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To Lila and Isaac,


in recompense for all of the dinner table conversations that you put up with as I learned to tell these stories, I gift these tales to you, and someday to your children, as the beginnings of wisdom that shall always be your inheritance.


May Adonai bless you and keep you.


May Adonai deal kindly and graciously with you.


May Adonai bestow favor upon you and grant you peace.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Hachette Books logo]















Introduction: +1%



HAVE YOU EVER LOOKED CLOSELY AT A CABLE, ROPE, OR BRAID? EACH is made up of strands—seemingly in the thousands—that are, individually, not that impressive. Yet when braided together, they create something inspiringly powerful. Each strand adds just a small bit of strength. That tiny bit of strength is almost meaningless on its own, but, when combined with all of the other tiny strands around it, lends itself to a greater creation.


Leadership is like that. It strikes me that a significant number of business books on management and personal development could be reduced from hundreds of pages to one argument: “If you do X, then amazing things will happen.” Each of those arguments is like one strand in a braid of advice, yet pretending to be the entire (and only) rope.


Advice rarely is so powerful as to transform everything about you; instead, it often merely makes a tiny improvement: for some set of people, this advice might improve their expectations of good outcomes, but maybe by no more than 1 percent. How important is that tiny improvement, though? It depends! The difference between the best player in a professional sports league and the worst is just a small collection of tiny effects. But me? A small improvement isn’t getting me onto a roster. Understand where there’s a cluster effect—maybe a piece of advice is useful, but the biggest effect is seen by people who’ve already invested in gaining a lot of advantage in a related area, and others might not notice much benefit. If you already have a strong braid, then a few more strands strengthen it even more.


This book aims to provide opportunities for those advantages—giving you 1 percent stronger strands—in a number of related areas of leadership. Each of those opportunities has been provided in a short essay of just a few pages. If an essay doesn’t resonate with you, skip it and try another; perhaps you’ll come back to it later. If it works for you, practice it until you get that benefit, and then see if you’re ready for more. No lesson in here is going to make you a perfect leader; it’s going to be the collection of small, incremental improvements that, over time, build your leadership style. Spend a few minutes each Monday morning to focus on one lesson for your leadership development—perhaps that lesson improves your performance by only 1 percent. Practice that lesson for a week. Revisit it from time to time, seeing if you can get 1 percent better at the skill each time you do. It’s those accumulated 1 percent improvements that separate the best leaders from everyone else.


I’ve collected these essays into three sections on leadership. In “Personal Leadership,” I’ve focused on how to think about your own engagement with the world around you; “Team Leadership” is on the nature of interacting with other people, especially those that you lead; and in “Organizational Leadership,” I’ve written about how to strengthen larger, distributed teams. Each essay is as short as possible while still capturing the pertinent message.


Cultural Language


One of the best uses of books in the business world is to assist with the creation of a shared cultural language. Organizations will often select a book or training package not just because of its content, but on the strength of the shared language it creates, because language drives culture. When an entire organization starts talking about a specific catchphrase (be it “the growth mind-set,” or “hope is not a strategy,” or “crossing the chasm”), it serves a number of purposes. It reminds everyone in an organization that this is a known and declared priority for the organization. It puts everyone into a similar frame of mind. It removes the need to spend a lot of time in every interaction rehashing the explanations of those words.


Whatever organizations you’re in already have their own cultural language. Some of that language is by design. However, much of it comes about by happenstance, evolving from the independent contributions of many individuals. Learning a new cultural language can be a challenge, for people and organizations. The new language might share vocabulary with existing language, but with different meanings and implications. Confusion arises when people use the same language as shorthands to mean entirely different concepts. Even when the new language doesn’t directly conflict with existing language, it still takes practice with the new vocabulary to use it well, fluidly and quickly communicating key concepts without misunderstanding.


If you’re reading this alone, recognize that when you take any learnings you might have to others, they might not share the vocabulary of this book with you, and that might limit how much of the 1 percent improvement you can realize. The difference in understanding language can create resistance if you move too quickly. If you’re reading this with a group, then practice using the new language together. Create a space where you reinforce your positive journey. Most essays will introduce some phrases for you to consider using to capture the concepts a little more cleanly and help develop that shared cultural language.





