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INTRODUCTION



The room around me was dark, and my husband was snoring gently beside me. Outside, the night birds and crickets of Merritt Island, right next to Kennedy Space Center, were calling in the moonless night. I, however, was sitting up in bed with my laptop on the quilt in front of me, AirPods in, listening to an intense conversation happening on Webex with people in Florida; Washington, DC; and Pasadena, California. It was 2:00 a.m. in Florida in 2023, and there were seventy people online.


We were all looking at a graph that showed how quickly temperature rose after a particular little mechanism called a cold-gas thruster was turned on. Our beautiful $1.2 billion mission and its spacecraft, scheduled to launch in twelve days, after twelve years of work, needed these thrusters. While the thrusters are not the main propulsion of the spacecraft, they, among other things, rotate the spacecraft so that the main antenna can point toward and communicate with Earth. The cold-gas thrusters are indispensable. And we had just discovered that they could fail shortly after launch. Catastrophic, mission ending.


Despite multiple careful levels of review and parts-acceptance policies, mistakes had been made and details missed down in the miles-deep ecosystem of subcontractors and parts manufacturers and inventory control systems. But the expert checks and reviews by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) and Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) had caught the problem. Thank all the gods.


We had to be ready to launch at some point within the next month, or we would run past the time period when a launch could allow the spacecraft to follow its planned path through space and, after years in cruise, intersect with the special, metal-rich asteroid that was our target.


Missing this launch period would be, at worst, a mission-canceling catastrophe, and, at best, would require an extension of the mission timeline, costing perhaps tens or even hundreds of millions of dollars. Missing this launch period would also be a terrible blot on the reputations of all the organizations involved. The stakes were very, very high. And as the leader of the NASA Psyche mission, this megaproject, I held the ultimate responsibility. I felt a tremendous pressure to push us all to succeed. But pushing was not what the team needed… the team needed calm and confidence. We all needed to take a breath and think steadily and carefully.


At a moment like this, a team really shows its heart and soul. Stress on this level, where personal and institutional reputations are on the line, budgetary costs are potentially so high as to be ruinous, and the world’s press is watching, can break individuals and teams. And our team had already been under intense stress for years: We had built the spacecraft during COVID and then had not been able to complete software testing in time for our original launch period, which had slipped by over a year under intense scrutiny from NASA headquarters and the aerospace community. Now, just when we thought we could heave a sigh of relief, watch our rocket recede into the clouds, and have a party, came a clear death threat to the whole project.


People could have opted out. They could have said, “Too much stress; I’m done.” People who were still in could have reacted at 2:00 a.m. with anger, passive-aggressiveness, and pessimism, and they could have derailed the critical and delicate problem-solving process.


And this was indeed a delicate and complicated problem-solving process, requiring not just the full commitment and positive, responsible attention and participation of all individuals involved, but also the synergy of the ways they worked together, communicating the most relevant information and finding their way, like trackers in a jungle, to the best path to solutions.


I was observing how each of the team members was fulfilling their role. There was hardly a misstep. Everyone listened, everyone made suggestions, everyone joined one or more subteams testing every potential solution, working around the clock.


Never has there been a time when I was prouder of the excellence of this team.


People say to me sometimes, “Building that space hardware must be so difficult!” To many, the spacecraft and the rocket, the physical manifestations of space exploration, seem like the miracles. Other people, more experienced in space exploration, will say, “It’s always the software.” Hardware is difficult, but you can see and touch it. Software is much harder to assess. But I’ve found that the humans, the people themselves, are both the most miraculous and the most devastating part of every story. Science and engineering are the structure of what I am doing, but people are the way it gets done.


I’ve had career-long intersectional experience with teams across the private sector, in government, in academia. I worked for years as a management consultant and then as an independent business-plan writer working with tech start-ups, as the cofounder of an education tech startup, as the director of two of the top Earth and planetary science research departments in the country and of a major lab producing spaceflight hardware, as an adviser to tech companies and venture capital firms, and as the originator and leader of the Psyche mission. These projects have been at all stages—in development, in production, and with teams that needed change and those that were purring along. I specialize in developing and supporting teams when the pressure is on and the stakes are high.


