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“Working with Pete when I became the CEO of Oliver Wyman was great. The Authentic Leadership Model helped me think more clearly about where I wanted to focus my time and what sort of leader I wanted to be. Any leader going through a leadership transition would find this book a strong guiding hand towards impactful leadership.”


—Scott McDonald


Chief Executive of the British Council


“Whether you are transitioning to becoming an Olympic Coach, or an executive getting that big promotion, Leadership Shock provides a path to greater success.”


—Emilie Bydwell


Head Coach of the USA Women’s Rugby Sevens


“Leadership Shock is a powerful book for any leader going through a transition.”


—Geoff Tanner


President and CEO of Simply Good Foods
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This book is dedicated to my family.
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FOREWORD





Sandy Torchia is the Vice Chair of Talent and Culture at KPMG US and a current executive coaching client


When I reflect on the leaders who’ve consistently inspired me—whether they’ve handled challenges and failures with grace or managed success with a balance of celebration and humility or championed inclusion or made recognition their brand—the ones who made the biggest impression all had one thing in common: they’re authentic.


In my twenty-six years at KPMG, I’ve had time to shape my own leadership philosophy. On a broader scale, I want to be the kind of leader to empower my team to learn and grow their skills and careers and lead the elements of the organization’s strategy they’re responsible for. I also believe it’s imperative to establish clear expectations that when you’re part of my leadership team, your responsibilities are broader than just your individual role.


It’s a blend of giving colleagues the opportunity to make sound decisions, while I provide guidance and the tools they need to successfully do their jobs, bring the right people in, create teams that truly enjoy working together, plus get involved when they need me, all while doing it authentically.


It is an ambitious undertaking for sure, and Pete is helping me with it.


I first met Pete in the winter of 2022 while I was interviewing for my current role as the firm’s vice chair of talent and culture (T&C). He was asked by our CEO to assess each candidate’s leadership style against the success profile for the job, but I was also familiar with his work as an executive coach.


Even though I’d been at KPMG for two and a half decades before starting this new role, I lacked prior experience in the field of human resources, and it was also the most senior leadership position I’d ever held. So when I was selected, it was important to me, and to my own bosses, too, to engage with a leadership coach who had the knowledge and expertise in human resources, plus who could help me evolve my leadership style.


Honestly, it was foundational for me to have Pete as my coach—I knew my chances of being successful would be better if I had him at my side.


Pete’s framework, whether you’re starting a bigger job or working in a space that’s unfamiliar to you or a combination of both, asks you to reflect on your purpose, strengths, and approach so you can truly lean in to being an authentic leader, all while making important adjustments to your priorities and style where you need to—and hopefully avoid that “leadership shock” so many experience.


As we did the work, I was able to tap into my leadership philosophy to clearly articulate the kind of leader I want to be. Pete and I defined my purpose as leading T&C to tackle big challenges, all while having fun along the way. I also want to bring value by removing any barriers so team members can effectively and successfully get their work done.


However, as we better understood my purpose, strengths, and approach, some key hurdles to achieving that came to light that I think many leaders can relate to—issues with time management, getting too into the weeds, and often relying on what worked in the past.


We got right to work tackling these challenges, starting first with my overbooked calendar. How could I start to prioritize my time to think strategically or pay attention to what mattered most when I was in back-to-back meetings all day? After many discussions with Pete about what was most important to me and to the firm, plus the difference between management and leadership, he helped me see the ways I could better focus my time.


The second item we looked at together—which to be honest also had a lot to do with my busy calendar—was my passion for diving deep into the details. I’d always been inclined to be super immersed in my learnings, especially when I was leading in an area that was new to me.


But with Pete’s help I realized I was more acutely involved in the inner workings of most projects than I probably should’ve been, and thankfully because I was brand new to human resources and all its various functions, I couldn’t go straight into the details like I had before.


