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Praise for The Next Level and Scott Eblin


“Scott Eblin is back with a timely update to a leadership classic. The 3rd edition of The Next Level is full of potentially career saving advice for executives and managers who have to get bigger results.”


—Marshall Goldsmith, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Triggers, MOJO and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There


“The Next Level is as close as you can get to having a personal coach to advise and counsel you on your leadership journey. It reads like a series of ‘Let’s figure it out’ conversations with a trusted and highly experienced executive coach—which Scott Eblin is—and you will be delighted that you chose him to be your confidante and guide. I highly recommend you read and use this book.”


—Jim Kouzes, coauthor of the bestselling book, The Leadership Challenge and the Dean’s Executive Fellow of Leadership, Leavey School of Business, Santa Clara University


“Working with Scott Eblin helped me to lead with authenticity and impact through a series of complex challenges. Reading The Next Level is like being in conversation with Scott as your trusted advisor, offering practical yet powerful advice for leading at your best by living at your best.”


—Lara L. Lee, President, Orchard Supply Hardware (division of Lowe’s Home Improvement)


“For leaders in transition, The Next Level is a vital resource not just on what to do, but how to be. It’s full of the real-world, road-tested strategies and tactics that successful executives use to raise their game when the game gets bigger.”


—Sydney Finkelstein, Professor of Leadership at the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth College and bestselling author of Superbosses


“Scott Eblin is an insightful executive coach who partnered with me on my journey as I moved into senior leadership. We connected immediately because we both believe that to lead at your best, you have to live at your best. The Next Level is an essential guide for executives who know they need to do both.”


—Jacqueline Akerblom, West Region Managing Partner, Grant Thornton


“What’s so powerful and useful for leaders about The Next Level is the fundamental dynamic at its center: Pick This Up, Let That Go. Scott Eblin, a master coach, offers practical solutions for leaders with a commitment to being and staying human in this busy, complex world.”


—Michael Bungay Stanier, author of the Wall Street Journal bestseller, The Coaching Habit


“The Next Level is my go-to guide for executive leadership transitions. I use Scott’s simple yet highly effective approach often as I coach leaders who need to ‘senior up’ and hit the ground running in bigger and more complex executive roles. The Next Level will continue to be the dog-eared book on my desk and in my business travel bag for many years to come.”


—Tammy Heller, Senior Vice President and Chief Human Resources Officer, Perspecta


“There are a lot of books out there on leadership but what sets this one apart is the approach. Scott Eblin isn’t just talking fluff, he’s sharing real-world advice from his experience and the experience of those who’ve been there in order to help you learn from their combined wisdom. Don’t pass it by. The Next Level is a vital resource for you and your team.”


—Keith Ferrazzi, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Who’s Got Your Back and Never Eat Alone


“Leadership presence is often discussed but rarely clearly defined. But Scott Eblin does just that in a modern, practical and actionable way with the 3rd edition of The Next Level. It’s full of gems of sound advice for executives and managers who want to deliver big results while leading and living at their best.”


—Cara Bauer, Executive Director, Talent Management, Amgen


“When Scott Eblin was my coach as a newly promoted senior executive, he helped me understand how important it is to shift from being the go-to person to the leader who builds teams of go-to people. This learning formed the foundation of who I have become as a leader and in many ways I attribute it to the success I have had over the years. In The Next Level, Scott and his team of executive insiders teach you how to make the leadership shifts you need to succeed and thrive as a leader.”


—Doug Krey, Senior Vice President, Human Resources, Hilton


“Scott Eblin delivers clear, precise, and practical advice to senior leaders across industries who want to be on top of their game. His deep experience and long-time coaching practice enable insights that will resonate and recommendations that can be put into practice immediately!”


—Beverly Kaye, founder/CEO of Career Systems International, coeditor of Learn Like a Leader and coauthor of Love ‘Em or Lose ‘Em: Getting Good People to Stay


“Manage yourself. Leverage your team. Engage your colleagues. Those are the three imperatives that all successful executives master. In The Next Level, Scott Eblin expertly unpacks how they do it.”


—Celeste Ortiz, Chief People Officer, Crossover Health


“The Next Level is a ‘must-read’ for any aspiring leader. Scott Eblin and a cadre of seasoned executives provide a roadmap of practical, simple, and immediately applicable advice that can help any leader navigate and accelerate a successful transition to the next level.”


—Bob Frenzel, Executive Vice President and Chief Financial Officer, Xcel Energy
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Introduction


When I wrote the first edition of The Next Level back in 2004 and 2005, I never imagined that I’d be sitting down one day thirteen years later to write the introduction to the book’s third edition. And yet, here I am and here we are.


A lot has changed during the past decade or so, but some key truths remain the same. The biggest of those truths is that one of the great challenges of life is to pick up new behaviors and mindsets when things change and, even more challenging, let go of the behaviors and mindsets that once worked for you but no longer serve you in the new and bigger situation. Through my speaking, coaching, and executive education engagements during the past fourteen years, I’ve had a lot of opportunities to conduct real-world research on that “picking up and letting go” dynamic. I’ve asked thousands of executives to tell me which is harder—picking up or letting go—and literally 98 percent of them tell me that letting go is the harder of the two.


