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Introduction

Most organizations don’t work. With alarming frequency, companies under-perform, organizations fail, and leaders underachieve, derail, or lead people astray. The now familiar litany of infamous organizational failure—Enron and Andersen, WorldCom, the FBI and 9/11—reflects only the most visible flameouts. In many, many organizations, results don’t reflect the collective effort, and work is more misery than pleasure. Too often the best people don’t get hired, and existing employees don’t get assessed fairly. The right people don’t get promoted. Communication within and between organizational units doesn’t always take place. The best decisions don’t get made. And conflict, when it occurs, isn’t addressed effectively, if at all.

It isn’t for lack of trying. An entire literature of business books, squadrons of management consultants, countless magazines, case studies, conferences, and celebrity speakers—all are dedicated to improving businesses for their owners, employees, and customers. And yet the struggle continues. Why is it so damn hard to run a business well? 

Throughout my career, first as an aspiring executive, then as a senior corporate leader, and more recently as a management consultant, I’ve wrestled with this question. 

For twenty years at PepsiCo, ten as Chief People Officer for Pepsi-Cola worldwide, one of my primary responsibilities was to coach and counsel executives on what they might do more of or less of in order to become more effective leaders. You might say that one of my key roles was as a kind of corporate consigliere. Watching leaders at all levels of an organization in a variety of countries allowed me to see what worked, as well as what didn’t work, and to learn close up what it takes to lead.

Beyond the responsibility to help leaders grow and develop, I led my own organization, which at one point numbered some four hundred people in over sixty locations worldwide. I had my own successes and failures in trying to motivate people, hold them accountable, and achieve great results. I saw how challenging it was to lead people, to keep people focused on the key priorities, to keep high-potentials from quitting because of their desire to get promoted quickly, to handle tough bosses, to get the cooperation of peers. By the time I retired, my organization was recognized as one of the most distinctive, innovative, and prestigious Human Resources organizations in the world—but I made my share of mistakes along the way.

Since 1995, I’ve been providing management consulting support to a wide variety of companies. I’m retained by CEOs or COOs to assess their executive teams and to help them lead their teams more effectively. As part of this process I often interview their subordinates to learn what they see as their boss’s strengths and weaknesses. Not surprisingly, I hear the same complaints, the same frustrations, the same disappointments I heard as an executive at Pepsi. My clients fall into the same traps that I tried—and continue to try—to help leaders avoid.

For the past five years I’ve also taught MBA students at Columbia University Graduate School of Business. What’s striking is that, while nearly all are pursuing their MBA as a way of fast-tracking the achievement of fame and fortune, many if not most of my students were prompted to return to school because of bad bosses or bureaucratic organizations that didn’t allow them to feel appreciated or valued. The course I teach, High-Performance Leadership, has become extremely popular among second-year students, partly because they want to avoid making the mistakes they saw their bosses making.

These three different experiences—as a corporate executive, a management consultant, and a business school professor—have taught me just how difficult it is to engage people, motivate people, and lead people to achieve great results. But they’ve also taught me that effective leadership can be learned. There are some hard-won insights that can be conveyed, and that stand the test of time. This book, then, is my attempt to gather and distill the leadership lessons of a career.

The book is in four parts. Part I looks at what we mean by leadership, and makes the case that a focus on managing relationships is what distinguishes successful leaders. It further argues that knowing what leaders do isn’t nearly as important (or helpful) as understanding how they do it. Part II moves on to discuss relational leadership, and presents the hows of managing relationships—with subordinates, bosses, teams, and peers—in the form of leadership laws. Part III then gives laws for situation-specific leadership, that is, laws for situations where conflict, change, or difference of ethnicity or gender are significant factors. Finally, Part IV unites the various laws with an overarching thesis of values-based leadership, a single predicate for the laws of motivating, galvanizing, and energizing people. Whatever your technical skills and mastery of the tactics of leadership, the lesson I’ve learned time and time again is that your values make a difference—in the final analysis, it’s your values that build followership. After Parts II and III have presented the hows of leadership, then, Part IV examines the role of values in leadership in more detail (and since I started work on this book, the shortcomings of our corporate leadership in this area have been starkly exposed).

To help you remember the laws, they are illustrated with stories from my corporate, consulting, and teaching careers. These stories are all true, and they’re told as faithfully as possible—the ending isn’t always happy, I don’t always do the right thing, and the characters don’t always express themselves politely. Together, they point out the thousands of mistakes I made before I came to understand the laws of leading bosses, peers, and subordinates, and they attempt to dramatize the leadership equation.

But what’s the purpose of this effort? Why does the world need yet another book on leadership? The reasons are twofold. First, I’ve been immersed in organizational life for my entire career. What I’ve seen and continue to see is alarming—and sad. Far too many people find working in organizations to be under-nourishing and unsatisfying. It’s not just people in factories or call centers who feel unappreciated. It’s not just first-line supervisors who feel taken for granted. I find that people at all levels, including senior management, feel undervalued—that they don’t count and don’t matter. With this book, then, and its focus on the hows of effective leadership, I want to help aspiring leaders and seasoned managers alike, regardless of where they reside in the organizational hierarchy, make organizations more fulfilling and more fun—yes, even fun—for their subordinates, their bosses, and their colleagues. And for themselves.