The Psyche project began with just five people and an idea. We convinced the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, California, to manage the mission. We interviewed and selected industry partners, particularly the spacecraft chassis builder Maxar. I led the grueling three-year process of NASA competition against twenty-seven other mission concepts. When we won in 2017, I became the second woman in the world to win a competed space mission. The team has had almost three thousand people work on it over time, from partner and subcontractor organizations across the country and around the world, and we’ve had more than two thousand college students participate in our student collaborations programs. I’ve been asked to speak about team culture at organizations as varied as Apple, Unilever, Honeybee Robotics, Amazon, and Stanford University. People are the way it gets done.


Now, I want to show other people how do to this. Mission Ready is a guide to creating the best possible teams, and the way to do that is with these elements: the individual, the team, and the leadership. Teams produce the greatest miracles of our advanced species, but they work only if they are made up of people who understand the team’s vision and are capable of carrying it out. The only enabler of understanding and carrying out vision is culture, team culture.


I have come to see these three elements of a team—the individual (thinking inwardly, about one’s own capabilities and effects on others) networking into a team (thinking outwardly, creating connections and building a team) and leadership (thinking from above, the aerial view of strategy, culture, leadership, and progress)—as essential for successful teams.


Though leadership has its own section in this book, in a real sense every one of us can be a leader. To be a leader, you need a vision and a positive influence on your team (you don’t need people reporting to you officially—that makes you a manager, a good but different role). This book, then, is written for every person. Each of us can become more individually successful, better networked into a team, and more of a leader.


[image: ]


The cold-gas thruster crisis that opened this introduction illustrates the ways in which teams become great. First, at the foundational level, each individual had crafted themselves into a great team member: They were aware of how their actions and even their tones of voice enabled or disabled others from effective work, and they had already developed their own sense of quality and responsibility. Then, the team members networked themselves into a team with a functional culture that promoted progress. Finally, team leadership guided the team most effectively toward success and sheltered the members from drama from the outside.


Starting with yourself as an individual is critical: Advancing your vision, the vision of your team, or even your vision for society requires making yourself better at working in and building teams. Each of you can improve your personal efficacy, your cultural interactions, your contributions to the team, and your strategic thinking, and thus be seen as a leader.


Part I of Mission Ready shows how you can build five key attributes that will greatly increase your ability as an individual to problem-solve, communicate, and continuously improve. These five attributes—attributes that are seldom taught in school—include how to communicate clearly and calmly even in the most difficult circumstances, how to recognize problems and act, how to not give up, how to develop a strong sense of quality, and how to recognize the importance of process through strategic thinking and metacognition. In the age of AI, these are robot-proofing, success-creating, even happiness-creating attributes.


Metacognition is a concept worth underlining here. It’s the process of standing to one side, so to speak, examining more objectively your own thinking, your own actions and processes, and their effects on others. It’s becoming self-aware. If you can analyze objectively what you are doing and how well it is working, you can both improve everything you do and progress in that lifelong pursuit of moving your ego out of the way and seeing your team and the world more clearly.


Next, you need to connect with others until together you form a team. In Part II, I show how every organization, every team, every community consists of a network of one-on-one relationships, which I call dyads, your primary contacts. To coalesce into a real team, you need to move beyond the individuals you know best and create a common team experience. After cultivating your dyads and networking into a team, the team needs to set its culture, deciding on the ways people will interact and get the work done. Then the team is ready for the empowering practices of continuous, transparent communications, delegating authority, and structuring decision-making and follow-through so that everyone understands what will happen next.


The dyad is a central concept. We might talk about team loyalty and team cohesion, or team conflict or miscommunication, but in the end, every action that seems to be about a whole team is actually happening on the level of one person to another. Your team is not loyal to you; the individuals on the team are loyal to you. Your statement did not confuse a whole team; it confused some number of individuals on the team, each one in a slightly different way. Every group experience is actually a collection of one-on-one human experiences, the experiences of dyads.


Part III of Mission Ready looks at teams from above, from the vantage point of leadership. Ironically, people do not often perform or behave their best without leadership. Just as humans are naturally creatures of a networked community—a village—so also do we expect in our primitive brain stems that there will be a leader.


Successful teams need leaders who understand and practice culture building, communications, delegation, respect, and clear decision-making. Looking at a team from above, the leadership can use these practices—lead by example, keep teams from losing the recipe, excel at using margins and metrics, develop better assessments and rewards, and build your partner ecosystem—to guide, measure, and reward the team to keep both performance and happiness strong.