 


A Warning


Here there be dragons.


—ANONYMOUS CARTOGRAPHER


Learning new skills presents challenges. Consider learning to swim. Perhaps you might pick up a book, like this one, and read about the various strokes and core principles about keeping your head above water and not inhaling the water. It might be filled with pleasant anecdotes about various swimmers and stories about how swimming is a powerful tool that can change your life. Each of those anecdotes will give you a 1 percent improvement to your skills as you learn them.


You learn to swim not by jumping into the deep end, but by learning and practicing each of the individual skills in placid, shallow waters. As you get better, you still continue to practice swimming, because your mastery of skills is never truly complete. Many of the skills in this book are similar. They require practice in small ways, rather than trying to do it all at once.


But.


You don’t jump into just any body of water to practice your swimming. The Charles River was toxic until the very end of the twentieth century. Fraser Island is full of rip currents, sharks, and jellyfish. The Orinoco River is rife with piranhas. This isn’t just the danger from jumping into the deep end before you can tread water; you might be jumping into a hostile environment that, at best, is indifferent to your continued existence and, at worst, actively wants to eat you. So too with the advice and guidance in this book. In a supportive environment, these ideas can bloom as you practice them. In an unsupportive environment? Some of these ideas can expose you to dangers from hostile colleagues. You’ll need to evaluate your environment—it might surprise or shock you—and decide how to proceed.


Talk to your peers, but make sure you listen to your most marginalized teammates about their experiences and how some of these concepts might be received in your environment. Those marginalized teammates might easily recognize many of these essays and be familiar with the environmental dangers they trigger. A number of these skills are, in many organizations, specifically fraught with peril for those marginalized members. The fault lies not in the behaviors, but in the environment, yet it can be hard to quickly tell the difference. For others, practicing these behaviors can expand the safe options for everyone to use them. Consider Chapter 32, “When mistakes happen, don’t waste energy blaming people; invest energy in building better systems.” For someone who has organizational power, accepting blame to neutralize it is easy. For someone at the bottom of the hierarchy, however, accepting blame doesn’t necessarily have the same effect and may instead have negative repercussions. In a healthy organization, moving past blame is a powerful approach to organizational improvement, but it takes power to create that safety.


The second section of this book, “Team Leadership,” is about creating a healthy environment for the people who will follow you, so that they can more easily practice all of the lessons in this book and grow a supportive environment. For the first person to break this ground? It’s hard work, but it will enable others to extend that environment even further.


If you’re a leader, and you want to help your team improve and grow, you must accompany them on this journey. If you don’t demonstrate the behaviors you wish to see from them, visibly, then your team will worry that your insistence on those behaviors is just another form of control. This will feel uncomfortable for you. As a leader, however, that discomfort will be less than the discomfort that members of your team feel. You have the power to absorb the costs of failure in ways that others might not. By absorbing those costs, especially when breaking new ground, you lower the costs for those who follow, even if they don’t yet see themselves on that path.


Creating that safe path may be thankless for a long time. But it’s worth it.














PART I
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PERSONAL LEADERSHIP


LEADING YOURSELF—THE ART OF PERSONAL LEADERSHIP—IS ABOUT exploring, and improving, the way that you interact with the world around you. It contains the fundamental building blocks that you’ll use in leading others, by forcing you to engage in self-reflection. When you get to the lessons in the later sections of this book, you’ll find that many of them are easier to practice if you’ve already had experience with the related personal skills.


When you hear people talk about authenticity in leadership, that describes the leaders who practice these skills before they insist on others using them. You should understand why these skills work for you—and which ones don’t—before you blindly suggest them to others.


Great leaders often have a calmness about them, even in moments of chaos or crisis. That calmness creates a place for others to engage with your leadership. It’s much easier to radiate that serenity to others if you first practice creating that space for yourself.
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Personal improvement is a prerequisite to leading professionally.


LEADERS. ROLE MODELS. HEROES. THE WORLD IS FILLED WITH human beings that society and culture teach us we should look up to and emulate. But often to our surprise, we learn that each one of them is imperfect because, ultimately, they are all human beings. Our error is in expecting them to be angelic, and perfect, when, like us, they are merely on a path to becoming different versions of themselves.


