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To my daughters, Dakota and McKinley


May you realize and become the great leader that is already inside of you










Introduction


During my three-plus decades as an investment banker on Wall Street, I’ve worked side by side with colleagues, served on numerous boards, volunteered my time with countless nonprofits, and traveled the world coaching and speaking. In that time, I’ve executed hundreds of deals and had the opportunity to work closely with and observe countless CEOs from a wide range of industries, including technology, retail, transportation, industrial, and healthcare, to name a few. As a result, in good economies and bad, I was exposed to and had the opportunity to study some great leaders . . . and some not‑so‑great leaders. I have also observed some very effective leadership styles as well as seen the results of some incredibly ineffective approaches, too.


In all I’ve seen, there is one factor that stands out. Most of those leaders, CEOs and other executives, never received any extended formal training or coaching on how to be a great leader. Further, most lead in the same way they were led during their careers, often using the “my way or the highway” approach.


During the decades of the 1980s and 1990s, and frankly, for the thirty years before then, it was an organization’s leaders who defined its agenda. They called the shots and decided what needed to happen and when. Further, every professional who worked for them was expected to do exactly as they dictated, no questions asked. In this paradigm, leaders often managed by fear and threats. If you didn’t execute in the way defined by the leader or behave as the culture demanded, you could be demoted, left in a dead-end job, or worse, be fired. Under a leader like this, you would never have the opportunity to disagree or offer any input or constructive feedback. Essentially, you did as you were told.


For a time, this “my way or the highway” leadership style was considered impactful and effective. There was no war for talent in this period, and production and volume were valued over innovation, convenience, and price. Today’s environment is different. Innovation is the dominant competitive parameter; speed to market of new products and the ability to directly engage consumers follow closely behind and are the table stakes for competition and survival in the marketplace.


What’s also different today is that, at the time of this writing, we find ourselves more than a year and a half into a global pandemic. Many workers have had the opportunity to work from home or from some other remote location of their choosing, instead of an office building. A challenging time for most people, the time in lockdown has also offered employees the opportunity to reflect on their lives and consider their career choices. They are asking themselves questions such as “Am I in the right job?” “Am I pursuing a career that makes me happy?” “Does my employer or my boss treat me well?”


This level of reflection without the reinforcement that comes from being close to colleagues and managers has some employees, at a minimum, considering why they are with a certain employer, and many others contemplating leaving their current jobs. I believe the consequence of this contemplation will be a great shift of employees from one employer to another, or from corporate or philanthropic work to entrepreneurship. As a result, employers are being forced to re‑evaluate their value proposition for workers to engage with them and will have to market that proposition in the marketplace in a way that will help them retain their best talent and attract new workers.


In addition, I believe that companies will have to rethink how they reward and compensate people who are very effective at not only attracting great talent but retaining it, which is very different from the way companies have rewarded people heretofore. In most industries, especially financial services, if you are a great producer, generating millions of dollars of revenue, you are generally the highest-paid person, while people who are heralded as great managers—whose teams love them and who tend to be great developers of people, so their teams stay with the company—are not valued and rewarded in the same way. Well, in today’s environment, with companies having the new awakening about its people, employers will have to value those who can lead and manage differently than in the past, more like the way they reward traditional “producers.”


Institutions are increasingly beginning to value and depend on collaborative alliances versus proprietary ideas and products. Technology has changed the game and taught other industries the value of open sourcing and partnerships. As a result, companies can no longer rely solely on their own internal talent to compete, let alone lead. To forge partnerships, attract collaborators and foster relationships, and, more important, attract and retain the best talent, you need to be a different kind of leader. If you are going to motivate and inspire talented professionals to choose to spend their time within the walls of your company, to have a muscle of innovation, you have to be able to engage, penetrate thought, teach, and inspire. To lead in today’s business and philanthropic world requires you to have the courage to be authentic, build trust, focus on diversity, and be resilient and tenacious.