Why is that? If you stop and think about it, you probably can come up with the answer, but let me share the conclusion I’ve come to. Picking up new skills and behaviors is typically a cognitive challenge. It’s about learning how to do something new. Most of the people I work with, and most executive leaders in general, are pretty good or even great at this. They’re usually intelligent people and have a lot of skill and experience in learning new things.


Letting go, on the other hand, is primarily an emotional challenge. When I ask my executive clients and audiences what makes letting go so hard, they answer with reasons like:




•    “I don’t really trust anyone on my team to do it correctly.”


•    “I’m not comfortable turning big things over to other people.”


•    “I get anxious when I’m not directly involved in the things that matter most.”


•    “I’m afraid that they’ll think they don’t need me anymore.”





What those statements—and hundreds of others like them that I’ve heard—share is a root cause emotion. That core emotion is fear. Most people are fearful of letting go because they don’t know what’s coming next or what’s expected of them in the new, next-level situation. One of the biggest things I’m trying to do with this book is mitigate any fear you have about being successful at the next level. One of the best antidotes to fear is knowledge. That’s what this book offers—simple, practical and immediately applicable knowledge that you can rely on as you move into next-level situations.


And, since I’ve brought it up, let’s talk about what I mean by a next-level situation. When I was first working on this book back in 2004 and 2005, I had a single definition of “the next level.” In my mind, it meant that someone was promoted into an executive-level position for the first time in their career. That’s still a critically important event in many people’s careers, and it’s one that this book definitely addresses. As you read through the rest of the book, you’ll see that most of the examples and stories I share deal with that first-time transition to the executive level.


What I’ve realized in my years of working with clients, though, is that the content of this book helps with a lot of other next-level situations beyond a promotion to the executive level. For instance, you could be in the same job you were in a year or two ago, but the scope has gotten a lot bigger since then. Or, you could be in the same job, but the performance bar has risen significantly since you took it. Or maybe—almost certainly, actually—you and your organization are operating in a constantly changing competitive environment. Most of the managers and executives I work with find themselves in at least two of those four situations—promotion, bigger scope, higher performance bar, and changing competitive environment—if not three or even all four. All four of those situations have at least two things in common. One, they are all next-level situations, and two, they all require different results. As Einstein reminded us a long time ago, if you have to get different results, you almost certainly have to take different actions. In other words, to get the results that are expected of you at the next level, there are behaviors and mindsets you’ll need to pick up and behaviors and mindsets you’ll need to let go of. In this book, I’ll share the details on what you need to pick up and let go of, and how you can make those changes to succeed at the next level.


This third edition of The Next Level also has a special emphasis on another truth that has become crystal clear to me in the past four or five years: if you want to lead at your best, you have to live at your best. You may have noticed that leading and living at your best is really challenging in a world where most of us carry supercomputers masquerading as phones, and news and communications cycles move at the speed of light.


No matter how hard it may be, your professional and personal success depends on you leading and living at your best. Here’s the logic behind that statement. The first thing to understand is that leaders control the weather. That may seem like a grandiose idea until you stop to consider your experience as a follower. Have you ever been part of a team where the first question everyone asks each other in the morning is, “What kind of mood is he (or she) in today?” If you have, then you understand from experience that leaders control the weather. If the answer to the morning question is, “She’s in a great mood today!” then you know it’s going to be a sunny day. If the answer is, “He’s in one of those moods,” then you know you better buckle up for a turbulent ride. The way the leader (that’s you!) shows up is completely predictive of the climate that everyone else works in. That’s one reason why it’s so important that leaders show up at their best.


Unfortunately, the 24/7 work environment that so many managers and executives operate in leaves them in a chronic state of fight-or-flight. When you’re almost always in fight-orflight, it’s practically guaranteed that you’re not showing up at your best. As I’ll describe in detail in chapter 3, the physiological impact of your body’s sympathetic nervous system being in a near constant low-grade or high-grade state of fight-or-flight can lead to poor decisions, lackluster performance, and rough relationships. Even more importantly, chronic fight-or-flight can lead to the early onset of disease and premature death. There is a direct connection between the way you live and the way you lead. To lead at your best, you have to live at your best. This edition of The Next Level is designed to help you be the whole leader and person who does both.


Here’s what you’ll find as you read along:




•    Insights and stories from a range of private- and publicsector executives with both domestic and global experience. These insiders will share how they’ve successfully navigated the dynamics of what you’ll need to pick up and let go of as you move into next-level situations.


•    Coachable moments throughout the chapters that offer many of the road-tested coaching tips I use with clients—tips that you can use to build the behaviors you’ll need to succeed at the next level.


•    Data points drawn from ongoing 360-degree feedback research The Eblin Group has conducted with thousands of high-potential next-level executives.


•    Tools that are practical, simple, and immediately applicable to help increase your leadership impact.


•    An updated appendix, Create Your Executive Success Plan, which will provide you with a simple step-by-step guide for coaching yourself with the help of trusted colleagues who regularly see you in action.


•    A Situation Solutions Guide that organizes the tips presented in each chapter around next-level situations that you’re likely to encounter in your career.