The second reason has to do with the institution of business itself. There is enormous pressure on organizations, and the leaders who run them, to achieve great results. This isn’t new. Yet this pressure to outperform the competition continues to increase, at an increasing rate! And this pressure has created the conditions for the kinds of scandals and shenanigans we’ve been reading about in the past few years. That these sordid deviations from ethical conduct were perpetrated not by corporations but by individuals sometimes gets forgotten. We read about Enron or Andersen or Tyco or the rest so frequently that we forget that it’s people, not inanimate corporate entities, that go astray. So my second reason for writing this book is that I want to provide leaders with a visceral understanding of how crucial their value system is in motivating, galvanizing, and energizing people to achieve the great results they’re under such tremendous pressure to produce, and to show them how to achieve these results without breaking the law, without cooking the books, and without violating people’s need for dignity and respect.



PART   I

What Exactly Is Leadership?

 

The concept of leadership is often misunderstood. Part I examines what leadership is (and is not), what leaders do, and the critical difference between leadership and management.



1

Beneath the Tip of the Iceberg

In the early stages of my career as an executive, I felt I needed to direct people to do certain things. I knew I was supposed to be sensitive and allow my people to have a sense of involvement, but all the same I believed that they expected me, as their leader, to tell them or show them what to do—to prescribe a course of action. I was attempting, without fully realizing it, to conform to the “heroic individual” concept of leadership.

So when I took my senior team to Hurricane Island, off the coast of Maine, on a six-day Outward Bound team-building exercise, I carried this concept of leadership with me. I had been successful leading this way and there was no need to fix something that wasn’t broken.

The Hurricane Island experience began with a day of land-based exercises. My eight-person team was pumped and ready to go. After a few hours of orientation, we were asked to confront our first challenge: to get the entire team over a fifteen-foot-high wooden wall. We contemplated the wall, each of us thinking about a solution to this puzzle. After a few seconds, people began to volunteer their ideas, each realizing the flaw in the suggested solution the longer he or she explained it. I waited, infinitely patient and super-sensitive leader that I was. After about five minutes, people became quieter, and my moment to lead had arrived.

I presented my analysis of the problem, and laid out the solution I had in mind. The team listened to my instructions carefully. On the first attempt, six of us were able to scale the wall in no time, but we weren’t able to get the two remaining members of the team over. I outlined another approach, which again stranded two team members. After a little more deliberation, and then more pushing and shoving, the third plan I suggested ended in pretty much the same way. Fast-forward two hours: We were at Plan N, and it was becoming clear to me that I wasn’t moving any closer to getting all of us over the wall. I began to feel desperate—here I was, the captain of the ship, with a crew that expected me to save the day, to solve this problem, and to lead them to success, and we were getting precisely nowhere. It was at this moment that Anita, one of my most trusted subordinates, moved to my side, carefully positioning herself so that the rest of the team couldn’t hear what she was saying. 

“Mike, try backing off a bit and ask us to think as a team about how to get over this friggin’ wall.”

I heard this whispered comment, but at first I couldn’t process the suggestion. What was she talking about? How could I let my team know I didn’t have the answers? How could I turn to the team for advice at this point without their losing respect for my leadership authority? Wasn’t I expected to know more? Hell, that’s how I’d gotten to be the leader. I looked again at Anita, my desperation mounting. She shot me a reassuring glance. I called a time-out.

“Folks, I’m obviously better at going through walls than over them.” The team laughed politely, though tempers at this point were a little frayed. “How about we step back and talk about this for a bit? This is trickier than we thought.”

The change was dramatic—and instantaneous. People began to brainstorm, asking rather than telling. “What do you think of this approach . . . ?” became a common starting point. In a matter of about thirty-five minutes, we—the team—had sorted out the most plausible options and twenty minutes later the entire group was over the wall, the preceding two hours of futility behind us.

But what surprised me most was that, after this episode, people acted no differently toward me even though I had been the living embodiment of the leader who had the answer to every problem (at least, that’s how I had seen it). What worked in this situation was not strategy, was not oratory, was not a sense of mission. It was not my following a “heroic individual” approach. Rather, what worked was stepping back, asking a question, and understanding that I didn’t need to single-handedly lead the team out of the wilderness. Most importantly, though, this didn’t detract from my leadership. Quite the opposite. In this instance, giving the team a say in the decision enhanced my leadership, and enabled us to succeed.

When it comes to common perceptions of leadership, however, the heroic individual model—what has been called the Myth of the Great Man—has proven remarkably resilient. It holds that a leader is a larger-than-life, heroic individual; a leader is valiant, courageous, and stands alone at the summit of an organization; a leader devises strategy, delivers moving oratory, defines a grand vision. This is the concept of the leader that many of us carry around in our heads, and we continue to do so despite a number of recent attempts by some of the best thinkers in the field to redefine leadership in less swashbuckling terms.