Hopefully better versions of themselves. Their flaws are often minor, but the more we idolize them, the more extreme those flaws are to us because we feel let down. Our heroes do not always practice what they preach, or they are forced to make trade-offs that we find uncomfortable. At that point, it is easy to turn away from the lessons they offered us. If their wisdom didn’t work for them all the time, then how could it work for us at all? Phrased that extremely, it sounds absurd, but that is often how we judge others.


Because people often look to follow a path to perfection, that absurd question always hangs over us. In seeking the perfect, we sometimes turn away from the lessons that could help us, the wisdom that may be applicable in some situations, the ideas that we might benefit from.


The uncomfortable truth is that there isn’t a single formula for leadership. There is no “do this right thing” and people will follow you. The first person you need to lead, though, is yourself. If you aren’t able to lead yourself on a journey of improvement, others will have a hard time following your path. When they stumble—and they will stumble, because growth is never seamless—they will need to see that you stumbled, as well. And, more important, that you picked yourself back up and kept improving.


These next essays are all structured around ideas for personal development, but they are ideas that will reflect themselves onto the people around you. Your growth—especially in how you interact with people around you—is the foundation on which your own leadership style can develop. It might be easy to dismiss personal growth as mere self-help, but the people you lead will constrain themselves with your affect. If you never seem to have fun, then, implicitly, you’ve banned fun. If you never acknowledge mistakes, then they fear ever being caught making a mistake. This section is a self-help guide; it’s a set of tools not only to center yourself, but to help you be a more authentic leader.


Some of the tools here will work for you. Some of them have already failed you. But the premise—that leadership begins with you—is the first building block, one that will give you a place to stand before you can move the world. The chapters that follow are short essays on personal leadership, on a way of seeing and understanding the world as you walk through it. Most of the essays are just about how you see the world, a few are on how you interact with others, but together they form a guide that helps you become your better self every day and find the bright spots along the way. It isn’t about being a shining light to the entire world. It starts by being a light to yourself and then to those around you.


Personal improvement is a prerequisite to leading professionally.
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Your attitude is in your control.


THE WORLD SUCKS.


The world is awesome.


Both of these statements are true.


Even in that paradoxical world, your attitude is in your control.


We simultaneously live in a world that is the most awesome version of the world so far and the most horrible so far. The former is more true than the latter. The world today—at least as I write this, and hopefully still as you read this—does not compare to even the historic everyday horrors of starvation and total abject poverty, let alone global genocides or total wars. But, thanks to the Internet, the world has also gotten smaller, and every day the speed of social media and viral videos leads to new horrors being splashed across our eyeballs and burned into our brains.


The world is imperfect, even as, day by day, more people rise out of extreme poverty, and fewer people are enslaved, and freedoms slowly spread around the world, and education access improves. It’s easy to lose sight of all of these things, especially if you are near a place where they are less true. And every day, your experience is filled with both delights and tragedies, sorrows to rend the soul and joys to lift the heart. How do you deal with that overwhelming emotional experience?


We can choose to not engage in the world, to just put our heads down and pretend that the world today is just as it was every other day in a history we don’t carefully look at. On that path lies apathy, but it’s a clean and simple apathy, for one simply withdraws a bit from the world, experiencing only one’s own private joys and sorrows, except when the world manages to intrude a bit into our isolation.


Or we can choose to be spun up about every outrage, each horror. We can spend our days sharing memes and hot takes on social media and patting ourselves on the back because we spread a little more knowledge of the ill in the world—but at the expense of filling ourselves with anger and spreading that more deeply into our communities. We can be continuously disappointed in our neighbors because obviously they aren’t achieving our ideals and assume they must be vile villains bent on destroying the world. We can hate ourselves for our helplessness in the face of that villainy, to see the cost of action being so high that we can never get to it, worn out from the stress of outrage at ourselves and our neighbors.