Based on feedback from leaders who have read and used The Next Level over the years, allow me to give you a bit of advice for how to read and use the book. First, give it a quick read to get a sense of the bigger picture challenges and opportunities of leading at the next level. When I first wrote the book, I wanted it to be one that most people could read cover to cover on a flight from New York to Los Angeles. Most readers have told me it’s a quick read and I hit my timing target. My second piece of advice is, if the book resonates with you, go back and take it chapter by chapter over a few weeks or months. Mark it up and highlight the ideas you want to put into practice. Try those out for a while and then come back and read and mark up another chapter or two. One of the principles of coaching is to go try something new in the real world, observe the results, and adjust where necessary. As you read The Next Level, I want you to feel like we’re working together in a coaching relationship. If you give it a little time, I think the book will be a valuable resource in helping you make positive changes that create a long-term difference for you and your organization.


When I wrote the first edition of The Next Level, I was struck and humbled by the number of people I thanked in the book’s acknowledgments. A book like this (and probably any book for that matter) is the representation of all the people who have influenced, mentored, and taught the author. That is certainly the case with me and this book. You’ll find the original acknowledgments from the first edition later in this book. My gratitude and admiration for the people listed there remains.


As has been the case in the first two editions of The Next Level, this edition benefits from the insights of a countless number of new people. My heartfelt thanks and respect go out to my clients, audience members, and colleagues who have shared their experience and talent with me during the years. For this 3rd edition, special thanks to Alison Hankey and her team at Nicholas Brealey for the encouragement to develop this edition and for the support in bringing it to you. And, as always, my deepest gratitude and love go to my life and business partner, Diane. I am beyond humbled that I married such a rock star (in so many ways!) more than thirty years ago. Diane and I are fortunate to have two amazing sons, Andy and Brad. We’re proud of both of them and, in the particular case of this edition of The Next Level, are especially proud of Andy for the great work he did in designing the cover and interior layout of the book. Thanks Andy!


So, if you’re new to The Next Level, welcome. I hope you’ll find the book to be a valuable companion on your journey through the many different situations that comprise the next level. If you’re a reader of previous editions, welcome back. I hope you’ll find some new information and ideas that will continue to fuel your quest to lead and live at your best as you meet the opportunities and challenges of the next level.





Chapter One


Defining Reality, Offering Hope


Congratulations! You’ve just been promoted to the executive ranks of your organization. Alternatively, you’ve been told that within the next six to eighteen months you should be promoted to this level. Or perhaps you’re already an executive and your role or situation is changing or expanding significantly. Any of these events is a major milestone in your career and merits a bit of reflection on what brought you this far.


If you’re like most of your peers, your path to the executive level has probably run from a starting point as the stellar individual contributor on a team. You developed a reputation as being the “go-to person.” You may have then been promoted to manage that team on a day-to-day basis, making sure that the team’s work was brought in on time and exceeded expectations. In your company, the executive level may begin when you are responsible for overseeing the work of multiple teams. That may be where you are now or soon will be. Or, it may be that entry into the executive team at your organization comes when you are responsible for a major profit center or enterprise-wide support function like finance or human resources. Drawing on the work of the authors of The Leadership Pipeline, let’s define an executive as a functional, business, group, or enterprise-level leader.


If you’re fortunate, you have had one or more mentors along the way who have guided and counseled you on what it takes to be successful at the different levels through which you have already moved. Perhaps you still have such a mentor, and your transition to the next level will be smooth, hassle-free, and completely successful. If you are so blessed, you probably don’t need this book. If you are in the 99 percent of the management population without this extra measure of exceedingly good fortune, read on. I have enlisted several dozen accomplished senior executives with both domestic and global experience to share their perspectives on what to pick up and let go of to succeed in next-level situations. They’re the insiders I refer to in the subtitle of this book. They’ve been there, done that, and got the T-shirt. Collectively they, along with me, will guide you to success at the next level.


The Learning Continuum


As a former Fortune 500 human resources executive and current executive coach, I have had a lot of direct and observational experience with transitions to the next level. I have seen a few smooth transitions to the top, a lot of bumpy ones, and more than a few flameouts. Based on that experience, I’ve concluded that moving successfully to the next level requires conscious intent about which behaviors and mindsets to pick up and keep, and which to let go. The bumps I’ve experienced in my own executive transitions, as well as those I’ve seen in colleagues and clients, were rooted in two distinct phases of the learning continuum. The first phase is when you literally don’t know what you don’t know—otherwise called unconscious incompetence. Based on the theory that ignorance is bliss, you might actually enjoy this phase. After all, you’ve just been named an executive and life is good!


If you’re lucky, phase one will last only a week or two before phase two begins. This is that painful period of conscious incompetence, when you begin to discern that there are things you need to know that you don’t know. However bad conscious incompetence may sound, at least you’re making progress. In all likelihood, if you’re going to be incompetent, it’s better to be conscious than unconscious.


Moving Toward Competence


The purpose of this book is to guide you, as a newly promoted executive, very quickly through the two phases of incompetence to the next two phases of learning. These are conscious competence, in which you know what you need to know but it doesn’t yet come naturally, and unconscious competence, in which you know what you need to know, you’re good at it, and you’re operating at your best with ease.


Before we go any further, let’s touch on an obvious point. You are likely a highly competent and functional human being or you would not have made it as far you have. You are, however, entering a new phase in your career and, to sustain your success, you will have to let go of some beliefs and behaviors that have been working for you up until now. You will also have to pick up some new beliefs and behaviors to achieve success as an executive.