I learned that there were other ways to approach being an effective leader without forcing myself to always be the subject matter expert, namely getting to know my new team. Once I understood their strengths and capabilities, I could trust in their work, lead when and where they needed me, and step back when they didn’t. All of this was key to freeing up my time and allowing me to focus where I truly needed to.


I’ll confess, this wasn’t an easy transition for me. Being a subject matter expert had always been a strength of mine, which is why I was inclined to jump headfirst into learning everything I could when I took on my new role. I think it’s human nature to have confidence in the skills that made us successful in the past. However, what I find really appealing about Pete’s approach is that he gives you the necessary tools to reorient your mindset, retaining your strengths that are relevant to your new role, while adjusting others to avoid potential challenges.


One of my strengths Pete helped me focus on, which he knew would continue to serve me well in my new role (and was truly important for me because I didn’t know my new team going into the job) was building relationships.


I’d always enjoyed networking and creating connections with colleagues, leaders, and clients alike and then leveraging those relationships to help me and my teams operate more efficiently, like moving agenda items forward, giving or receiving feedback, or solving cross-organizational problems. Less than two years into the role, I can look back and see that the rapport and trust I was able to develop over time was integral to my success.


All of these shifts in my leadership approach, whether major or minor, channeled me into being a more authentic version of myself. Although I was surrounded by leaders I admired, or I learned great skills from, their style was not what worked best for me.


While being true to yourself isn’t always easy to put it into practice, the long-term benefits are undeniable. I now understand how important it is as a leader to embrace my authentic self. I want to enjoy the people I work with, not to mention the work itself, and lead in a way that enables my team to experience a collective purpose, maintain a healthy balance between work and home life, and incorporate fun into the mix, too, all while advancing our firm’s talent strategy.


The framework Pete offers you in Leadership Shock—reflecting on your purpose, strengths, and approach—is not about navigating around the challenges and “shock” you may face in the road ahead, but instead finding a way through, all by adopting your most authentic leadership style.
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CHAPTER 1


LEADERSHIP SHOCK





A few years ago, I was running a leadership workshop at the office of one of my clients, a medium-size global pharmaceutical company.


The workshop went well. As I was chatting to people at the end of the morning, the CEO’s chief of staff, Alicia, who had been at the workshop, pulled me to one side. She told me how much she had enjoyed the morning, which is always gratifying, and then she said, “Can I ask you a question? Have you worked with a leader whose calendar is fully booked? It’s Michael’s calendar,” she explained. “It’s booked solid.”


Michael was the CEO of the company. He’d been promoted to the role about one year earlier. I had met him, but we hadn’t actually worked together at that point. I wasn’t sure what Alicia meant.


“You mean he’s really busy?” I asked, stupidly.


“Well, yes. But I mean he literally doesn’t have any time in his calendar. If you look at his calendar, it’s booked for six full months. We have meetings we need to schedule and we’re looking at the back end of the year before we can even get started. Have you come across that before?”


I began to realize what Alicia was telling me.


“I have come across that problem before,” I said, “and I’m pretty sure I know what’s causing it and that I can help. Would you like me to talk to Michael?”


“I’d be grateful,” said Alicia. “To be honest ….”


She glanced around and lowered her voice.


“To be honest, if things carry on as they are, I think Michael will kill himself with overwork, and it’s kinda my job to stop that happening, you know?”


She looked at me and smiled wryly.


“But it’s also not good,” Alicia confided. “Things are not running well.”


She broke off and looked as if she was worried she had said too much.


“Can you arrange for Michael and I to have a conversation?” I asked. “Then he can decide if he’d like to work with me on this.”


“I’ll look at his calendar,” Alicia said without thinking.


“Good luck with that,” I said, smiling.


Alicia laughed.


“Leave it with me,” she said. “This is top priority.”


Over the course of my career as an executive coach, I have come to recognize an overfull calendar as a classic symptom of a very particular leadership problem.