Perhaps the most prominent voice in this movement is that of Warren Bennis. In his groundbreaking book Organizing Genius, Bennis provides six case studies that show leaders achieving success not as individuals, but through their skill at working with their teams. Bennis points out that Steve Jobs, generally assumed to be the lone genius behind the creation of the Apple Macintosh, was not a technical expert (that was his best friend, Steve Wozniak), but was supported by a large team of developers who put in the hundred-hour weeks necessary to the success of the project. Bennis shows us that Walt Disney, hailed as the father of animation, brought a vision of a transformed entertainment industry, but relied on a team of skilled animators to see that vision to fruition (Disney himself, we learn, didn’t draw a single frame of his first full-length feature film). And Bennis and Howard Gardner, another assailant of the Great Man Myth, both point to J. Robert Oppenheimer and the Manhattan Project as the classic example of harnessing the talents of others: Oppenheimer led the project to a successful conclusion, despite his reserved demeanor, despite his inexperience leading large groups (twenty-five hundred scientists were recruited to work at Los Alamos), and despite the fact that he was not the most technically able scientist on the team (seven Nobel Prizes were awarded to Manhattan Project physicists later in their careers; Oppenheimer was not among them). 

What Bennis and Gardner challenge, in these various examples, is our tendency to attribute successes of human endeavor to a single individual. We often think of Jobs as the father of the Mac, Disney as the father of animation, and Oppenheimer as the father of the atomic age. Did Jobs, Disney, and Oppenheimer possess incredible talents? Of course they did, perhaps even genius. Yet each only achieved what he did through others. And arguably each would have achieved much less were it not for skills at energizing, motivating, and inspiring people that are greatly removed from the vision-strategy-oratory skills that most of us associate with leadership. The revised thinking encourages us to view leadership not as “an inherently individual phenomenon,”1 where we intertwine leadership with solitary heroics, but rather as a process of harnessing and directing the talents of others. Bennis, in place of the theory of the Great Man, offers us the model of the Great Group. 

There is another reason that the Great Man model is nearer myth than reality: If we examine the enormity of the challenge facing the modern leader, it becomes clear that individual leadership is simply not feasible. The world is far too complex for a man or woman to be able to single-handedly resolve the problems of the day. As the march of globalization continues, and as technology places ever more information ever more quickly at our fingertips, it’s virtually impossible for a leader to be smart enough or to be able to understand enough of the overall picture to unilaterally resolve every question an organization, large or small, faces every day. Further, organizations and the problems they face are themselves too complex for a person to lead by himself or herself. The human dimension complicates exponentially the rational and logical model of the way these organizations are supposed to work. So complexity—of the world, and of the organizations in it—means that leadership can never be something practiced by an individual in isolation. 

But despite these assaults, and despite the impossibilities of individual leadership in the modern world, the Great Man Myth is still alive and kicking. When I ask audiences, whether composed of MBA candidates, experienced managers, or people at any level in between, to name figures, living or dead, who embody great leadership, the lists are always remarkably similar. Winston Churchill, Napoleon Bonaparte, George S. Patton, Martin Luther King, Jr., Mahatma Gandhi, John F. Kennedy, and Abraham Lincoln—with an occasional Margaret Thatcher or Michael Jordan or Jack Welch thrown in. When I ask these audiences what the great leaders on their list have in common, their responses usually reflect the concept of leadership as an individual, heroic phenomenon (and, judging by the lists my audiences generate, an almost exclusively male phenomenon at that). Leaders are great speakers, they have a clear vision, they’ve overcome adversity, they make difficult decisions single-handedly, and so on. 

These audiences are generally composed of intelligent people with not insignificant experience in the professional world. Yet this tendency to deify leaders, and to ascribe to them superhuman powers, persists. Why?

Leaders do a huge number of different things each day. Some are visible to us; most are not. When we think of great leaders, we (not surprisingly) think of visible leaders, and of what those leaders do that we see. We then (again, not surprisingly) equate those things that we see these leaders doing with what great leaders do—and what we see, primarily, are speeches and articles and interviews about vision and strategy, hence our view of the leader as the orator who single-handedly shapes the future path. But leadership is like an iceberg: Ninety percent of it is hidden below the surface. To form our impressions of leaders based on only their public activities relies on a dangerously biased sampling of what really goes on. Yet this is precisely what most of us do. 

This book attempts to set the record straight, by revealing the ninety percent of leadership beneath the tip of the iceberg. We’ll see that this ninety percent has comparatively little to do with strategy, oratory, or technical skills, and everything to do with managing relationships up, down, and across an organization. Leadership is the aggregation of hundreds upon hundreds of small interactions—most of which take place out of our sight—projected across layer upon layer of relationships, day in and day out. It is these relationships that form the substance of organizational life—a fact that the Great Man Myth, centered as it is on the power of the individual, largely fails to take into account. Anything that an organization achieves is achieved by a group of people working together: At the simplest level, the leader is a leader because he or she can enable that group to deliver—and the only way to do this is through the relationships that define the group.

Saying that leadership is about managing relationships, however, isn’t nearly enough. To see leadership as the ability to achieve great success through others is a critical advance—in that it moves beyond the mythology of individual genius—but this approach still has a key shortcoming. It stops short of offering a visceral understanding of how leaders do what they actually do. We are told that leaders build Great Groups or Hot Teams; we are told that leaders Establish Direction, Align People, and Motivate and Inspire;2 we are told that leaders have employees who feel empowered. But these are whats, not hows: Understanding them doesn’t enable you to go to the office tomorrow and behave differently. This isn’t news you can use.

The people I once coached at Pepsi, my current clients, and my MBA students all want to know how they go about dealing with the endless array of leadership challenges. They want the tactical details of how to handle a difficult subordinate or an unreasonable boss, how to manage conflict, or how to lead a change process. What distinguishes truly great leaders—and what is required of any discussion of leadership if it is to be helpful to current or aspiring leaders—is an understanding of these hows. How do you build a great team? How do you motivate and inspire your people? How do you take people with you? 