Research shows that moving to the executive level is among the toughest transitions of any career. For example, a 2015 study conducted by the Center for Creative Leadership estimates that over half of new executives fail within eighteen months of being named to their positions. What’s going on here? Is it a case of the Peter Principle at work? Have more than 50 percent of all new executives simply risen to their level of incompetence? That seems unlikely. After all, to get to the executive level, you usually have to be pretty smart, accomplished, and competent. How do we explain the sudden increase in the failure rate when leaders move into next-level roles?


Let’s look first at expectations. Based on my experience as an executive and coach in Fortune 500 corporations and large government agencies, I know that the expectations of performance for executives are very high. I also know that those expectations are very rarely explicitly stated. Unfortunately, much of the time the only expectation that is shared with new executives is that they are tasked with figuring out what to do and how to do it. To make the implicit more explicit, I have identified nine sets of key behaviors and beliefs that executives need to pick up and let go of to succeed. These sets of behaviors break down into three primary components of executive presence: personal presence, team presence, and organizational presence. The Next Level model of executive presence is summarized in this table:


[image: illustration]


Table 1.1 The Next Level Model of Executive Presence


The process of picking up and letting go is central to succeeding at the next level. As I’ve noted, it’s a process that extends beyond just being promoted; it also applies when executives find themselves leading in any situation where, for internal or external reasons, the expected results have changed.


To summarize the model even further, here is how I’ve come to think of the key imperatives in personal, team, and organizational presence that executives need to master to be successful at the next level:




•   For personal presence, the imperative is to manage yourself by regularly reflecting on where you are and preparing for what’s next.


•   For team presence, the imperative is to leverage your team by shifting how you use your time and attention, and coaching your team members to succeed in bigger roles.


•   For organizational presence, the imperative is to engage your colleagues by collaborating with them to get bigger things done and contributing your grounded point of view.





Reality and Hope


To offer a slight paraphrase of a quote originally attributed to Napoleon Bonaparte, leaders have a two-part job: the first part is to define reality, the second is to offer hope. I think leadership coaches have the same job: to help their clients define their current reality and to offer hope by helping them develop plans and actions to succeed at what’s next. That’s what I hope to do with you through this book.


The reality is that the competence that propels leaders to the next level can be both a blessing and a curse. There is a truth in executive coaching and leadership development that a strength, when overused, can become a weakness. It turns out that many new executives rely too much on the “go-to person” and subjectmatter expert strengths that served them so well earlier in their careers. A theme that comes up again and again in my conversations with successful executives is that moving to the next level or meeting the expectations for different results requires the courage and confidence to let go of some of the behaviors and actions that brought you there in the first place. Peak performance at the next level demands that you identify and rely on the characteristics that describe you at your best. Knowing what to do is important, but knowing how you are when you are leading and living at your best and creating the conditions to perform from that state are more important. That is a solid platform for hope.


To see how this works in real life, let’s take a look at a case study of a new executive who’s just had a big bucket of reality dumped on her head. As you read the case study, consider what adjustments you’d encourage her to make to raise her level of hope for success.


Amy: Case Study of a New Executive


Amy has been a star performer for her consumer products company since she arrived five years ago, after a three-year stint as an associate in a major management consulting firm. Amy moved from being a key contributor on a product development team to becoming the leader of that team after two and a half years. One year after that, she became a director with responsibility for a couple of key product lines.


As a director, Amy continued to deliver what her senior vice president had come to expect of her. She was a brilliant analyst with a gift for sifting through data and making grounded decisions on new products that would appeal to families with young children, which were the target of her business segment. In her director role, Amy enhanced her reputation as someone who stayed on top of every detail and who, when her team members were stuck or headed in the wrong direction, could provide the right solution to drive progress. Her energy and focus enabled her to work ten or eleven hours a day at the office. She usually supplemented that with two or three hours most evenings, responding to email and catching up on work she didn’t get to during the day. Her weekends typically incorporated at least five or six hours of work-related reading and planning for the upcoming week. Because of her single-minded focus on product development, Amy spent most of her time dealing with members of her team and did not have a lot of space left over for networking with peers and business leaders outside her domain of expertise. This lack of broader exposure created a bit of a challenge for her senior vice president when he recommended Amy for promotion to the executive ranks. But in the end, the results she had delivered during the past several years carried the day, and she was named a vice president of the company.


Amy has been a vice president for four months now and feels like she is paddling hard to keep her head above water. With the vice president’s title has come responsibility for three new product lines in addition to the two she grew. With five product lines to keep track of, she is finding that she is working longer and longer hours and still not able to stay on top of all the details. She’s working harder, sleeping less, missing her workouts, and, in spite of bearing down and the stress headaches that come with that, feels like she’s falling further behind.


A number of factors are driving up her hours—some expected and some unexpected. Amy has not been surprised that the broader scope of her responsibilities has increased the amount of attention she has to give to her now-expanded team. Because Amy is an expert in her field, she has made a practice of stepping in to provide detailed suggestions to her team members on how to solve problems they face on their projects. To her chagrin and puzzlement, she has found that her newer direct reports often take the ideas that she comes up with when she is “just thinking out loud” and implement them without her even realizing that she had given them the idea. Some of the results of this phenomenon have been less than optimal and have required her to step in and correct the problems.