In successful teams, each member of the team is a problem-solver, a leader in their actions if not in their title. You may not be a leader by job function yet, but you need to be thinking like a leader now. Further, thinking like a leader, flourishing as a team member, and being your most effective individual self all rely upon one central concept: autonomy. Ironic, isn’t it? But the greatest teams are made up of people who know how to think for themselves and who are accorded the respect of being given the right level of autonomy in their decision-making on the job. Autonomy—and its flip side from the point of view of others, respect—is the top characteristic of a job that most people wish for.


Throughout the book I will introduce specific tools and techniques that teams and individuals can use for improvement, including the following:




	A formal risk list for your project using a structure that the Jet Propulsion Lab has used (Chapter 1).


	A series of steps to help a new team member (or yourself) execute tasks and develop solutions to meet desired outcomes (Chapter 2).


	A table for moving from problem statement to best solutions (Chapter 2).


	A process for thinking about new ideas (metacognition) to ensure they are as objectively supported and unbiased as possible and to gauge their use (Chapter 5).


	A system for thinking about processes (also metacognition, like the above) to ensure they are taking you to your goal and that your goal is the right one (Chapter 5).


	A workshop for getting even the most skeptical team member to discuss process and relational work, and to set some common expectations for interactions (Chapter 7).


	A tool NASA uses (science traceability matrix) to get from questions to solutions to implementations (Chapter 10).


	A visualization exercise to anticipate how key presentations and meetings will go and to be ready for reactions and questions before they come (Chapter 10).


	A checklist for leading by example (Chapter 11).


	A list of actions for changing a bad culture (Chapter 11).


	
A checklist for leading during a crisis (Chapter 11).


	A survey to help you measure the functioning and satisfaction of your team (Chapter 14).


	A checklist to follow the minute one of your partner organizations begins to slip on delivering to you (Chapter 15).





Feeling pressured to use new concepts and new processes can reduce the joy of progress and even the efficacy of learning while you read this book. I’d suggest picking one new idea from the book and applying it once per week or once per day. These practices will add up over time and infuse into the way you work every day.


Leadership and teamwork are amorphous concepts and can mean many things—each of us is many things at once, with different roles in response to different people, in different projects, in different organizations. Everything is relative, and so everything is contained inside each of us, and each of us is capable of everything.


You may not be launching a rocket into outer space, but the lessons in Mission Ready are applicable to you, no matter where you sit in your organization, no matter what the size of your project. This book is not just about the mechanics of team success. It’s about understanding that you can create the world you want to live in—in your organization and outside it. You can make the culture of the groups you are part of. You can help people rise on their merits and enjoy their working days. How you treat others, and how they treat you in turn, is not separate from having a project goal or a team vision—it’s integral to that goal or vision. This book is not just about how to get to your goal faster in the current system, but also how to have the courage to create a better system.


And that’s exactly what happened on the Psyche mission. The rocket roared, the shocking cracks of sonic booms followed, and our spacecraft disappeared into the clouds. Sixty-two minutes later, the spacecraft separated from the rocket, the cold-gas thrusters oriented the spacecraft (and they did not overheat), the spacecraft locked on communications with Earth, and we were on our way.
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PART I


INWARD


How an Individual Becomes a Great Team Member


That’s nice in theory,” said the first engineer, “but we don’t actually believe the modeling. If you had let us build the other design from the beginning, we wouldn’t be where we are today.”


The Psyche mission, which launched in October 2023, is a spacecraft journeying to a metal-rich asteroid—named (16) Psyche—that is orbiting the Sun between Mercury and Jupiter. And what’s more important on a spacecraft headed to a new kind of solar system object than a camera? But that day, we were discussing the news that the design of the cameras that would take photographs during the mission was making them almost impossible to focus. Bad, bad news, which had taken some months of work to uncover. We had gotten to the point of having daily meetings, and people’s nerves were frayed.


I sighed inwardly, and I could see the same reaction in the eyes of Lucas, a second engineer. He and I had talked about this kind of defensiveness and passive aggression frequently, helping to immunize ourselves against its aggravation.


Lucas replied, “Let’s talk about the modeling. Tell me more about what you’re skeptical of.”


Lucas was demonstrating his ability to sidestep emotional responses that would not drive the conversation forward. He could have said, “You know perfectly well why we decided not to proceed with the other design at that time.” Or “OK, then what do you suggest?” But neither of those responses would have moved toward a solution, which is what we needed. Lucas’s relentless calm, steering toward a solution, is a big part of what finally carried us through to success. Self-awareness and the communication style of an individual are all important, both for their own success and effectiveness and for those of their team.