A detailed understanding of the hows of leadership marks what we’ll call a High-Performance Leader. It’s what enables a leader to tap into something greater than himself or herself. It’s what leads to energized employees, effective teams, and enhanced business results. It’s also the only way I know of to teach people to become better leaders. 

The remainder of this book, then, goes beneath the tip of the iceberg to reveal the invisible ninety percent of leadership, and presents this ninety percent as a series of hows. It provides a basic framework of laws for the High-Performance Leader, which encompass the hows of leading subordinates, bosses, and peers. Because my ego still hasn’t quite recovered from the battering it took on Hurricane Island and needs all the help it can get, I call them Feiner’s Laws. There aren’t seven laws or ten commandments: Leadership isn’t that simple. In fact, there are fifty laws in this book, provided to tackle the endless array of challenges we face in organizational life.

We should address two characteristics of the hows of leadership in advance. First, you’ll see that High-Performance Leaders achieve much of their success in managing relationships not through distant communications (by memos or speeches or video broadcasts), but through direct, up-close, personal interaction. They challenge, argue with, and persuade people up and down the organization regarding their ideas. They give and solicit feedback. They get to know their people and what makes them tick. They coach and mentor. They encourage debate, and the conflict of ideas. They hold people accountable. They tell uncomfortable truths. They dive deep into the details. They build coalitions and alliances. In order to ensure that people in the organization are pulling on the oars in unison, High-Performance Leaders engage in what I call HTHC—Hand-to-Hand Combat. They do this every day, sometimes in formal, scheduled interactions (staff meetings or one-on-ones), but also in informal, unscheduled, and frequent transactions with members of their team. They recognize that leaders can’t overcommunicate, and they understand that, in fact, the opposite applies: It’s through what feels like overcommunication that people come to embrace the vision or internalize the priorities, and that relationships are fostered and maintained. You’ll see these HTHC activities in many of the laws we’ll discuss throughout the book.

The second characteristic of the hows of leadership is this: To excel in all of them is far from easy. The laws are surprisingly difficult to implement with any level of consistency. They call for courage, yet it’s unbelievably difficult to summon the courage to tell your boss that he or she is making a huge mistake, or to give a peer candid performance feedback. They call for a leader to provide purpose and meaning, yet it’s unbelievably difficult to infuse an overriding purpose into every aspect of your team’s work. They call for unwavering commitment, yet it’s unbelievably difficult to display the sort of commitment to a subordinate that places their own interests ahead of yours when the chips are down. They call for leaders to own outcomes, yet it’s unbelievably difficult to do this to such an extent that you never reflexively blame others for problems, but only address what you can do to resolve them. And they call for leaders to uphold values, yet it’s unbelievably difficult to stand up for decency, dignity, and honesty when competitors both inside and outside the firm seem to be willing to break all the rules to get ahead. If there’s anything heroic about leadership, then, it’s this: The ninety percent of it that we don’t see demands incredible application, stamina, and dedication. Any effective leader must sustain a huge number of relationships, and this requires heroic (and largely unseen) effort.

Although processes and systems are important tools for leaders, we’ll devote very little time to them here. This is not an oversight on my part. While it’s true that leaders must leverage all kinds of processes—for decision making, resource allocation, strategy formulation, change, and learning, to name only a few—in order to achieve great results, process skills alone don’t make a leader. No matter how well-conceived and well-designed processes are, they’re used and implemented by people, not by automatons. If a leader can’t manage relationships with his or her people, then, process design talent won’t help. 

And, lest my argument here seem too simplistic, I’m not suggesting that strategy or technical skills are unimportant. Technical skills are often the price of admission to the leadership game, and there are certainly times when strategy must be front and center of a leader’s thinking. But these occasions are much rarer than most people assume, and a new strategy is generally developed by a team of people, not by an all-seeing, all-knowing individual leader. A good example of this is the recent meltdown at AOL Time Warner. When the business model upon which Steve Case and Gerald Levin (both of whom have now left the company) had constructed their merger became invalid, Dick Parsons, the new CEO, needed to build a new strategy—with the help and involvement of his entire team. “I see my job as to make sure that we have the best team on the field,” Parsons commented.3 He could well have added that it’s his job to manage the relationships within that team so that they deliver the best result possible. 

When you read the laws, you may feel that they’re common sense. But if they are common sense, there’s very little evidence they’re in common use. If they were, organizational life would be much more rewarding than it is for many of us—and we wouldn’t be reading in the papers every day about corrupt executives and accounting scandals, which are clearly failures of leadership at a variety of levels. 

If the laws are applied, however, magic happens. When a leader summons the commitment to lead as the laws suggest, bosses, peers, and subordinates respond. The laws, because they address the hows of leadership, operate at the immediate, practical level, and the results are likewise immediate and palpable. The laws have been pressure-tested through thirty-five years of corporate and consulting experience. They are built on the conviction that the genius of leadership is a mastery of the details, and that a leadership book, to be truly helpful, must speak to these underlying fundamentals of human relationships. And collectively, they take us beneath the tip of the leadership iceberg.