Amy also did not anticipate how much time she would spend preparing for the weekly meetings that her senior vice president has with her and his three other VPs. She is exquisitely aware that he expects her and the other VPs to have a strong handle on what is going on in their areas and to be able to speak to their issues whenever he asks. He also expects his direct reports to offer insights and advice on each other’s responsibilities. Amy is spending several hours each week gathering the information she thinks she might need for the SVP’s staff meetings. It feels to her like getting ready for a quiz each week.


Amy is beginning to notice other factors contributing to the complexity of her new job. As her team has grown, she has inherited several new direct reports. One of these, Brian, consistently disappoints Amy with both the quality of his work and the negative attitude he regularly exhibits. He has a reputation for being technically brilliant and probably considered himself a candidate for the slot that is now Amy’s. More and more, Amy is finding that she has to follow up with Brian to ensure that he delivers on his commitments. On more than one occasion, she has been blindsided by important decisions that Brian has made but not shared with her. With what little time she has had to think through the situation, Amy is beginning to conclude that Brian may not be a fit for her team, but she is reluctant to take on the time and hassle of putting together a game plan for dealing with him. For now, she’s hoping that he’ll turn around on his own.


Adding to the pressure, Amy recognizes that her boss also expects her to have a grounded point of view on how to drive revenue growth for the company as a whole, not just in her product lines. This expectation was further brought home in Amy’s first quarterly business review (QBR) with her boss, the company CEO, and the rest of his direct reports. In preparing for that session, Amy had her staff working for weeks on a thirtyslide PowerPoint deck that she intended to present to the top executive team. When it came time for her to speak, she sensed that she was losing the group about three slides into her deck. She sped through the next several slides, skipped some in the middle, and attempted to salvage her main points as she jumped ahead to the summary slide. Amy left her first QBR with her confidence shaken. Other than what she said in her presentation, she had not participated in the conversation and felt like an imposter who was playing at a level for which she was not yet ready.


Although he does not consider her an imposter, Amy’s boss is concerned about her performance and that of her broader team. He is surprised that her performance seems to be declining and is wondering whether Amy’s promotion was perhaps a case of offering her too much too soon.


What Should Amy Do?


Clearly, Amy is going through a rough stretch. Almost as clear is the fact that she is not getting a lot of support and guidance from her boss. High performers are often elevated to the executive level and then left to figure out on their own how to operate successfully in their new roles. For executives, the expectations are almost always high but rarely explicitly stated. Using the behavioral distinctions from the The Next Level model of executive presence, let’s take some time to assume the role of Amy’s coach and help her identify changes she needs to make to get back to the high level of performance she has had in her career up to this point. As we walk through her opportunities together, consider what she can do to better manage herself, leverage her team, and engage her colleagues.


Have Confidence in Her Presence


Amy has to brush off the jitters that have shaken her confidence as a new executive and adopt the belief that she should be exactly where she is. One of the first challenges for many new executives is to let go of the idea that the succession plan must have had some sort of fluke that led to their arrival in the executive suite. In Amy’s case, as is often true for new executives, this uncertainty is compounded by the unnerving challenge of moving from unconscious incompetence to conscious incompetence.


Even as she is moving through this challenging time, it is important for her to remember that there are sound reasons that she has been selected for her new role. Amy needs to believe that she has been invited to the table because she is expected to contribute in meaningful ways. This belief should come through in the way she presents herself to her colleagues. Executive presence relies on adopting a relaxed confidence that puts others at ease and instills confidence in your judgment. It requires that you silence any inner critics that call into question whether you are ready for your role or deserve your shot as an executive leader. Amy has some tactical opportunities to build her confidence on a day-to-day basis (as you probably do, too). She also has transformational opportunities to strengthen her executive presence so that it is a natural extension of how she is at her best. You likely have those as well. Both the tactical and transformational opportunities will be addressed in this book.


Be Accountable Instead of Responsible for Results


As an objective observer, you most likely concluded that Amy has unrealistic expectations about her ability and need to be directly involved in everything that is going on in her area. As an individual contributor and as a functional manager, Amy was responsible for delivering specific projects or streams of work. As an executive, she is now accountable for seeing that others deliver multiple streams of work.


The difference between responsibility and accountability is the difference between doing and leading. Too many new executives continue to spend time acting directly in the realm of their functional expertise because they are comfortable in the space that has made them successful to date. As an executive, Amy is on the hook for what her people get done. She cannot allow herself to be on the hook for doing it all herself if she hopes to meet the broader expectations that come with her new role. She has to put in place the processes and systems that enable her to be accountable for the results without acting as if she’s personally responsible for all of the results. If you’re accountable, you own it; if you’re responsible, you do it. Amy needs to own it more and do it less.


Define What, Not How


Closely related to the issue of confusing responsibility with accountability is Amy’s habit of stepping in to provide detailed solutions to the challenges facing her team members. Amy’s approach poses a number of problems. First, with the increased scope of her responsibilities, Amy simply does not have the time to be the go-to person on every issue and still meet her obligations as an executive. Second, and just as important, by always providing the solution, Amy is limiting the development of both her team members and her team leaders. One of Amy’s key functions as an executive is to help build the next generation of leaders for her company, and she’s missing out on one of the best means of fulfilling this expectation, which is to define what results are needed but not how to get those results. Again, as an executive, Amy is accountable for the results her team produces; they are responsible for producing the results. Her job is to define what the results should be, not how to accomplish the results.