Another way to think about this is how we spend the hours of our days. We need to be happy with what and whom we see when we open our eyes in the morning, and we need to enjoy and value the people we spend our working hours with. For this reward, we each need to rise above being a passive cog in the machine, and we need to relinquish working just for our own fame and success.


We need to become members of a team improv troupe: We need to say “yes, and…” instead of “no” and to work for the common good. A win for all is the goal. People who manage themselves and their own projects, and who create synergies with others, create success for the project as well as satisfaction and even joy in the workplace.


In Part I, readers will be introduced to the five key practices that allow anyone to be more effective and therefore raise their own success and the success of their team. These five practices for individuals, each with its own chapter, are as follows:




	Speak Clearly, Calmly, and on Topic


	Recognize Problems and Take Action


	Do Not Give Up


	Create Quality in All You Do


	Become an Expert Thinker: Metacognition1






A common thread among these skills is that you no longer reflexively accept the world you are in, but instead think about how to improve the content, the issues, the process, and especially the effects of your own behavior and speech. That’s the key: being self-regulating, which requires you to be self-aware, to metacognate. Monitor your tone when you are speaking, harness your agency to solve relevant problems, and develop your metacognition. Throughout, you are becoming more self-aware, gaining a better understanding of how your speech and actions affect others and therefore of your own efficacy. We can all improve, all the time.


Being a great team member is central to life as a human, in many ways. You’ll be more effective in your family and friend groups, and you’ll be a major force in your workplace. Even if you are a senior experienced strategist and leader, these skills can help you counter the dangers of protracted possession of power and maintain your humility. And you can use these ideas in your mentorship and team training.


Together, these skills keep your output as optimized as possible, and your communication clear, useful, and without hubris. Who wouldn’t want to work with you?


1















1


SPEAK CLEARLY, CALMLY, AND ON TOPIC


The first email hit my inbox: “The toilets in the lab building are clogged again.” It came from the head of facilities, and I was the director in charge of the campus, so it was sent to me, with a copy to a dozen or more other people on campus. “We’re going to have to close the bathrooms and dig for the pipes; we can’t clear them from inside. Lindy, we can’t let this go on. The women have got to stop flushing anything except toilet paper down the toilet.”


That last line gave me a shock. And then another email popped up in my inbox. Then another. Then many. I started checking in with some of the personnel, and both women and men from the building denied flushing anything inappropriate. They started arguing about the several times that this had happened in the past, and they electronically pointed fingers.


While clogged toilets may seem like an unusual case study for a book about teams, I use it here because it is such a clear example of dysfunctional team culture. At the time, I could only wonder whether plumbing could really be my life as director of this department. I was sitting in the back of the room at a board meeting being held out of town, wearing a serious suit, with my serious face, and my inbox was filling with enraged emails about clogged toilets. It was the Great Toilet War.


Adjudicating the disputes of this furious crowd via email is impossible. And that day the individuals on the email chain were getting angrier and angrier. Each email contained a new accusation. Since I was not on campus, I called a meeting for later in the week when I would be back, and I let everyone know that facilities was moving ahead to fix the problem. I also made a rule: If you cannot leave history and emotion out of your emails, then you are only allowed to send your email to me. All emails to the group will be civil, focused only on the facts of the current situation, and aimed at providing information.


Weirdly, this rule did work. Maybe people took a deep breath and agreed to wait for in-person conversation, or maybe my rule just made them so incandescently angry that they could no longer type. But my intention was to remind everyone how critical a professional tone is to actually reach an understanding of, and solution to, a problem. When people are filled with anger, there is no capacity for progressing down a logical, fact-based pathway.


When we finally gathered in our new, calmer, and conversational setting, we were able to determine that the clog was actually caused by paper towels the cleaning staff were forced to use because the facility manager was unwilling to purchase proper cleaning tools for them. The irony. Bringing back transparent civil discourse allowed us to uncover this unfortunate practice, to equip the cleaning crew correctly, to fix the toilets once and for all, and to cut down on the incidence of empty accusations and needless insults. So, in a way, having the Toilet War was a gift because it made these destructive practices so obvious that we were able to work on solving them.



HOW IMPORTANT IS IT, REALLY, TO BE CALM IN A CRISIS?


What was it, exactly, that turned this small facilities problem into a war? What was it, precisely, that triggered anger and retaliation on the parts of the hearers, rather than patience in the face of the inconvenience? Looking back, it’s clear the very first email from the head of facilities, which immediately blamed the women in the building (baselessly, as it happens), set people off. The fact that he also made the problem into a kind of ultimatum—this can’t go on—without suggesting any solutions or even steps toward a solution made the situation even more fraught.