2

The Difference Between Leadership
 and Management

One of the things that makes leadership such a daunting proposition for most of us is the range of skills required. On the one hand, leaders need to convincingly communicate the urgency and importance of an organization’s journey through the corporate cosmos. The people around them need to feel that they are engaged in a mission that matters, and they need to see a leader who exemplifies courage, commitment, and values in pursuing this mission. On the other hand, leaders must astutely navigate the internal landscape of a firm, composed as it is of meetings, requests for information, resource allocation and budgeting decisions, and the like. They must take responsibility for predicting and controlling the conditions under which their people are asked to perform. To be successful, then, leaders must engage in two very different sets of activities. In the discussion that follows, we’ll begin to distinguish between those activities that could be called leadership and those that could be called management. Because these terms are often used interchangeably, it’s difficult to help leaders understand which set of skills is needed in a certain situation. Or whether it was their leadership or management skills that accounted for their success. Or, for that matter, what the difference between leading and managing really is. 

One of my most memorable career experiences was working for Pete, a division head. Pete was a really nice guy. He was very smart and well organized, and treated everyone with respect. His workdays, which started at 7:00 A.M., were as well planned and tightly scheduled as those of a U.S. President. Because he wanted to stay in touch with what was happening in the organization, he would schedule lunches two weeks in advance with key managers throughout headquarters. His follow-up system was flawless, his calendar management was exemplary. He was a talented navigator through the corporate bureaucracy, and a strong problem solver. And his integrity was unimpeachable.

Pete was one of the great managers of all time. If we analyze his strengths, we find he excelled at three key sets of activities, most of which we’ve seen in basic management texts for many years.1

First, Pete was a master of Planning and Budgeting—actions that occur at almost every level of an organization. Managers are expected to establish a plan for accomplishing their key goals for the coming month, quarter, or year and then to estimate the budget and resources necessary to meet these goals. Depending on the size of the organization, many months can be devoted to developing annual operating plans in great detail. While planning and budgeting are often viewed as tedious and draining, without skill in these areas no manager would ever ship—that is, deliver the goods—on time and on budget.

Second, Pete had a black belt in Organizing and Staffing—the activities that translate goals and targets into an organizational structure. This activity typically begins with a detailed analysis of the skills and competencies needed at the various levels of an organization in order to meet the goal. The requirements generated in this analysis are carefully mapped against the talents and work capacities of available employees. Staff are then confirmed, reassigned, or hired as needed, so that the right people are in the right jobs. At the same time, the overall plan must be integrated with the revised organization so that each of the tasks that lead toward the overall goal is properly sequenced and assigned to the right group of people. Skillful organizing and staffing ensures that the firm’s resources are optimally deployed against its goals.

Finally, Pete had few equals when it came to Controlling and Problem Solving—the activities where executives spend the majority of their time. Monitoring and control systems are essential to make sure people are doing what they’re supposed to, the way they’re supposed to. At the same time, these systems—such as a store sales report, or a customer retention analysis—help the organization know how it’s doing against its goals and targets. Wal-Mart’s control system permits it to measure results against plan, by store, by department, by day, and by individual salesperson. Retail banks closely monitor how many of their new customers leave during the first months after opening an account, and thereby obtain critical information about the quality of their service to these customers—and again, this can be tracked down to an individual bank clerk. All this monitoring helps confirm that things are going according to plan. 

It also sounds the alarm when things are not. Executives at all levels of a firm are frequently, if not continuously, engaged in problem solving—that classic firefighting activity necessary because the unforeseen inevitably happens, and the unexpected invariably develops. Problem solving requires astute analytical skills (in order to identify the root causes of problems) and a talent for risk assessment (“what’s the downside of this solution?”), together with the ability to make trade-offs (identifying and taking responsibility for the “as good as we can get it” solution). 

Pete excelled at these activities, and organizations are filled with people like Pete. Talented, and hardworking, they dive deep into the details of their executive roles and are on top of what’s going on in their departments. They know their numbers, have their people on a short leash, and are hands-on in making sure projects and programs are implemented, on time and on budget. The skills that they possess—management skills—are crucial in organizations. Taken together, planning and budgeting, organizing and staffing, and controlling and problem solving create order in an organization, necessary regardless of a company’s size. Management activity produces predictability, consistency, and control, things that every organization requires to perform well. Pete was an outstanding manager. 

But working for him was not a lot of fun. 

On one occasion, for example, I had been trying to arrange a meeting between Pete and Max, the head of one of our largest unions—a union that had been militant and adversarial for years. Max, then in his late seventies, viewed everyone at headquarters as “pencil pushers,” his pejorative term for stuffed suits who cared nothing about the human side of the business. To Max, executives worshipped at the altar of profits—a false deity as far as he was concerned.

Still, I had met with Max often in my first year in the job and we talked by phone every week or so. After twelve months of repeated prodding, Max finally relented and agreed to meet with Pete—then my boss—and me for lunch. Though Pete was willing to do the lunch, he wasn’t confident it would help to resolve the deep-seated mutual mistrust that had existed between Pepsi and the union. But I felt it was worth a shot.

So the day before the lunch, I made sure I spent some time with Pete, prepping him. As I recall, I told Pete something like this: “Max was hauling cases as a salesman in the thirties. He’ll want to recount the glory days of the Cola Wars, when real men lugged cases up six flights of stairs in walk-up buildings. He sees himself as the John L. Lewis of the soft drink industry. He’s a bit of a dinosaur, and he can be crusty and crotchety, but he’s a softie in many ways. And make no mistake—he does care about the workers.”

