When you think of a fierce conversation, think authenticity, integrity, collaboration. Think execution muscle, innovation, emotional capital. Think collaboration—with your colleagues and customers.


When you think of a fierce conversation, think authenticity, integrity, collaboration.


What is “Fierce” Leadership?


There’s a bold, compelling line between “leadership” and fierce leadership. It’s okay to cross the line.


Here is the short definition.


fierce lead·er·ship (fi(ə)rs lēdər.ship)


Function: noun, verb




	A fast-acting antivenom to the business-as-usual mode of high task/low relationship, self-serving agendas, directing and telling, anonymous feedback, holding people accountable, excessive use of jargon, and mandating initiatives that cause people to weep on too many fine days


	The act of acquiring your most valuable currency—emotional capital


	The acquisition of squid eye and the demise of truth-telling squeamishness and ethical squishiness





You will begin to cross the line, dropping into a different kind of serious, a different way of being, a different quality of relationship, once you understand and act on the central premise at the heart of everything fierce:


If you want to become a great leader, gain the capacity to connect with your colleagues and customers at a deep level . . . or lower your aim.


Whether your goal is improved workplace relations or improved market share, your most valuable currency is relationship, emotional capital. This is far from a naive, feel-good notion. It’s good business sense.


Many of today’s business leaders—to use the term loosely—insist that their job is to grow the company and the stock price, by whatever means. And while conventional measures of business success shouldn’t be ignored, I propose that human connectivity, as opposed to strategy and tactics, is the next frontier for exponential growth and the only sustainable competitive edge, more visibly useful than ever before.


If Daniel Pink, author of A Whole New Mind, is right (and I believe he is), we are moving from the “industrial age” into the “conceptual age.” What this means is that today we are making different choices about how we live our lives, who we spend our time with, and how we spend our money.


Pink talks about moving beyond function to engage the senses; adding narrative to products and services (not just listing features and benefits); adding invention and big-picture thinking (not just focusing on details); going beyond logic and engaging emotion and intuition; bringing humor and lightheartedness to business and products; creating meaning and feeling—in other words, true connection—with our employees and customers.


Everywhere, people are hungry to connect, to be seen and known as the unique individuals that they are, and this has an immediate and powerful impact on how we design business strategies and market our products and services and ultimately on whether our businesses succeed or fail.


Yet much business communication is still stuck in the information age. Too often we treat our conversations and our relationships as we do our e-mails—one way, directive, quick, clipped, efficient.


Worse, most corporate training is broken down into theory, processes, charts, graphs, assessments, and models, operating under the assumption that teams can’t function until we put a label on the thinking style, learning style, and personality type of every individual who reports to us, as well as those of our composite teams. Are we red, green,



yellow, blue? Thinkers, feelers, judgers, perceivers? Ds, Is, Ss, Cs? What about our derailers? How and when should we adapt our individual styles to meet the needs of others?


Admit it. We love to learn about ourselves, but most of us are hard wired, so the adapting part is really hard. I have a file drawer full of assessments on myself and confess that I haven’t changed significantly in all these years. So while assessments have their place, few people I know—apart from those who sell assessments—would attribute their success or failure or that of their companies to a raft of assessments.


Too often, we confuse inclusiveness with demographics and believe we’ll communicate better in a global marketplace if we offer yet another awareness training or perform exhaustive studies on cultural norms. We build walls between ourselves and shut out those who don’t match our rank (you’re only level five). We identify in advance our “high-stakes” conversations and ignore the potential and power of the conversations that show up at our doors.


In short, we’re wedded to ideas about leadership that were introduced over forty years ago. Intuitively, this makes no sense—where else do we rely on practices that served us well in another era, when life was at a different pace and change was something you could see coming from a long distance and for which you could take your sweet time preparing?


It’s easy to become blind to clues—“tells”—that these practices are no longer working. We yawn and text message our way through a succession of meetings that, were we awake, would reveal evidence of impending trauma, stalled initiatives, malaise. We make excuses and direct blame toward management, the economy, technology, or budgets, all the while harboring familiar resentments—barely disguised—toward colleagues, leaders, the whole bleeping plan.


We become anesthetized, accepting this as the way it is, the way it goes, our lot, even our way of thinking, as we continue to beat around the bush, dance around the subject, skirt the issue (insert your favorite metaphor here).


Give us all the luxuries—raises, perks, stock options—and we will manage without the necessities—without deep connection to our work and genuine affection for people other than our own family members. Now that the notion of “luxuries” has been redefined by those who lost jobs, lost homes, or watched helplessly as their stock options became virtually worthless, we’ve reprioritized the “perks” that are key to our happiness—food on the table, a roof over our heads, but most of all people whom we love close by—and we realize that we need a renaissance in the skill, art, and definition of leadership. Consider the following implications:





	Ye Olde Leadership
	Model Fierce Leadership Model 



	




	Directing and telling 
	Really asking, really listening; then directing (in that order) 




	Feedback-free, development-free zone; little, if any, personal growth
	Feedback-rich, development-rich zone; ongoing personal growth 




	High task/low relationship and the culture of compliance that goes with it
	High task/high relationship and the culture of passionate engagement that goes with it 




	Silos and fiefdoms; competing for resources; not good at partnering
	Sharing resources; collaborating; partnering across functions in service to the organization’s goals 




	Information-starved, need-to-know culture
	Open, transparent, respectful culture 




	Impose one’s view of reality 
	Expose one’s view of reality and invite those with competing realities to share them 




	Choking on mokitas—a Papua New Guinea term for that which everyone knows but no one will speak of
	A willingness to name and address the issues at the heart of any topic, truthfully and courageously 




	Profit trumps ethics
	Shared values and ethics guide Decisions 




	Resistance to change; sleepwalking through the manual; business as usual
	Shared enthusiasm for agility and original thinking; a “new normal,” personally and organizationally. 