I can hardly overemphasize the importance of maintaining an even temperament in the face of crisis, especially because almost any other crisis is more important than the Toilet War. Think of the beautiful, convincing writing of Patrick O’Brian in his novels about the Napoleonic Wars: In the midst of ship-of-the-line battles with cannon and boarding parties with scimitars, the captain will still address his crew as “Mister Smith” and “Mister Brown.” The façade of civility is a reminder of civilization, of correct behavior, of the persistence of structure. The tone and respect keep everyone aimed toward achieving the goal of the group, rather than reeling into emotional reactions, or worse, circling their wagons, so to speak, and shooting inward.


Calmness is contagious. If your teammates see you reacting with calm, especially if you are in a position of leadership, they will immediately be more likely to respond in the same manner. If everyone is calm, then everyone can feel that prevailing beyond the current emergency is inevitable, and then your team will succeed.


Even polar explorer Ernest Shackleton recognized that while a person’s technical expertise is very important, it is not the essential thing. The essential thing is how a person communicates and how they affect their teammates. When Shackleton prepared for his intended cross-Antarctica expedition in 1914, he thought about the qualities of the people he needed to recruit. He wrote, “First, optimism; second, patience; third, physical endurance; fourth, idealism; fifth and last, courage.” Note that none of these characteristics are technical skills; those came lower on the list.


A major point here is that each individual’s technical knowledge is necessary, but it’s not enough. Effective use of technical knowledge starts with common behaviors that allow people to communicate clearly with one another, to understand the problem at hand, and to make the right decisions.


Just one bad apple can drain the energy and positivity from a whole room. In the Toilet War, that bad apple was the head of facilities, with his blaming and shaming. The whole curlicue of finger-pointing and emotion threatened to consume all the energy of the team, when simply solving the problem would have used only a fraction of that mental and emotional energy.


The spreading of high, negative emotions is easy to see when it’s as blatant as in that email, but more commonly, a person telegraphs their inner pain in more subtle ways. Some years ago, a project manager from another team joined us in a Psyche meeting and added sharp, passive-aggressive retorts to our conversation. Her comments, like little firecrackers, produced tiny flinches and moments of silence among members of our team. More thought was poured into managing her than was used on the topic of the meeting. Here was a clear example of how we are all attuned to the signals from each other, and how we can be either inspired by them or distracted by the need to manage them.


In contrast, listening to the calm, focused conversation in the meetings about the spacecraft-thruster problem just before launch, a casual observer would never have guessed the millions of dollars, reputations, and jobs that were on the line. Closer inspection would reveal the time (2:00 a.m.), the dark circles under the eyes of people supporting three shifts, and the twenty-four-hour-a-day work going on. Yet all the energy in the room was focused on supporting one another to find the best solution as quickly as possible.


Of course, every member of the team was feeling the stress and risk, even to almost debilitating levels. We were also doing our best to get on with the most effective behavior possible. Later, one of our leaders both acknowledged and assuaged the stress everyone was feeling with a show of humor, with a meme graphic stating: “I survived the great cold gas thruster crisis.” The excellence of the team, in both their knowledge and their behavior, ensured success for the mission and the project, and some laughter along the way really helped.


NOT SURE I CAN BE CALM FOREVER


In the thruster problem meetings, a challenge we all faced was how long we could keep our outer calm and focus. We were all deeply feeling the stress, and we were all low on sleep. How long would our willpower to be our best selves last?


The lesson is that you need to avoid spreading whatever churn is within yourself and avoid getting swept along by the churn of others, if there is any. You need to take the high road, keep whatever anger someone’s remark triggered in you to yourself, and avoid contaminating your environment with snap judgments, angry outbursts, sarcastic comments, passive-aggressive rejoinders—whatever your negative, personal emotion of choice is.


Personal pain and anger can often shut people up or prompt them to send the same emotion right back at you. Is that really what you want? If you want someone to think about your message, and not end up on the path of inaction because of some emotional overload, how can you focus less on yourself and more on the purpose of the group? By staying on the topic, by not venting.1


That can be hard to do, so before you speak reflexively, take a quick note: Are you feeling a wave of anger, frustration, or cynicism? Pause, and think about what you want the result from this conversation to be. Sending out strong emotions in your words will likely distract your listeners from the words themselves, may divert the conversation from the topic at hand, and may even reduce your colleagues’ trust and respect.