Past leaders, corporate leaders in particular, had three constituents to worry about: shareholders, customers, and employees. Now a fourth constituent has emerged and is a major focus . . . community. Armed with and emboldened by social media, the community can use this powerful tool to, in minutes, take down a brand franchise that took decades to build. With the ongoing pressure on organizations to constantly innovate, given geopolitical uncertainty, cybersecurity threats, social media, and the war for talent, the pressures on leaders seem endless. Even if an organization has developed a rock-solid competitive strategy and its balance sheet is solid, there are ongoing threats to its culture, such as the repercussions of a bad actor, a leadership scandal, or a lapse in judgment that results in threats from activist groups or damage to a customer relationship.


So what does it take to lead effectively today? As a leader, how do you stay vigilant? How do you maintain your energy to stay the course? How can you be successful amidst the many pressures and threats?


In this book, I will discuss the journey to leadership and some of the essential skills you need for success, including the importance of taking risks, creating a vision, and leveraging assets like relationships and partnerships. At the heart of this book are my ten pearls of Intentional Leadership:



	
	
#1        Leadership is a journey from execution to empowerment.






	
	
#2        How people feel about you as a leader will impact how they perform and what they deliver.






	
	
#3        Choosing the right team will define your legacy.






	
	
#4        Fear has no place in your success equation. Leaders take risks to grow.






	
	
#5        No one can do it alone. Leveraging other people’s intellect, relationships, and experience as well as establishing your own relationships will propel your success as a leader.






	
	
#6        You are not a leader because you have the title; you must be intentional.






	
	
#7        Leading today requires the ability to transform . . . people, situations, and yourself.






	
	
#8        Visibility, transparency, decisiveness, and empathy will help you to lead effectively through a crisis.






	
	
#9        Everyone has a blind spot. Identify yours and make it a priority to eliminate it.






	
	
#10        Strong insight will lead you to focus on and execute what will be instead of what is.





These are attributes that you need to focus on and exhibit to become a powerful, impactful leader no matter where you work.


Finally, I will discuss the attributes of an intentional leader, the key traits of being a transformational leader, and the gaps that I have seen in leadership that could impede or damage any leader’s effectiveness. You do not automatically become a leader because one day you are given a title or position of authority and responsibility. Leadership is active. To be successful, I believe you have to show up and focus on being an intentional leader every day.


In producer cultures, like finance, technology, and sales and marketing, people are rewarded with not only outsize compensation but also promotions, titles, and positions of authority. There is little thought given to whether they have the skills and ability to coach, motivate, and inspire others to deliver beyond what they believe they can. Yet, that is exactly the kind of leader who is needed in today’s competitive environment.


The great Billie Jean King is credited with the quote “Pressure is a privilege.” There is no question that if you choose to accept a leadership position and sit in the leadership seat, you will have pressure. Pressure to lead effectively, pressure to make the organization better than you found it, and pressure to be a value add to the people who work in the organization.


I believe it is a privilege to lead. In Lead to Win, I will deliver the tools you need to be a powerful, impactful leader who can lead from any seat and lead to win.










CHAPTER 1


Moving from Individual Contributor to Leader


Leadership Pearl #1 


Leadership is a journey from execution to empowerment.


You are reading this book because you aspire to be a leader. When you begin your career it’s typically in an entry-level role as an individual contributor. Your duties are assigned; your specific actions are dictated. Your job is to understand and execute any assignment you are given. In other words, your job is to DO, not to DEFINE, and to execute EXACTLY as instructed.


There will be times when you are given an assignment and are expected to add your own style. Other times, you will be asked to perform using a hybrid approach, doing some of what you were asked to do and some of what you decide is necessary. But for the most part, as an individual contributor, your focus is on achieving a previously defined outcome. Your performance review will likely focus less on the process and more on how well or how closely you followed the instructions you were given. In short, how well did you get the job done?


As an individual contributor, you are also generally not responsible for managing or leading other people. Typically, no one reports to you, you don’t have to assign tasks to others, nor are you responsible for their coaching or professional development. You are not concerned with managing resources, optimizing people, or considering the concerns or needs of external constituents.


While your work or contribution is important to the company and may even be essential to the profitability and competitiveness of the organization, your reward is tied solely to what you produce. You are given the resources you need to accomplish what you are responsible for. You are not concerned with balancing the needs of shareholders, employees, customers, senior leadership, or other stakeholders. Your job is to create an outcome.