Bonus outcomes: a sustainable competitive edge, increased market share, and deep pleasure in the work.


A fierce leader commits to a way of life, not a business strategy. A way of life that over time becomes about we, not me. About one another. About what’s best for the greater good. About knocking down the walls that separate us. Not knowing the answers, but finding the answers. Not having a business conversation, but a human one.


A fierce leader commits to a way of life, not a business strategy.


Recently, the head of a business unit in a global pharmaceutical company told me, “I have to believe that I can make a difference in this huge organization. I may be on an ocean liner, but I think of myself as having my own little runabout that I use to stay connected.”


Those are the words of a fierce leader.


Where to Begin?


So here we are, you in your runabout, me in mine, with important roles to play in sustaining, developing, and nurturing human connectivity—and reaping all the benefits that come with it.


How might you begin? First, by recognizing that a careful conversation is a failed conversation because it merely postpones the conversation that wants and needs to take place.


Don’t linger on the edges. Epiphanies aren’t granted to those who play it safe, or pitch a self-serving agenda. Instead, epiphanies seek out those who engage themselves wherever they are and tell the truth as much as they can, who speak directly to the heart of an issue. There is something deep within us that responds to those who level with us, who don’t suggest our compromises for us.


Pushing our own limits brings exhilaration. Our edge can be a growing edge. Or it can be an edge from which we topple. The fall won’t kill us. Avoiding the topic could.


Consider one of my favorite poems by Hafiz, whose sense of humor and fierce passion for life are apparent in every verse.




Tired of Speaking Sweetly


Love wants to reach out and manhandle us,


Break all our teacup talk of God.


If you had the courage and


Could give the Beloved His choice, some nights,


He would just drag you around the room


By your hair,


Ripping from your grip all those toys in the world


That bring you no joy.


Love sometimes gets tired of speaking sweetly


And wants to rip to shreds


All your erroneous notions of truth


That make you fight within yourself, dear one,


And with others,


Causing the world to weep


On too many fine days.


God wants to manhandle us,


Lock us inside of a tiny room with Himself


And practice His dropkick.


The Beloved sometimes wants


To do us a great favor:


Hold us upside down


And shake all the nonsense out.


But when we hear


He is in such a “playful drunken mood”


Most everyone I know


Quickly packs their bags and hightails it


Out of town.





Don’t pack your bags. There’s no need to feel overwhelmed. You get time off during which you can be a total slacker, not in the mood for complexity. Or honesty. Or divulgences. Or deep thought. Or connecting with people. Or yard work. Or anything.


Spend the occasional weekend unwashed, breath reeking, watching the entire series of The Office or Rome or Weeds or Deadwood or Mad Men or reality TV or sports or cooking shows or shows about how to lose weight or spiff up your home for five hundred dollars or less, plus stuff you TiVo-ed, while eating Cheez Whiz and Vienna sausages, if you like.


There is something deep within us that responds to those who level with us, who don’t suggest our compromises for us.


My goal for you is for you to be you on your best day most of the time. Which will lead to your career and your company on its best day, your marriage on its best day.


Ask yourself:




What’s the most important thing I should be talking about today?


What do I believe is impossible for me to do, that if it were possible would change everything?


If nothing changes, what are the implications?


What’s the conversation that has my name on it? The one I’ve been avoiding for days, weeks, months, years? Who is it with and what is the topic? When will I have it?






Note: Please turn to the end of this book and fold down the corner of the page titled “Conversations I Need to Have.” Every time you think of someone with whom you need to talk, turn to that page and write down his or her name. Having the conversations that need to take place, without delay, is one of the most important practices of a fierce leader, so you might as well begin.




Fierce Practice #1


From 360-Degree Anonymous Feedback to “365” Face-to-Face Feedback


Tell me tell me tell me tell me TELL ME!


—THE MOVIE ALWAYS, WITH


HOLLY HUNTER AND RICHARD DREYFUSS



When I give talks, there’s always a sound check to make sure that when I start talking, the audience won’t be deafened by an ear-shattering, high-pitched squeal coming out of the microphone. What’s that cringe-inducing sound called? Feedback.


Feedback has a bad rap. Think about it. When was the last time you heard somebody say, “Oh, boy, oh, boy, I get my performance review today!” Unless they suspect they will be overheard by the person who gave them their most recent review, most people would probably tell you they’d rather be forced to watch Jerry Springer exclusively than receive feedback on any aspect of their professional or personal performance. If you asked them to say more, my money’s on a rant.


Several weeks ago, I was sitting with twenty student council members at Miss Hall’s School, a college-prep school for girls in the Berkshires that works to develop authenticity, strength, and leadership in its students. The young women had been asked to anonymously write a few sentences on how they felt about their classmates, and now they were going around a large table as each student commented on the anonymous feedback she had just received from her peers. Most of the young faces were tight, anxious. Several girls sat back with arms folded across their bodies. Most looked down, avoiding eye contact. Comments were clipped, careful.
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