Instead, focus on the outcome you want for the project and the team—and the secret here is that being your most effective self on behalf of the project will also lead to better outcomes for you personally. Add something to the discussion that moves it in the right direction and carries with it your best expertise and manner. Create an emotional tone around yourself that allows others to also be calm, to make the right decisions themselves, and to have faith that all is going to be OK.


Self-regulating emotions is the work of a lifetime for many of us. Staying calm and focused when exhausted, irritated, or impassioned: This is the key to communicating clearly, earning respect, and winning negotiations. You may feel like you have less self-control at the end of a long, hard day or when you are otherwise exhausted. You may feel like you lose your temper more easily when stressed or exhausted, or that staying calm while making decisions gets harder as the week wears on. But a team at Stanford University has demonstrated that thinking you have less self-control when stressed is, well, all in your mind.


That team—Veronika Job and her colleagues Carol Dweck and Gregory Walton—found that people who thought that self-control was not a limited resource did not lose control as their exhaustion rose.2 In other words, if you think you’re going to lose your self-control after using it all day, you probably will, and if you don’t think you will, then you’ll be just as controlled at the end of a series of exhausting emergencies as you are at the beginning. In fact, the study found that people with nonlimited mind-sets performed even better on the day after a particularly draining day. Think of that: You have one of the most exhausting days of your life at work, making a million decisions and discussing things with people who are upset, and the next day, you are even better.



CALMNESS AND KINDNESS SHOW STRENGTH


If calmness in communication can keep a group of people on track, then kindness and optimism can take each person’s work to the next level. Demonstrate your dedication to the topic at hand by asking questions rather than asserting your knowledge. Imagine and act as if you respect everyone in the room at the same high level.


I’ve heard, and maybe you have too, that kindness can be seen as softness. People who are kind sometimes use kindness to avoid conflict. So make sure you use kindness for, well, to be kind. And if you need to be strong in a conversation to stick to your principles, do that, too, but you can still do it in a kind, correct, clear way. Being kind to others does not turn off your brain from being able to see what you think is right, detect flaws in work, or act decisively. See kindness as one strength among many.


Along with calmness and kindness, optimism is critical for anyone on any team. Cynical disbelief poisons the conversation fast, and if the cynical person does not believe in what is being done, why are they even there? Adlai Stevenson said, “Pessimism in a statesman is like cowardice in a soldier.” This applies to anyone working toward a goal, as much as it does to a statesman.


No matter your personal stance on political and social matters, Ruth Bader Ginsburg is a great role model in the long path toward successful change. The former US Supreme Court justice understood that the only way to move forward is to encourage others to join in. Ginsburg said, “Fight for the things you care about, but do it in a way that will lead others to join you.”


Now that you are a master of tone, speaking calmly and optimistically, how do you stay right on topic? One of the most distracting things in a meeting is to hear comments that are interesting but not on point for where the meeting is going. So the next superpower you must master is self-editing: Learn to say only the most important things that are most on topic.


Think about what the purpose of the meeting is and where the conversation has come so far. Does the path need to be steered back to the meeting topic? Do you have an important point to make? First, make sure that your contribution is important and that it has not been said before by someone else in that same meeting. Second, make sure it fits in the flow. Always acknowledge and build upon the previous statement, or check, simply by asking out loud, if the group is ready to change direction. Focus on outcomes, using specifics and facts. Now, speak up!


Speaking up is critical because your ideas—each person’s ideas—need to be in the mix to achieve the team’s best outcomes. Speaking up is also critical because you need to do so to be seen. If you are going to conferences, ask questions of the speaker. If you meet new colleagues, add your ideas to the conversation. And in key work meetings, make sure you contribute. Speak with assertion, but don’t be arrogant. Leaving room for other people’s perspectives is a fantastic, unexpected strength in speaking.


Adam Grant, professor at the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania and prolific author and thought leader, wrote in a New York Times opinion essay that “it turns out that women who use weak language when they ask for raises are more likely to get them. In one experiment, experienced managers watched videos of people negotiating for higher pay and weighed in on whether the request should be granted. The participants were more willing to support a salary bump for women—and said they would be more eager to work with them—if the request sounded tentative.”