Or we can choose grace. We can choose to see the good in the world and, beginning with ourselves, amplify that good. We don’t need to ignore the bad, but, rather, we counter the darkness with our own light. Not a light of fire and destruction, but a light of peace and joy. It’s a harder path, because it is one filled with self-restraint. Like a diet in which we must pass up treats, we must also pass up the rush we get from joining others in righteous anger. We can recognize that we are truly fortunate in ways that most of humanity a century ago couldn’t even dream of and use that serenity to weather the troubles that plague our days.


Those are the paths that lie before each of us. The people around us are influenced by the path they see us choose, even as their choice of path influences us. The paths aren’t always obvious. Our attitude in looking at the world creates the path ahead of us; we can’t always see the path until after we choose it.


Your attitude is in your control.
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Your blessings exist only if you remember to count them.


A COLLEAGUE OF MINE ONCE ASKED THEIR COWORKERS, “ON A SCALE of one to ten, how fortunate do you feel?” Another colleague immediately said, “Ten. I’m not a nematode.”


Think about it. There are, by some estimates, more than a billion insects on the planet for each human. Five hundred fish. Four hundred trees. And that doesn’t count bacteria, where we have to use scientific notation just to estimate how many exist. Which means that not only are we a ten on a scale of one to ten, but we’re a ten dozens of times over! Even on our worst day, we are still much more fortunate than a bacterium floating in the Sargasso Sea.


But let’s ignore all of the nonhuman competitors for a moment and marvel at how fortunate we likely are, even among all humans. Baseline quality of life of the median human now is better in so many ways than the quality of life of the most fortunate human one hundred years ago: vaccines, the Internet, better infrastructure. We still have improvements to make, but with more than a hundred billion humans ever born, just being alive now rates another ten on a scale of one to ten.


If you’re reading this, you likely have other advantages, too, and great blessings. Perhaps you live in a free and prosperous country. Maybe you have a good job and an excellent family. Possibly you’re brilliant. You have free time. There are hundreds of ways you can be fortunate, and much of that good fortune doesn’t preclude other human beings from also being fortunate.


So that’s where you start: you are an amazingly blessed individual, even with all that goes wrong in your life. But we get a choice as human beings: we can focus on the good or on the bad. Sadly, all too many humans focus on the bad. We find reasons to be unhappy with our situation, or frustrated at the imperfections of the world, and then we forget to treasure our joys.


Perhaps we are too fortunate. Can a person who has never really seen misfortune grasp how fragile good fortune can be? The people who most seem to optimistically cherish life are the ones with misfortunes that break my heart: the refugee from a war-torn country whose parents were left behind, the parent whose child has a mortal affliction, the veteran who carries hidden scars for life. And the people who have lived a life full of advantage often see the world as irreparably broken—the problems they see feel huge in contrast.


And so each day, I like to think about how fortunate I am. When someone asks me how I am, I’ve trained my reflexive response to be “I’m fantastic!” It’s a reminder to myself to make it true, to see the excellence and grace I am blessed with, and to share it widely. Most people laugh or make a joke—but even in the gentle mockery, they smile, because now they feel a little more fantastic themselves.


My wife started a more specific tradition to count our blessings. Each night at dinner, each family member is prompted to share a bright spot of their day. Even on our worst days, we can show gratitude for something or someone. Remembering that those moments exist helps us build a foundation of serenity.


The reality is that we live in a world so full that, almost by definition, it’s a mixed bag of positive and negative situations. Even in a positive or negative situation, it’s easy to find elements that run counter. Maybe you got a promotion, but it didn’t come with quite the pay raise you expected. Maybe you had a bad encounter with your boss, but a colleague gave you words of encouragement.


The world you live in is just the set of situations that you choose to focus on. You can remember all of the bad elements of your day, be convinced that the world is awful and worthless, and respond with frustration and anger. Or you can remember all of the good elements of your day, and be convinced that there is beauty in the world, and respond to nurture and grow that goodness. Your reaction—whatever you choose—then becomes an experience that other people can choose to remember. If you respond to badness with more badness, then you’ll increase the net badness in the world near you, which will come back to rebound on you and those around you.


Your blessings exist only if you remember to count them.
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for leaders and organizations around the world.”

—DR. GARY KLEIN, cognitive psychologist and author of Seeing What Others Don’t
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