There are usually some other symptoms that go along with the calendar issue. It often becomes clear that the leader is not engaging well with the team. He or she may well be having regular meetings with key members of the team, but those key members don’t seem to be getting any clear sense of direction. The leaders themselves feel overwhelmed and stressed out. They feel that they are not doing a good job and are not really on top of things. They seem to be constantly firefighting and getting tied up with issues that demand their time and attention, but they are not really moving the organization forward in the way they had planned.


Behind all this is often a sense of bewilderment. Things have always gone so well for them before. You don’t get to be appointed to a senior leadership role if you don’t have a track record as a successful operator. But the old tricks don’t seem to be working. Something seems to have come off the rails.


I call it leadership shock. I’ll tell you a lot more about it in a moment, because it is the subject of this book. First, let me tell you a bit more about Michael.


Michael had recently been promoted to CEO from his previous role as COO. Before that, he had been head of marketing for the same company. Michael was pretty much a company man.


I learned that he had been widely tipped as the strongest contender for the CEO role. The organization had interviewed several other applicants, both internal and external, and he had faced some stiff competition, but his appointment was no surprise to anyone in the company or in the wider industry and was widely welcomed.


Michael was “a safe pair of hands.” He was well liked and well respected. He knew the direction he wanted to take the company, and he knew what he hoped to achieve during his time as CEO. Everything should have been plain sailing.


Instead, it was clear that Michael was struggling. On the face of it, his problem was simple: he was drowning under his workload. His calendar seemed to be out of control. But I had seen too many leaders in similar circumstances to believe that the problem was simply about Michael’s calendar.


Alicia talked to Michael’s assistant, Janet, and came back to me with a date for a meeting with Michael. She also gave me some more background detail.


Michael clearly wasn’t finding any time for his family or any kind of social life, but he seemed to accept that as an inevitable aspect of the new role. Alicia told me that Michael was experiencing the “constantly firefighting” issue and that he wasn’t able to devote the time he wanted to his big ideas—the things he most wanted to make happen during his tenure.


Alicia also hinted at tensions within the senior team. Michael was in the process of interviewing internal and external candidates for his replacement as COO. The vice president of sales took every opportunity to complain to Michael about the chief marketing officer and the chief finance officer, and was clearly getting under everyone’s skin. People were turning to the CFO, Jimena, for advice and guidance—and even for decisions—because everyone was finding it hard to get any of Michael’s time and attention. There was a sense of infighting and a lack of direction.


The fact that Alicia was prepared to confide so much in me was significant of itself. She was clearly anxious. Although her immediate concern was the state of Michael’s calendar and the potential effect on Michael’s well-being, it seemed clear to me that she could sense that something was not right in the company. Alicia had her finger firmly on the pulse of the organization, and she didn’t like what she was feeling.
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I have been working in the field of organizational development, leadership, innovation, and strategic planning for some twenty years now.


For many years after I started working in the corporate space, I was also an elite rugby coach. I coached the USA Women’s Rugby team for two Rugby World Cups and for the Rio Olympics. I spent nineteen years as head coach for Penn State’s women’s rugby team, winning ten national championships.


I know a lot about the difference between success and failure. I know how to help top athletes and top executives deliver the best performance they are capable of. I have also learned a lot about what it takes for people to become highly effective leaders and about the things that cause leaders to fail.


It has taken all that knowledge and all that experience for me to recognize something that has probably been staring me in the face for much of that time: that a great many executives fail not because of some defect they have (and least of all because of some mistake they make; everyone makes mistakes) but because they have gone into a form of leadership shock.


Leadership shock can happen at any stage in a leader’s career.


It is generally less serious when it happens early in someone’s career. When people take on a leadership role for the first time in their lives, they are acutely aware of the new challenges they face. They are looking out for signs that something might be going wrong because they know they are in a new kind of role and that different things will be expected from them. They realize that their behavior is going to need to change.