The women were given a script that included “I don’t know how typical it is for people at my level to negotiate, but I’m hopeful you’ll see my skill at negotiating as something important that I bring to the job.” Those softeners—I don’t know and I hope—apparently helped avoid the impression of arrogance and improved their chances of a raise. If men used that script, however, their chance of a raise was neither improved nor diminished.


So both speaking up and leaving room for others in the conversation are key strengths, no matter who you are. Yet the same language can have different results when used by a man or by a woman; this has long been recognized. Unconscious bias has us—all of us, men and women—interpreting the same words differently depending upon who says them. In this case, women benefit by using more permissive language and therefore not offending the hearer with a sense of arrogance.


OFFER SPECIFIC FACTS AND WAYS TO MOVE FORWARD


Speaking up is especially important if you might be overlooked because of bias about sex, race, disability, or background. Visible, irrelevant reasons, such as looking like you are the most junior person in the room, being female, or having brown skin, may lead some in your organization to have lower expectations of you. To be included, you need to show your value. You need to speak up with specific, insightful, actionable information.


Stick to the facts and their importance. Let’s imagine that there is a problem with the browser page your team is coding: A particular user keeps getting blocked from opening the first video. You’ve put forward your idea about what happened. Another person could say to you, “You’re wrong when you say it’s because of the code’s ability to run on the Chrome browser. What really happened was a problem with the user trying it on her iPhone.” By starting with “You are wrong,” the other person may have made you feel defensive. Their statement was ad hominem, to borrow a handy Latin phrase: The statement was about the person, you, and not about the conversation topic.


That person—and you and I, every time we speak—would be better served to have said something like, “I see what you are saying, but because of the way the problem so far only happens to that one user, I wonder if the cause of the problem might not be more related to the platform, since we don’t have other smartphone testers that I know of. Let’s see if we can get her to try it on another platform, and let’s all test on our smartphones now.” Now the speaker is bringing alternative ideas to play in a way that includes the old idea, does not alienate its originator, and suggests a productive path forward.


You may have something to say that is right on topic, maybe even the brilliant breakthrough the conversation needs. You are a little breathless with excitement. Take that breath! You need to set up your idea carefully so that people immediately see how it fits in with the conversation and the direction people are thinking in. If it’s too far away from the conversational stream, people will not be able to hear it.


As neurologist and author Oliver Sacks puts it: “[The] process of accommodation, of spaciousness of mind… is crucial in determining whether a new idea or discovery will take hold and bear fruit, or whether it will be forgotten, fade, and die without issue. We have spoken of discoveries or ideas so premature as to be almost without connection or context, hence unintelligible or ignored at the time.”3


Make sure the people in the room have spaciousness of mind and the ability to accommodate your new idea—lead them to it in a few steps to make sure your idea will have the best chance of being heard fully.




KEEP A RISK LIST


You can take a page from how the Jet Propulsion Lab words its risk statements. Every time a key issue, challenge, or risk is identified in your project, formalize it and track it (keep a record of it and check in regularly on progress). JPL uses formal language to describe a risk to mission success that someone on the team has identified and wants to explain to others. The risk statement is structured like this:


“IF this happens [problem] DUE TO [cause], THEN this will happen [consequence].”


Here’s an example: IF the cold-gas thruster stops functioning DUE TO overheating, THEN we may be unable to turn the spacecraft to communicate with Earth or orient the solar panels to the Sun.


You don’t say, “If Joe’s screwup with the temperatures causes the thrusters to overheat…” Instead, the clear, focused, impersonal statement allows the team to calmly look at the issue at hand and discuss possible solutions.



Ask yourself before you speak, “Does my approach offer both concrete ideas and suggestions for moving forward?” If so, you are helping yourself and your team make progress. If you pose a problem and offer no path forward, you are acting like you have only problems and no ideas, and the recipient of your statement may feel like you’re trying to dump your problems in their lap. Even the most powerful leader can feel empowered by concrete solutions from coworkers and disempowered by a set of challenging problems presented with anger or frustration.


Finally, try this exercise: Practice imagining how an upcoming conversation or meeting will go before you are in it. Anticipate—that is, imagine—what key people will say in response to the points you want to make. Adjust your presentation to answer their anticipated questions. Then, identify in your own mind what your desired outcome of the conversation is, what decision needs to be made or action taken, and speak to those right at the beginning as the purpose of the conversation so that everyone will be aligned from the start. These are effective actions you can take no matter your seniority. You don’t need to be leading the meeting to add comments that guide the meeting to where you hope it will go. Then, as your strategic thinking speeds up, you can make these guiding comments in real time if you see the discussion straying, because you have already imagined where you want the discussion to go.