Look Left, Right, and Diagonally as She Leads


To get her performance back on track, Amy needs to recognize and respond to the things that have changed now that she is an executive. One of the most significant changes, and opportunities, to come from her promotion is that Amy is part of a new team—the executive team. Amy needs to be intentional and deliberate about looking left and right to collaborate with her new executive peers. As an executive, Amy has more access than she did a few months ago. If she chooses to take advantage of her access, she has valuable opportunities to partner with her peers in other functions to contribute to the broader business agenda of her company. Likewise, there are sources of information and expertise that she can draw on from throughout her company. She needs to look not just up to her boss and down to her team; she also needs to look left, right, and diagonally to her other colleagues. If Amy taps them, she can bring a broader and more grounded perspective back to her functional team, enabling them to better understand how their actions support the goals of the company. No one else on her functional team has the kind of access that Amy now has. She is the only one who can apply those aspects of the broader view that she can take as the vice president for product development. Amy needs to develop some new habits around taking the opportunity to collaborate with her peers.


Take the Outside-In View


Amy has many clear strengths, and one of the most notable is her tenacity in delivering on her commitments. She has been recognized as someone who lets nothing get in the way of delivering the results expected of her function. Unfortunately, she has become a living illustration of the truth that an overused strength can become a weakness. Amy’s focus on her functional work has made her somewhat myopic. During the past few years, she has not given much time and attention to anything other than the information and relationships that directly relate to what she’s trying to accomplish. She needs to restructure her time and perspective so she can more clearly see what is important to the business as a whole and how her function fits into that bigger picture.


Develop a Big-Footprint View of Her Role


As an executive, Amy needs to learn that she has acquired a bigger footprint in the organization and, as such, her words and actions carry more impact and consequence than they used to. When used well, this big footprint will allow her to get more done through others and accomplish more for her company. She needs to learn, though, that because many people in the organization will want to move quickly in order to make a good impression on her as an executive, her words and actions can have unintended consequences. This is what is causing her new direct reports’ tendency to act too quickly.


At the same time that she is learning to manage her new profile with respect to her team, she will need to step up to the expectations of other executives in the company. To be successful as an executive, Amy will have to quickly develop a point of view around value creation and show conviction in expressing it. Being grounded in a point of view about your discipline is the price of admission to the executive team. Once you’re on the team, you distinguish yourself by presenting that point of view in a way that interacts with other disciplines to move the organization forward. For a new executive like Amy, quarterly business reviews with the CEO and weekly staff meetings with senior executives are important forums for showing conviction and a bias for action around a well-reasoned point of view.


Develop Team Reliance


Amy is finding that she is in constant motion attempting to stay on top of what her expanded team is doing while also directing their work. Although she may not realize it, part of Amy’s challenge is to get her ego out of the way and let go of the idea that she is the only one who can ensure that the right work gets done in the right way. In the past, Amy has derived satisfaction from her personal accomplishments on the job, but now she needs to shift the source of that satisfaction to what her team accomplishes. To trust that her team will do the right work in the right way, she needs to move quickly to ensure that she has the right people on the team in terms of both their motivation and their ability to contribute. In this regard, she needs to resolve the situation with Brian by either obtaining his commitment to contribute fully to the work of the team or helping him find a situation that better meets her needs and his.


Custom Fit Her Communications


The episode that brought Amy’s situation to a boil with her boss was her performance in the quarterly business review with the company CEO. Needless to say, highly visible events such as a QBR require preparation and forethought from any executive. In Amy’s case, her preparation went into a finely crafted Power-Point deck, when that time likely would have been better spent on other aspects of her performance in the meeting. In preparing for meetings with senior executives and other key stakeholders, Amy needs to develop the habit of asking herself questions such as these:




•   Who is the audience for my message?


•   What are their thoughts and feelings about the situation?


•   What, if anything, do I need to do to change their thoughts and feelings?





When making a presentation or a case for a new initiative, Amy should assess who is going to be in the audience and get clear about what she wants them to think and how she wants them to feel after she speaks. What is the emotional response that will lead to the appropriate action? Does she need the audience to feel excited? Concerned? Optimistic? Challenged? She should shape the content of her message, her energy as reflected in her body language, and her tone of voice to create the response that leads to the best action by the members of the group. Amy can do a lot to master the art of tuning in to the audience.


Regularly Renew Energy and Perspective


You probably felt fatigued just reading about all that is going on in Amy’s world. Let’s shift the focus then, from Amy to you. Ronald Heifetz, a professor at Harvard University and author of a number of acclaimed books on leadership, makes the point that leaders periodically need to get off the dance floor and get up on the balcony. By making this shift, you can see the patterns and the flow better than when you’re in the midst of the swirl. One of the best ways to get up on the balcony is to establish and regularly practice “routines of renewal.”


Life as an executive is demanding, and it requires your best. To succeed over the long run as an executive, you will need to pick up routines of renewal in the physical, mental, relational, and spiritual domains of your life. You’ve likely reached the executive level in part because of your commitment and drive. Now that you’re here, don’t overdo it. Your energy and perspective will serve you well at the next level if you create a sustainable and flexible approach to leading and living at your best.