Pete wanted to focus on the details. “Mike, is there something specific we should seek to get from this lunch?”

“I really don’t think so,” I said. “I just want you to break the ice. Let him see you as a person, not as a faceless executive. Take an interest in some of the stories he’ll tell from days gone by. And tell him some war stories of your own.”

“You’re sure we shouldn’t use this as an opportunity to discuss the work rule problems we need to address in the next contract negotiations?” Here was Pete being fact- and issue- and data-oriented.

“I really don’t think we should go there. If this lunch goes okay, there will be plenty of occasions to discuss the operational stuff. Just make him feel important. Let him see that you care about our people just like he does. Tell him our plans for upgrading the facilities. Give him a sense of our long-term vision for the division. And don’t be surprised if he’s a little standoffish at first.”

“Okay, I’ll give it a go.”

The next day Max arrived right on time. We shook hands and walked to the executive dining room, where, according to plan, Pete was waiting for us at the best table. I made the introductions, we sat down, and, to get the ball rolling, I asked Max if he had ever visited our headquarters before.

“Nope,” he responded curtly.

“Well, maybe we can walk around the grounds after lunch. The sculpture collection is world-renowned.”

“I’m not much into sculpture.” Okay, I thought, that’s 0 for 1 for Mike.

Pete tried to help us recover from the chilly start. “Mike tells me you’re a soft drink veteran who’s seen it all, Max.”

“Well, I’ve seen a lot. I remember dealing with Pepsi Presidents in the thirties.” And Max began to tell a long story about how in the good old days the company really cared about workers as human beings.

I began to scrunch my toes in my shoes. This wasn’t the start I’d hoped for. “Why don’t we order?” I said, hoping the break in conversation would allow us to restart the meter.

The food arrived, but Pete was still a little stiff and uptight—probably the way Max expected a pencil pusher to be. I redoubled my efforts to get the conversation going, giving Max some easy prompts (“I bet the competitive posture with Coke has changed over the years!”) and throwing Pete a softball or two (“Maybe Max would be interested in hearing about some of the new product stuff we’re testing in the lab!”). But I wasn’t getting anywhere—any real three-way conversation was scarce, forced, and punctuated by stretches of uncomfortable silence.

I was getting desperate. I asked Max about his wife, to whom he was totally devoted, and who was unwell at the time. I was hoping that opening a line of personal conversation would nudge Pete to let his guard down and talk about his own family. Max reported with obvious concern about his wife’s need for a hip replacement. 

“That’s too bad,” Pete responded, cryptically.

I figured we were now 0 for 2. I wasn’t sure what else I should do.

Then Pete, still very serious and businesslike, began to speak. “Max, maybe I can take a minute and talk a little about the business and how the year is shaping up.” My toe scrunching intensified. 

And Pete began to talk about the kinds of things he was most comfortable talking about: sales volume, rates of return, market share, pricing, and the like.

Max seemed to stare at his coffee cup during Pete’s monologue. I began to wonder whether I could access some magical power that might transport me to another cosmos.

Pete finished his business review and Max looked up and began to reply. “Pete, I wish you people were as interested in my [sic] workers as you are in the money you make off their backs.”

The room began to swim around my head.

I heard Pete reply, “We are interested in our [sic] workers. We’re interested, for instance, in why so many of them are absent every day that we can’t staff our manufacturing lines to run at full speed.” And we were 0 for 3. No personal connection, no understanding of where the other was coming from, no progress in breaking down the pencil pusher/union stooge stereotypes. An unmitigated disaster—and the first meeting between Pete and Max was also the last.

Pete was in many ways a fine guy to work for, but even in situations like this, when the woods were burning all around him, he couldn’t deviate from his facts-and-figures, data-and-charts approach—he couldn’t get past the management details. While he possessed some leadership ability, management skills dominated his repertoire. When that’s the case with too many senior executives, there’s a significant risk that an organization will run into trouble.

Another boss of mine, Jim, was the complete opposite of Pete. Jim, the head of a large division, had leadership talent flowing abundantly through his veins. In particular, he excelled in five areas. 

First, Jim demonstrated courage. Not courage to take enormous risks, or to bet the firm on the pursuit of a radical strategy—that’s recklessness. I’m talking about the courage to confront the obvious. If it was obvious that an employee wasn’t living up to expectations, Jim had the courage to speak to him about it. If it was obvious that his team was headed in the wrong direction, Jim had the courage to (diplomatically) guide us back to the right path. On many occasions, he had the courage to say what everyone was thinking, but would not dare to say aloud. And he was willing to take on corporate higher-ups, who were often pushing us to increase our profit plan or shift our marketing strategy. 

Second, Jim understood it was up to him to provide purpose and meaning. Those of us who worked for him knew the mission we were on, and we knew who the enemy was. But Jim did more than simply inform us of the goal. Rather, it was infused into everything he said and did, and was transformed from the end point of our journey into the very purpose of our existence.

Third, Jim was committed to his people, and showed it. If one of his people needed his advice, his door was always open. When a major decision was called for, seniority in the firm did not equate with exclusive entitlement to participate in the debate: The entire team was called on for their thoughts, and the opinions of both senior and junior staff were treated on their merits alone. While somewhat shy and reserved in style, Jim always had time to offer career advice, and was always willing to sponsor his high performers for promotion.