As you enjoy more success as an individual contributor, you will start to develop a strong, positive reputation. People in leadership positions will start to notice you and begin to consider you a leadership candidate. Your company will begin to inquire about your interest in advancing to a leadership position. In most organizations, after it appears you have mastered your role as an individual contributor, managing other people is the next step. Part of the assessment of your readiness for a leadership role focuses on whether you have exhibited leadership attributes while in your individual contributor seat: Have you demonstrated that you can take initiative, do you know how to recognize and take advantage of opportunities, do you have the ability to build relationships, and are you comfortable taking risks?


Leadership is a journey from execution to empowerment. As a leader, you go from getting the job done to focusing on giving others the tools, the resources, the experiences, and the opportunities they need to develop and evolve their own leadership skills. While there certainly might be tasks and decisions that only you as the leader must make, your time as a leader should be filled with anticipating the needs of those working with you and those of the customers, constituents, and other stakeholders your actions serve.


As you are advancing along your career journey, it is important that while you execute your assignments, you also look for opportunities to lead. Often those who are evaluating you are looking for signs of your ability to lead or for signs that you have an appetite or aspiration to lead.


It is important that you take the initiative to seek out these opportunities because those above you will not always tell you that you are being observed and assessed for potential leadership opportunities. Part of the “test” used to assess your leadership capabilities includes how much initiative you demonstrate in your day‑to‑day work and whether you can recognize opportunities to lead, as well as take advantage of them.


Allyson had been working on the presentation for a new marketing idea for one of her firm’s largest clients. This was an idea that could significantly enhance the effectiveness of the client’s digital marketing campaign. It was a lucrative contract for the firm, and the project had a compressed go to market deadline. Every assignment before the pilot of the new program had been tightly controlled and dictated by the partner on the team. While Allyson had been working with this client on various projects for over a year and had a great relationship with her counterpart at the client as well as with their senior officers, all communication with the client had previously gone through the senior partner on her team.


Allyson finished the project and thought she had put together an outstanding solution. She really wanted to get a sense of whether it would receive a positive reaction from the client. Her inclination was to call her counterpart there to get an “off the record” reaction before moving forward with the recommendation. But she recognized that while it might show initiative, it might anger the senior partner, who could perceive her as going around his back. On the other hand, she thought it would demonstrate strong forward thinking and initiative and might give them the opportunity before the meeting to use informal feedback to refine their approach if necessary.


Allyson decided to call her counterpart, who gave her significant feedback, prompting her to completely overhaul their original solution. When the team went in to present, the client loved the recommendations and gave them the contract. When Allyson’s boss asked her how she had developed an idea that was so closely aligned with the client’s objectives when they had received so little guidance, she told him, with some trepidation, about the “off the record” call. Allyson decided to be transparent because she knew that transparency is one of the keys to building trust. Her boss had clearly trusted her up to this point. She did not want to impair that trust. In fact, she hoped it would grow if she told him exactly what she had done.


Allyson was thrilled when her boss praised her for having the idea and the initiative to get the preliminary feedback and to work with the client to produce a product they were excited about. At the end of the year, as the partners were discussing promotion candidates, this incident was used as an example of Allyson’s readiness to be promoted to a leadership role in the department. Why? First, she showed her ability to take a calculated risk. Second, she demonstrated her relationship skills by leveraging a contact to get valuable information. Third, she showed she could take initiative by changing the presentation. All these attributes are similar to those expected of a leader.


Now let’s imagine that Allyson had played it safe and decided not to follow her instincts and risk the ire of the partner. Allyson’s team would have gone with the original presentation and would not have received the same effusive praise from the client. Further, they might not have been awarded the contract or, at a minimum, would have opened the door to competition. In addition, there would have been no example of Allyson exhibiting three of the four major characteristics sought in a leader—risk-taking, initiative, and the ability to approach, collaborate with, and innovate with clients. When the partner discussion turned toward Allyson’s capacity or readiness to lead, the outcome would have been unclear at best.


Your ability to take advantage of leadership opportunities is a critical step on the journey to becoming a leader. There is no question that there are risks involved. You could misidentify an opportunity. You might risk “blowback,” upsetting a superior who may feel that you are overstepping or challenging their decision-making authority. You also risk that you may fumble the chance, or risk that the outcome is not what you thought it would be. However, in my experience, the benefit of stepping up to demonstrate your leadership capacity is always far greater than the risk of things going awry.