Follow Your ESP™


By encouraging you to follow your ESP™, I am not recommending that you develop an obsession with your sixth sense. Rather, I would encourage you, Amy, or any executive to establish an Executive Success Plan™. In reading through Amy’s case, it is easy to become overwhelmed with the number of things that she needs to address. There is no way she can take on all her opportunities at once. She needs to pick the one or two most important opportunities that, over a three-to-six-month period, will have the greatest positive ripple effect on how she shows up as an executive. She then needs to identify one or two more things to work on and repeat the cycle. I will confess that in writing Amy’s case, I purposely gave her a lot of problems to address in order to illustrate the major points that our senior executive insiders share in the rest of this book. Whether you are a new or more seasoned executive, I am reasonably certain that you have opportunities for improvement you can address. I seriously doubt, however, that you have as many as Amy. Appendix A introduces a process and framework for building your Executive Success Plan™ by soliciting ideas and observations from your colleagues and enlisting them to be your team of coaches committed to your success as an executive.


Anatomy of The Next Level


I want to take a moment to explain how the rest of The Next Level is organized. There are three parts to the book, one each for personal presence, team presence, and organizational presence. There are three chapters in each part focusing on one of the nine pick up/let go behavioral distinctions. These nine distinctions align with the issues outlined in the case study on Amy as well as The Next Level model of executive presence that was introduced in Table 1.1 earlier in this chapter. Along with perspective and advice from our executive insiders in each succeeding chapter, you’ll find a series of Coachable Moments that offer practical and simple tools and questions that you can apply immediately to your work. You’ll also find Data Points throughout that draw on the research The Eblin Group has conducted on the behaviors that successful executives exhibit as well as the ones that sometimes cause them to stumble. Each chapter concludes with a summary list of ten tips for raising your leadership game.


Because executive development is an ongoing journey, this book contains two features in the appendices that will be useful to your growth as a leader. The first is the previously mentioned template for creating an Executive Success Plan™ (see appendix A). The second is a Situation Solutions Guide (see appendix B), which identifies typical situations in which you will likely find yourself as an executive and the solutions from each chapter that can help.


Again, congratulations on making it to the next level. In the pages to come, I look forward to being your guide in making strategic choices about what to pick up and what to let go of to ensure your success as you move forward on the journey of leading and living at your best. Sure, there’s a ton of reality to deal with, but there are also solid reasons to be hopeful about what’s next. Onward.
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Chapter Two


Pick Up Confidence in Your Presence


Let Go of Doubt in How You Contribute


This is the first of three chapters on building personal presence and the success imperative of managing yourself by reflecting on where you are and preparing for what’s next.


Let’s start this chapter, then, with a basic truth: Insecure people make lousy leaders. If you think about your career, you can probably identify at least one or two managers you’ve had who exhibited insecurity. Their insecurity may have shown up in any number of ways. They may have been indecisive when major issues needed to be resolved. They didn’t trust their judgment or were afraid of the consequences that would result from making a clear and, perhaps, unpopular decision. Or insecurity may have been at the root of their need to micromanage and control the work of everyone on their team. If this was the situation, then your manager probably worked around the clock trying to stay on top of every detail. In the meantime, of course, the team’s work slowed down or regularly stopped as it waited for the bottleneck on the manager’s desk to clear. Perhaps you’ve worked for a leader who claimed credit for every good thing that happened but was quick to pass blame when things went wrong. Here again, the root cause was the manager’s insecurity. Let’s face it, if you’ve been a participant in organizational life for any length of time, you’ve likely seen dozens of examples of poor managerial leadership that were rooted in personal insecurity.


So, as you move into or within the executive level, the first challenge is to keep insecurity from getting the better of you. Unless you’re just not paying attention, your first days in a new executive role will naturally produce some uncertainty and discomfort. You have moved out of a series of roles that have become more and more familiar and in which you have been able to regularly demonstrate your competence and ability to get things done. After all, if you hadn’t been doing that, then you most likely would not have been promoted to an executive position or asked to take on a next-level challenge. But now you’re in a new job at a new level with new expectations. You should be uncomfortable. If you’re not, you are probably underestimating what’s ahead of you.


In spite of this new reality, it is critical for your success that you not dwell on thoughts and self-assessments that cause you to doubt your capacity to contribute. Rather, you must build a sense of grounded confidence in your presence and in the idea that you have important contributions to make as a leader. In this chapter, some of our executive insiders share their experience and advice about what it takes to operate with grounded confidence at the top levels of an organization. We’ll cover mindsets and behaviors that, if consistently applied, will help you pick up confidence in your presence as an executive and let go of doubt in how you contribute.



From the Tactical to the Transformational


Regularly demonstrating your confidence in a grounded and appropriate way will build the confidence of your boss, your peers, and your team in you. As someone in a new, highly visible, and high-stakes role, showing up with confidence right out of the gate might seem like a tall order. Doing so will require some intention and awareness on your part about how you want to appear to others and yourself—along with a willingness to do some things that reinforce your intention and likelihood of success. Building your confidence in your executive role can begin with some tactics that, when you make them part of your routine, can lead to transformational changes that dramatically raise your level of leadership effectiveness.