Fourth, Jim believed our ultimate success was in our own hands. When the corporate office threw roadblocks in our way, Jim felt it was within our capacity to push back and change what we needed to change in order to deliver the goods. I never heard him blame anyone or anything for our results—our performance was something for which we were totally accountable.

Finally, Jim led by upholding values. He treated everyone with dignity and decency. He was comfortable in his own skin and with his own laconic manner, and this authenticity served to better connect him to his people. He never hid the truth about how we were doing against our profit plan. While there was lots of pressure from Corporate to gild the lily, he always told it straight about how we were doing in the marketplace against our competitors. And Jim consistently and publicly chose the right course of action over the most profitable one, when those two were in conflict.

But working for Jim was, in many ways, a living nightmare.

One saga that I remember began when Yolanda, the VP-Marketing, dropped by my office for a chat. During our conversation she mentioned how under-the-gun she felt to complete an analysis Jim had asked her to undertake a few days earlier.

“What’s the analysis on?” I asked.

“Jim wants us to do a crash-and-burn on the risks and opportunities of launching the Pepsi Challenge nationally.”

“Wow, that’s a switch—weren’t we talking at last week’s meeting about piloting the Challenge in Texas for a few more months before deciding on a national rollout?”

“We were. But you know Jim. Sometimes he changes his mind. I’ve got almost my entire group doing the analysis and running the numbers. He wants to see the data in a week, at the outside. I had to pull the agency off the ad campaign we had them working on so I could show Jim what some national Challenge spots might look like.”

“Boy, you’ve got a full plate,” I said. “Good luck.” I knew from past experience that these kinds of starts and stops could drive people nuts.

A few days later I ran into our VP-Sales in the fitness center.

“Hey, Gordon, I haven’t seen you down here in the past few days. How come you’re slacking off?” I teased.

“Slacking off nothing. I have my whole team doing some heavy lifting for Jim.”

“What’s going on—what’s Jim got you doing?”

“He’s rethinking our Challenge strategy. He thinks we should revisit the decision to pilot it in Texas for two more months. So he wants us to look at whether we could get the bottlers to sign on if we went national right away. I’ve told my folks to put everything on the back burner so we can get the analysis to Jim ASAP.”

As soon as Gordon started telling me his tale of woe I knew another headquarters fire drill was in motion. I didn’t say anything to Gordon beyond wishing him luck, and instead headed straight for the shower. 

The minute I got upstairs, I knocked on Jim’s door, stuck my head in, and asked if he had a few minutes.

“Sure, come on in.”

“Jim, I heard you’re rethinking the game plan for the Challenge.” I didn’t even bother with any small talk.

“Right. I spoke to Rick [PepsiCo’s COO, and Jim’s boss] and we both think it’s worth at least considering going national sooner. Why do you mention it?”

Here I needed to be respectful but let Jim know what was happening. I had seen this movie before. “Well, I spoke to Yolanda and she tells me she’s got most of her people going flat out to get you the analysis you wanted.”

“I know—I asked for a quick turnaround on this because I promised I’d give Rick our recommendations right away.”

“Then what part of the plan is Gordon working on? I just saw him and he told me his folks are also pulling out all the stops on this.”

A puzzled look came over Jim’s face. “I only asked Gordon to look at the bottler implications. I just mentioned it when I saw him a couple of days ago.”

“Jim, the thing is that Gordon and Yolanda don’t know they’re both working on this.”

Jim was obviously embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to have them both do an in-depth analysis. I just wanted the salespeople to know about this and give me their thoughts on the bottlers’ reaction. It’s not simply a marketing issue.”

“Jim, these two are both scrambling big-time on this. Their teams have dropped practically everything else they’re working on.”

“That’s not even close to what I wanted.” Jim had a pained expression.

I was heading into sensitive territory. “I know that. But this kind of thing has happened before. You’re going one hundred miles an hour thinking about an issue. So you may not realize how the team tries to respond to what they think you’re asking for.” Jim didn’t respond so I kept going. “It would really help going forward if you could get the team together and figure out an action plan for handling this type of thing.”

“You’re absolutely right,” Jim said, with lots of conviction.

“Right now, I think it would make sense for you to call Yolanda and Gordon, tell them you’ve realized there’s probably some overlap on the projects they’re working on, and ask them to pool their resources and work on this jointly.”

And Jim did just that. After three or four days of working independently, Gordon and Yolanda figured out how to integrate their teams and efficiently complete the project. They each shook their heads and mumbled to themselves for a week afterward, realizing how foolish all the chaos looked to their people.

You won’t be surprised to hear that a few months later Jim unintentionally launched another fire drill, with the organization’s right hand not knowing that the left was fighting the same blaze. 

This was something that happened chronically under Jim’s leadership. Because Jim, just like Pete, was for the most part a one-trick pony. While he exemplified many of the leadership skills we’ll be discussing in this book, his management skills were missing in action. Details, action plans, due dates, follow-up, performance measurement, and the like—these were not part of Jim’s vocabulary. The result—ever changing priorities, ready-fire-aim decision making, and vague short-term objectives—created a kind of loosey-goosey, hands-off climate, which was exhausting, confusing, and frustrating.