Leadership Gem:


 


Leadership is not about always being right but about having the courage to take a risk, move forward, maintain momentum, and, if you fail, try again.


If your job as an individual contributor is to do according to the expectations of others, your job as a leader is to define a project’s objective, goals, and outcome while setting clear expectations for others and maximizing the use of the resources (people, financial, and technological) at hand. You are responsible for identifying potential gaps and challenges and minimizing any potential risks to the process, the outcome, and the organization. While you may also be involved in the execution, your primary responsibility will be to develop the agenda, determine what needs to be done, who will execute and do the work, and sometimes even how and when the work will get done.


As you transition to a role as a leader, it is important that you adopt a macro view of your organization. You will need to learn about things such as how budgets are created, how resources are allocated, who makes resource allocation decisions, who the organization’s other strong performers are, and who the stakeholders are. In addition to deciding what needs to be done, part of your role as a leader is to understand how your project fits in with the organization’s other priorities, as well as which resources are required and costs are associated with what you are trying to accomplish. Understanding the kinds of resources you need and the associated costs of a project are key to developing efficient assignments and agendas.


One of the great leaders in my firm would always say, “Think like an owner.” This gave me the sense that once I became a leader, I had to think about considerations such as shareholder value. This not only meant revenue maximization but profit maximization and therefore cost minimization. In my endeavor to get a job done, I also had to be mindful of properly using resources and not wasting them.


It is never too early to start learning about some of the things that the leaders in your organization are responsible for. Because as you progress and can demonstrate an understanding of even a few of these things, it will create a perception that you are interested in becoming a senior leader yourself. In addition, the converse can be true. If you do not show such interest, others will perceive it to mean that either you are not interested in rising in the organization or you are not leadership material.


In the early days of my career, I believe this failure to demonstrate curiosity about the things that were “above my pay grade” contributed to a negative perception about me. I will admit that I was far too myopic, focusing only on those things that were clearly a part of the junior associate’s job. I was so focused on mastering those tasks that I failed to realize that it was important to demonstrate my interest in understanding the concepts that were beyond my junior associate’s role, and the positive impression that could be created by doing so.


I was working in mergers and acquisitions (M&A) at the time. One of the important components of an M&A deal is the fee letter. This letter outlines the terms and conditions between the M&A advisor (the investment bank) and the client that is retaining the services of the bank. The letter not only informs the client what the bank will charge for completing the transaction; it also contains important deal concepts like indemnifications, termination fees, the tasks that are involved in executing the deal, and any contingent or extra fees that could be earned.


During my second year as an associate, the managing director asked me to draft a fee letter. I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about! Of course, I could deduce what he meant from the term fee letter, but I had no idea where to start, where to find a draft of one, how to take a stab at what the fee might be for such a transaction, or anything else, for that matter. Throughout my first year as an associate, no one had ever explained to me what the key components were, nor had I ever asked. I had kept my head down, producing models and analysis, but had never stopped to look up to understand what was involved. I had no idea how we got the transaction, what happened after the firm was awarded the business, and how and when we would negotiate the transaction’s price.


I focused solely on my small part. When I started asking questions about what a fee letter was and how to write one, it was clear from the expression on my managing director’s face that he was surprised and disappointed that as a second-year associate, I did not understand one of the most important components of the deal. Further, that I did not have an understanding or even demonstrate curiosity about how we got paid! Needless to say, after that experience, I made it my business to learn all the key parts of a fee letter, including the nuances or special circumstances that would cause the firm to adjust fees up or down. While I never made that mistake again, clearly, I had to work hard to change the perception about me and my career trajectory, my interest in moving ahead, and my capacity as a leader in the eyes of that managing director.


Selling the Vision


A great leader creates the vision they want others to follow. They create an argument to sell it to others, making it attractive and compelling to those who must approve it as well as to those who need to embrace and act upon it. To sell an idea, you must consider why the idea is great for the department, the organization, or the people who are involved. You will need to answer questions such as:


•Why should the organization do this?