Summarizing the work of Aristotle, philosopher Will Durant wrote, “We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act but a habit.” While it might feel overly tactical and even a bit artificial to identify a few behaviors to do repeatedly, taking this approach is, as Aristotle believed, the path to excellence. As an executive coach, I help my clients identify the result they want to achieve and then assess what behaviors and mindsets they need to adopt to achieve those results. That is the premise of this book. As you reach the executive level, there are some behaviors and mindsets you’ll want to keep. In all likelihood, your capacity to show up with grounded confidence will flow from a number of your “keeper” behaviors. It is equally likely, though, that you will need to both pick up and let go of some other behaviors and mindsets to come across with the confidence and presence that will lead your new peers to accept you fully as a member of the executive team. The opportunity you have is to identify the key tactical behaviors that, if regularly repeated, will lead to a transformation in the level of confidence you project with your fellow executives and in the organization as a whole.


In this chapter, our executive insiders will share a number of important factors in projecting grounded confidence—you leading and living at your best. As you consider their perspectives, I encourage you to conduct some self-assessment and reflection on which of the identified characteristics you already possess and which you will need to pick up and let go of. To take your assessment process further and make it more powerful, use the colleague feedback process presented in appendix A as the Executive Success Plan™ (ESP™) to solicit advice on what you should keep doing, pick up, and let go of to lead at your best. The ESP™ also outlines a straightforward process for following up on feedback in a way that will move you from tactical execution to transformative results.


Results and Relationships


Whether you have already reached the executive level or are fast approaching it, your focus on achieving results has almost certainly been one of the primary reasons for your success. What may not be as certain is whether you have managed relationships as successfully as you have achieved results. As a star individual contributor or a high-powered functional team leader, you may well have been able to achieve results through force of will and dogged persistence. In such cases, relationships sometimes seem less important than getting the result. As an executive, you will find that this is no longer the case. To achieve and sustain results over the long run at the executive level, strong relationships with peers, top leadership, and functional team members across the organization are critical.


Your success in managing relationships will stem from the confidence you have in yourself and your ability to work well with others to make things happen. Effective relationship management comes from regularly demonstrating the behaviors that you engage in when you’re leading and living at your best. For most of us, we know we’re operating at our best when we feel comfortable, engaged, and effective. When we feel that way, we feel confident. Long-time talent management expert Jason Jeffay has this advice for new executives about personal confidence and its impact on building strong relationships that support results:




Know that you are where you are . . . because you should be in that role. So, you neither have to formally prove yourself nor be intimidated. If you go too far in proving yourself, you are probably going to turn people off. If, on the other hand, you are clearly intimidated by now being in this position and don’t contribute anything to those peer-to-peer relationships, people will discount you and say, “Yeah, you probably don’t belong in the role.” So navigate [between] those two rocks as you head down the stream, and that’s where you want to be.





David Wilson, former president and chief executive officer of the Graduate Management Admission Council, offers a landbased analogy that complements Jeffay’s waterborne picture of how your confidence plays a role in your executive effectiveness. Wilson compares moving to the next level to driving a sports car. As he says:




You’re going into a curve in your career. It’s going to take you in a new direction and you have to accelerate through the curve, which means you have to enter it with confidence. If you coast into it, if you go with the same drive you had in your prior role, you’re not going to succeed. This is the time to lead, which means you’ve got to accelerate through the curve.





Work from How You Are at Your Best


Whether it’s navigating around the rocks or accelerating through the curves, leading at the next level requires a clear understanding of how you perform when you’re at the peak of your performance. Each of us is unique in the mix of perspective and personality we bring to the leadership table. Being a successful executive does not require you to change who you are, but it may require you to change what you regularly do so that you are more likely to operate from the state of how you are at your best.


Donna Morea is a corporate board member and past country president for CGI, an information technology consulting company headquartered in Montreal, Canada. She shared with me what she learned over the course of her executive career about the confidence and effectiveness that come from operating at your state of peak performance:




For me, I have found that as I become more confident in my role as an executive, I’m actually a lot more “me” today than I was twenty years ago. I know how to channel it in a way. I’m a little bit unorthodox . . . but I figured out how to make it work. I really do believe that it is important for you to be you. Figuring out how to bring together the demands of the [role] as well as how you are is the art of this whole thing. I don’t believe that you should ever be anything other than who you are. I’m a little more social than the [typical executive]. I’m a little more personally intimate and friendly. For many years, I thought I had to shut that out. I have had some good friends and coaches who have helped me see that being who you are really makes it a lot easier to come to work every day. It’s about figuring out a way to channel that in alignment with the role. I wish I had discovered that a little bit earlier. It sure would have been a lot more fun.





Morea developed a confident executive presence by understanding how she is when she’s operating at her best and allowing that person to come through. Morea’s strategy will work for you, but her specific approach to leadership won’t. Your approach will be different based on how you are when you’re at your best. It will reflect your unique personality and preferences for how to spend your time, organize your life, solve problems, make decisions, and interact with others. The key to operating with confidence at your best is to understand your natural makeup and leverage your preferences. We’ll talk more about how to deepen your insights on that in the next chapter, which focuses on regularly renewing your energy and perspective.
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