A leader must not only give followers structure, organization, and control, but also show courage, purpose, commitment, accountability and a sense of values. It follows, then, that both management and leadership skills are indispensable. That doesn’t mean that you have to be an Olympian as both manager and leader—rarely is anyone a ten in both areas. However, every High-Performance Leader I ever coached, consulted with, or observed had both strong management and strong leadership skills. So while this is a book about the hows of leading people to deliver great results, both managing and leading are absolutely essential skills to have in one’s repertoire. For if a management focus produces essential order, consistency, and predictability, then leadership produces change and adaptability—to new competitors, new products, new markets, new regulations, and new customers. Both sets of skills are necessary, and both must be in balance.

And an imbalance between leadership and management can lead to problems not just for individuals, but also for entire organizations. Consider an organization with a strong focus on tightly managing its business. There are lots of systems and processes in this organization, including strategic planning systems, annual operating planning systems, reward systems, and communication systems. This is an organization like the Xerox of the seventies, eighties, and nineties—a company unaffectionately referred to by its employees as Burox. In this kind of bureaucracy, with an intense focus on management activities, the culture becomes one where red tape and command-and-control prevail. The old AT&T and General Motors (which resembled a Department of Motor Vehicles) both suffered from this type of paralyzing control obsession. Management without leadership leads to organizations that are insular and bureaucratic and myopic and slow-moving. These kinds of organizations are so internally focused that they spend little or no time looking out, either at the market or at their competitors. They’re often veterans of their industries, and often dominate those industries with mature product lines and reliable revenue streams. They often think that they’re safe from competition. That, essentially, is why there is no longer an American electronics industry. It’s why the American steel industry is a ghost of what it once was. It’s why General Motors’s share of the American automobile market had shrunk from fifty percent in 1955 to twenty-eight percent in 2002. Sadly this focus on command-and-control, without an offsetting leadership focus, characterizes far too many organizations today.

Contrast this orientation with a primarily leadership focus, where management process and systems are viewed as unimportant—where the vision and mission is thought to be all the juice an organization needs to be successful. This kind of organization, where there’s lots of leadership but little management focus, is equally dangerous, producing the cultlike, chaotic environment of the classic dot.com start-up. 

There’s no secret formula for determining when to lead and when to manage—High-Performance Leaders engage in both activities during any given day. When problems arise, even the most senior leaders don their management hats and dive deep into the organization to find out what’s going on and to engage in fixing it. 

How can you tell if you have leadership and management in the right equilibrium? The best way is to look over your daily work calendar for the past ninety days. People are always amazed at how much time they’ve devoted to managing, and how little they’ve devoted to the coaching, feedback, communication, and other relationship-building activities that characterize leadership. It’s so easy to let planning, budgeting, staffing, resource allocation, and problem solving take charge of our days. It’s what I call the activity trap: the mistaken idea that your volume of activity correlates with the value you create. Multiply this phenomenon across an organization where nearly everyone is nearly always managing—driven largely by the need for control and order and consistency (and short-term results)—and you have an organization that’s stultified and atrophied. Or soon will be. 

One interesting note here. It’s much easier to think of examples of firms or individuals suffering from too much management and not enough leadership than it is to think of examples of the opposite problem. There are two reasons for this. First, business schools and universities have done a very thorough job of teaching management skills. They’re easily identifiable, easily quantifiable, and easily communicated. Granted, it takes real application and discipline to become a superlative manager, but the skill set involved seems much more readily accessible to most of us. Leadership, on the other hand, is fantastically difficult to get right. Whereas most experts would agree on the essential elements of good management, a much smaller number agree on the tenets of great leadership. And if the skill set isn’t even clearly agreed upon, it’s not surprising that leadership skills are more often found to be lacking. The standard qualification for an executive career is a Master’s of Business Administration degree. Yet few business schools, even today, have figured out how to teach not just business administration, but business leadership.

The second reason for this imbalance has to do with the nature of leadership itself. Leadership seeks to create change—and most of us are afraid of change. Indeed, our response to the threat of change, the looming possibility of the unknown, is to seek refuge in order, consistency, and predictability—to seek refuge, that is, in management. Management activities exert a gravitational pull over us that leadership activities don’t. So for an organization facing a significant challenge, very often the instinct is to try to survive through management alone. Clayton Christensen has given us a fascinating chronicle of how the smaller, innovative firms in an industry can rise up to overtake and swallow the larger incumbents.2 None of these larger incumbents—think of Digital Equipment Corporation, which, after failing to react to the new market of Unix servers, was acquired by Compaq in 1998—lacked management talent. They wouldn’t have survived as large, complex firms without it. What they lacked was the ability to change, and that is the classic signal of a paucity of leadership.

Neither Pete nor Jim, by the way, rose further in the executive ranks. Although Pete was no lightweight, and although he did a creditable job of running the business at a time when the enterprise needed operational and executional discipline, in the end the imbalance between his management and leadership skills let him down. His need for so much structure in the way he ran his division meant the organization was more tightly and rigidly controlled than it needed to be. We underachieved in relation to our potential, and we didn’t have much fun along the way. Pete ultimately moved to a senior administrative officer position where his analytical and planning skills were more effectively deployed. 

Jim saw the writing on the wall—he wasn’t going to get a more senior corporate job. Jim’s persona was that of a visionary, an idea guy who didn’t have the hands-on, management focus to run operationally intensive businesses. And without management discipline, his divisional results were inconsistent. He left the organization and, after a few other corporate roles, ultimately started his own business.
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