•How does the organization benefit from taking on this project?

•How do the customers benefit?

•Do the employees or shareholders benefit?

•Does it make a current process more efficient?

•Does it save resources?

•Does it serve or help more people?

•Does this new product or process put the organization in a position to lead in its vertical or its industry?

•Does it make the organization more competitive?

It is important to note, every project or endeavor that you bring to your team or organization has a beneficiary, and that beneficiary has to be greater than you. As a leader, you must always consider how your decisions impact others. Ideally, whatever idea you are proposing is scalable and will benefit a large number of customers, shareholders, or employees. I cannot think of one successful leadership vision that did not favorably impact others.


Leadership Gem:


 


Every leadership vision, idea, and decision will impact others.


Whether you are a teacher, preacher, coach, CEO of a public company or a not-for-profit, COO, CFO, shift manager, supervisor, manager, mayor, governor, or Congressperson, no one in authority makes a decision in a vacuum. Every decision you make in your capacity as a leader will affect someone else. The questions are: Who will be impacted and how? Will they win or lose? Does it improve the organization or threaten it? Will it make people, inside and outside the organization, better off? Will it make people’s jobs harder, more interesting, or easier? Every decision you make has an impact. That is the nature of leadership.


How do you develop the vision for your idea? The inspiration you need for deciding how to move your organization forward is all around you. If things are going well for your organization, your inspiration can come from questions like:


•What can we do to create greater value for our shareholders, i.e., an increased stock price, greater dividend yield?

•What can we do to improve our market share relative to the competition?

•What can we do to improve our competitive advantage or to create a new one?

•What can we do to preserve the company’s leadership status going forward?

•How can we serve our customers better?

•How can we make life better for our employees?

•If we were starting the company today, what would we do differently?

•What legacy practices have caused us to do things the way we do them today? How might we change that?

•What partnerships should we seek to better leverage our strengths or move into a new area?

If your company is having a tough time competitively, your vision might be inspired by questions like:


•How can we turn around our competitive performance?

•How can we create an environment where our best people will want to stay or attract others to work here?

•How can we change the narrative about our trajectory?

•How can we convince our stakeholders to trust us again?

•What businesses need the greatest investment?

•How do I prioritize our current needs as a company?

•Have I properly allocated resources to the areas of the business that need it most?

•Should I consider a partnership with a competitor or another entity?

•Should we build to be more competitive or should we buy?

•Should we do an “acqui-hire” of a disruptive emerging company’s management team?

In general, your vision as a leader can be inspired by the competition, by a desire to do what is best for your employees, for your company’s survival, and for ensuring its future. Notice that none of the preceding questions is relevant to who you are as one person or what you can individually gain, but rather to what can be done to increase the value for the current shareholders or employees or for those constituencies in the future. If your vision is solely driven by your personal benefit, then it will be constrained by your own capabilities or fears.


If you are a CEO, your board of directors will look to you to develop and deliver a strategic plan that will drive maximum value for shareholders, given the competitive environment and a finite set of financial, technological, physical, and human resources. While the board may have a perspective on what should be done to enhance shareholder value, they will look to you for your thoughts on what should be done, the execution timeline, the resources needed, the risks involved, and the answer to the question “What could go wrong?” If you are a leader within an organization, the CEO will look to you to develop a vision for executing a portion of the strategic plan and to answer those same questions as they pertain to your part of the plan.


If you are a CEO of a private company, a college president, or a leader of a nonprofit organization, your board, trustees, or board of advisors will also expect you to define the vision for the organization’s future. They want to see you demonstrate that you are a good steward of the assets that have been entrusted to you. In the case of a private company, especially an early-stage company, investors will look closely at your track record of deploying the capital you have raised to produce greater value for the company.


If your company has not increased in its valuation from one raise to the next and there is not an exogenous market occurrence that has impacted the companies in that sector, then it will be difficult for you to raise additional rounds of funding because you did not use the money from the previous round wisely. If as a college president you can’t demonstrate that you have deployed the capital raised to attract more students or bring on more renowned scholars, or produced research or products that are leveraged by for-profit entities, then it will compromise your standing as a leader at that institution.