The Toilet War was resolved in a positive and constructive way, even though it did not start this way. After we changed our email habits and a few days had passed, we had calm conversations both over email and in person. In the end, everyone spoke up well; most importantly, those who normally had no voice in leadership, the cleaning crew, were heard. Before the final meeting, I and others spoke to each member of the crew in one-on-one sessions and heard what had really happened. And then, with no public shaming even for those responsible, everyone came to know why the toilets had clogged and how the problem was resolved. Our cleaning crew’s job was better organized and supported, and everyone knew a little more about how to make their job better. Clarity was reached, the wrongs were righted, and even the plumbing was fixed.


So that is the first and most important practice for each of us: Speak calmly, clearly, and on topic. Simply practicing these ideas sharpens and clarifies your thinking about what the topic at hand really is and what will be productive to discuss. Then, take the next step and work on being a best-in-class identifier and solver of problems. In many ways, this is the top skill of a lifetime, and the next chapter walks us through it.
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RECOGNIZE PROBLEMS AND TAKE ACTION


Do you know what happened this week?” my colleague Tim asked, sharply. “The administration announced that the Tuesday and Thursday study halls were library study only.”


“Yeah,” I said, “I was thinking that seemed reasonable since I heard that a lot of the kids were goofing off and need some more structure. Maybe they’ll get their homework done during the day and get to sleep more! That would be great for these teenagers.”


“No, it’s not fine,” said Tim, who had taught music at the school for decades and was a very fine classical organist. In a dark and sardonic tone, he explained: “Those were two of the very few hours left to give music students private lessons. It drives me crazy. The school wants beautiful concerts but won’t make it possible for the students to attain excellence. Do they think concerts happen without practice? This kind of erosion has been going on for years! We get less and less.”


“Wow, if it’s been going on for years, what kinds of actions and conversations have you had to try to stop the decay? Why’s it still happening?” I asked.


Tim looked at me blankly. “Well, no,” he said, “I haven’t actually taken any actions.”


In that moment, my husband invented this motto: “No Whining Without Action.” You can complain and vent your frustrations, absolutely! But then, you must do something to try to make the situation better. All too often people get stuck in their complaints. You probably have coworkers who complain, and they might even resist change that might fix the problem (I surely hope this isn’t you—a good moment for a self-check).


Why does it not immediately occur to people to go beyond complaining to the next step, trying to fix things? In his book The Elephant’s Dilemma, Jon Bostock, CEO of Kodak Alaris and venture investor, writes about captive elephants, brilliantly smart and immensely strong, who are chained by the leg to an immovable object when they are first in captivity. After fighting and failing to free themselves for enough time, they give up fighting and can be tethered with only a light rope, and they won’t try to escape.1 This acceptance is called learned helplessness. We’re not born with it but most of us learn it. Where do most people get infected with learned helplessness?


Think of your own experiences sitting in a schoolroom, the kind with all the desks in rows. To best succeed there, you may have learned to accept the information the teacher gave you, do the problems the way you were told to do them, and then perform exactly as you’d been taught on tests. You accepted the information the teacher provided, and you did not challenge it. You learned not to disagree with the teacher or even ask too many questions.


Some students come to think that questions directed to them are to be feared because the questions are really tests—the teacher already knows the answers. Questions that the students themselves ask are liable to showcase their own ignorance. We are taught that all answers are already known. The answers are in the book. This is learned helplessness.


But in real life, for peak effectiveness, you need to be constantly questioning and looking for opportunities for improvement. You need to overcome your learned helplessness and find the best ways to take action to solve the problems you perceive. Problem-solving makes a leader.


Think of our friend Tim, who had a long-standing complaint with the scheduling decisions of the school administrators but who had never taken a step toward fixing the problem. Tim felt that he was not accountable, not responsible for flaws in the running of the school. It’s easy to notice—and correct to say—that it was his responsibility in some part to take action, but it’s equally true that many people just don’t see their own responsibility.


Perhaps this lack of accountability comes in part from learned helplessness. If someone else is always the one who decides what we learn, how we learn it, when we learn it, it’s hard to change back to being a person who has an opinion on every step, is willing to help improve the whole process, and even has some ideas on how to do that.


By examining the world around you—your world, your country, your town, your team, your family, and especially yourself—you begin to move from not being accountable, to having ideas for improvement, to being determined to make a difference and knowing that you can.
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