As you are developing a vision for what you want to do going forward, you must consider two important questions. Is the vision revolutionary, one that involves new ideas for the organization? Or is it evolutionary, one that is new but is essentially the next iteration of an idea or process that already exists within the organization?


As I review my thirty-plus years on Wall Street and replay the thousands of conversations I’ve had with clients across all industries, internal conversations with teams of which I have been a part as the leader or just as a participant in a conference room discussion, it is clear that very few people have genuinely original thoughts and ideas. I don’t mean this to sound arrogant in any way, but as I have listened, really listened to some of these discussions, many of the comments made in the room are repeating what has already been said or are questions asking for explanation.


Further, when these new ideas are introduced, if they are truly “out of the box,” most participants in the discussion have a very hard time grasping them. Typically, the idea needs to be explained several times. In some cases, it takes several meetings for people to understand it before a decision can be made to move forward. As a result, I have come to the conclusion, as I mentioned in my book Strategize to Win, that if you want your organization to embrace and execute a revolutionary vision, you must “educate and sell.” You must first develop a narrative to define the idea and explain how it works, what is needed to make it work, and how the outcome or output will impact the organization. Once people understand the idea, then you must sell it in the context of how it will enhance the organization’s performance, improve its competitive standing, or create greater value for the shareholders and employees. You must sell, sell, sell from the perspective of every constituent.


If, on the other hand, your vision is evolutionary, then as a leader you must show that the timing is right for an update, a restart, or a makeover. This kind of vision is usually much easier to sell because the organization has already bought into the concept and now needs only to be convinced that the investment in an update will yield a great return.


Selling your vision is one of the most important things you will do in your evolution from individual contributor to leader. If you have been with your organization a long time as an individual contributor, chances are that not many people see you as a potential leader. Your ability to create and sell a vision is one of the most compelling things you can do. That will influence others to recognize your growth and start to consider you as leadership material.


Decisions Make Good Leaders


The next stop on the leadership journey from individual contributor to leader: Be decisive. A few years back, I had the pleasure of hearing Meg Whitman, then the CEO of eBay, speak at a conference. One of her remarks—“The price of inaction is greater than the cost of making a mistake”—has stuck with me to this day and is a statement especially true for a good leader. You must be decisive; it is a requirement of leadership.


As an individual contributor, your role is to gather data, consult with others, deliberate, study, and ultimately present to decision makers what you have learned. In fact, in many cases, you are rewarded for creating and conducting a thorough process from which others, including you, can make a decision. Your level of success is often tied to the process of gathering this data, not to the final outcome.


However, as you move from individual contributor to leader, your ability to be decisive, your willingness to make the final call, will be a key to your success. You will be evaluated on whether or not you made the right decisions, not on whether you conducted the right research or processes that helped you arrive at the conclusion. As a leader, there will be times when a decision you made goes awry. Others may try to understand how you arrived at your decision, but the focus will be on the decision itself, the one that was ultimately your call.


Being decisive, good or bad, is the hallmark of a great leader. In the military, where there is a clear focus on leadership and creating leaders, soldiers are taught to give orders “in their own name.” Even when they are given orders by a general, the colonel does not then say, “The general said . . .” Instead, the colonel gives the order using their own authority and thereby taking responsibility for any action.


When you choose to sit in a leadership seat, you accept the responsibility of making decisions along with the accolades and the penalties and consequences that come with them. During my time on Wall Street, I’ve seen people in leadership positions make decisions that did not go as expected, and then I watched them immediately look to blame others for the poor outcome. They faulted the vice president for not supervising or checking the associate’s work, or the analyst for not verifying the model. They looked to blame anyone but themselves, accepting no responsibility for the failure. This is not an example of poor leadership; it is an example of no leadership. Great leaders own the outcome, whatever it is, even if the information they received led to a fallible decision. A good leader’s stance is always “I made the call. It happened on my watch. I am ultimately responsible.”


When leaders fail to take responsibility for the outcome, it’s not uncommon to see those who report to them lose faith and interest in working for them. When a leader repeatedly blames others for their failures, over time the most talented junior professionals will opt to work on other teams. Eventually, this kind of leader starts having difficulty assembling the best players.


Leadership Gem:


 


Poor leadership results in a failure to attract and keep great talent.


Sol was widely known as one of the smartest vice presidents at a large utility. He had risen through the ranks quickly and now had responsibility for managing several teams across three very-high-profile projects that the company was pursuing. There was a tight deadline for a project that had to be blessed by the city council before it could move forward.


The night before the presentation was due to be sent to the council, Sol found a huge error in a calculation, which would result in tens of thousands of dollars being added to the company’s proposal. After correcting for this error, the company’s proposal might not be competitive enough to win the project. Sol was supposed to have reviewed the numbers a week prior but had failed to do so because he was working on another aspect of the project. When he found the error, he went to the junior manager, who also had a reputation as a superstar within the organization, and went ballistic in front of the other team members. He chewed out the young man literally in front of his peers.


The next day, the presentation did not go well and the utility did not win the business. Sol made a big deal of the loss in the department and told all his superiors about the colossal mistake the young manager had made. Sol never made mention of the fact that he was supposed to have reviewed the work at least a week prior, which would have given the organization time to think of alternative ways to make the bid attractive. The young manager felt that there would be no way to recover from the mistake and left the group a couple of months later. After a few more quarters, he finally left the organization. Sol posted the vacant position internally. But none applied. They were not able to recruit junior professionals from other areas within the organization because Sol had created a reputation for himself as someone who “passed the buck,” was not supportive of his team, and had poor oversight on projects. None of the company’s other young professionals wanted to work with a manager who would unfairly blame them when things went wrong.


In today’s environment, Millennials and Gen Zers care deeply about working for managers who take the time to invest in them. In fact, I would argue that they value personal development more highly than Boomers and Gen Xers have valued it. This is not surprising. Young professionals have access to so many vehicles where they can learn on their own, such as platforms like Google, YouTube, or LinkedIn Learning. Therefore, they really value someone who takes the time to teach them something that only experience can teach and they cannot learn on their own.


In addition, because digital communication has made it so easy to share information, people with bad reputations as managers are exposed much faster. If there is a manager or senior leader who is difficult to work with, it takes only one junior professional to send a text or an email to his or her “community” of colleagues. Then everyone on that communication chain would know to avoid working with that person. Twenty years ago, four or five people would have the unfortunate experience of working with a difficult manager before that manager would become the “boss to avoid.” In some cases, because Boomers and Gen Xers did not share information in the same way Millennials and Gen Zers do, that reputation might never have been widely shared or solidified. As a result, the difficult manager would have had the opportunity to destroy a lot of great talent. When you consider these facts, it is not hard to understand why industries such as financial services, technology, and industrial engineering were known to have poor reputations for having great managers or training, and why managers who may have been great producers but poor leaders could survive for so long.


Deciding to Build Relationships


Some of the most successful people, let alone leaders, I know are people who have a myriad of relationships. They understood early in their careers that they did not have to be the smartest people in the room or know everything about a topic. Rather, all they needed to do was to know someone who had the right information, had the right answer, or could make something happen.


You’ve likely heard the phrase “It’s not what you know, but who you know.” One of the ways people rise throughout organizations is through reputation—who they know and what is said about them. If you, for example, are in a client service or other externally facing role like sales, marketing, finance, or consulting, it is extraordinarily valuable to have someone you are serving talk about how great you are.


Deciding to build and leverage a network is another important step on the path to leadership. No one can succeed alone. Leaders need to leverage other people’s intellect, experience, and networks to successfully execute any project or endeavor. We will look more closely at building networks in future chapters, but it is worth noting that as you move from individual contributor to leader, having access to a network of relationships that can support you as you ascend to the leadership seat is critical to your success.


As an individual contributor, you cannot be so focused on your own performance that you fail to build relationships. Throughout my career, I have seen many people advance their career by having clients and other influential people speak highly of them when in conversation with their company’s leadership. Each time, this served to move them into a more influential role, enhance their compensation, or advance their career. Nirvana is when this happens organically on its own. But I have also seen people specifically ask their clients or others to “put in a good word for them.” I am not going so far as to suggest you follow this strategy. But you do want there to be the possibility it will happen. And failure to develop these networks will handicap your rise, as well as your effectiveness once you get there.
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