They may be experiencing a degree of leadership shock, but at least they are expecting it. And because they are aware they are in uncharted territory and that there are risks and dangers ahead, there is a good chance they will adapt and survive. They are usually keen to learn more and are open to advice and guidance. The main threat for new leaders is that high-quality advice may not be made available to them and, if so, they may fail to seek out good advice in their early days.


Experienced leaders face a different problem. The leadership principles and behaviors they have developed over the years have proven successful—by definition. Those principles and behaviors are pretty much ingrained by now, and, in any case, it often doesn’t occur to the leader that their new role may require them to draw on different aspects of their leadership strengths or develop new ways of working with colleagues. Everything has worked perfectly up until now, so why change?


It is often especially hard to see the need for change when leaders take up a new, more senior role in the same organization. In a different organization, they are more alert to the possibility that change will be needed: there will likely be a different culture and different expectations of how leaders should behave. When leaders are promoted within the organization they have worked in for perhaps many years, everything seems, on the face of it, to be the same.


When leaders find that what has always worked so well for them in the past is no longer working, they literally don’t know what has hit them. They can’t imagine what action they can take to fix the problem. They feel as if the ground is shifting beneath their feet and that everything they believed to be true about themselves and about the world around them is suddenly in question.


What I started to realize, after I had been working as a leadership consultant for some years, was that all the leaders who were turning to me because they were facing this kind of problem with their leadership were all going through some form of transition. It might be the business environment they operated in, but more often it was a new role; a new boss; a reorganization … Something had changed that was causing the problem.


It was at that point that I began to recognize the symptoms of what I now know is leadership shock.


I call it leadership shock for a good reason—it’s not stress; it’s shock. A degree of stress is normal for any executive, especially when they take on a new role. But certain sets of circumstances can turn normal levels of stress into full-blown shock.


There is a physiological background to this. Our bodies react to stressful situations by producing hormones that increase our readiness for “fight or flight.” We feel alert and full of energy, albeit a little tense and edgy. For this reason, stress can be productive. We can use the adrenaline flow to fuel our response to the worrying new situation.


Shock is different. Shock is not productive. When we go into shock, our bodies have gone beyond fight or flight. Our brains shut down all nonessential systems in a single-minded attempt to stay alive. We can function, but we can’t perform.


The leaders I was working with were showing all the classic symptoms of shock. They were working hard—too hard, in a sense—but they didn’t feel it was productive work. They were often sleeping badly and skipping meals. They had no life outside of work and their family life was under strain as a result. They would tell me how they felt overwhelmed by their new role, that despite all their efforts they didn’t seem to be able to focus on the things they most wanted to achieve.


They had always coped with the challenges they had faced in the past, but this new change was different in some way. Their usual approaches and behaviors were not producing successful outcomes.


What they needed, but did not recognize, was to rethink their whole approach to leadership and change key aspects of their behavior.


That’s a lot easier said than done.




MARIA TAYLOR


CHIEF LEARNING OFFICER, UNITED AIRLINES





“I think that when leaders are transferring to an external role, they give a lot more thought to what is expected and to the context. They do the research; they ask the questions. And if they’re doing it successfully, they recognize the magnitude of the change. Or, if they’re transferring with an executive recruiter, the recruiter will have those conversations with them and help prep them, where an internal person doesn’t necessarily have those conversations.


“When you transfer internally to a larger role, everything changes, but it’s in ways that are subtle. I think sometimes it can be harder. Because you know the people, you think you know the job, you think you know the context. What you don’t recognize is how dramatically the context and expectations have changed—and often you don’t really adapt to it. You’re not thinking about it in a different and big-picture way, and you’re relying on the skill set that got you there to take you forward successfully, which doesn’t always work.”








Do You Have Leadership Shock?


Try this short questionnaire to discover whether and to what extent you are already suffering from leadership shock. Please answer this on a 5-point scale related to your current role. Add up your score (1, 2, 3, etc.) for each response.


[image: img19.jpg]


YOUR SCORE:


26–30 Congratulations, you are in great leadership health.


21–25 Beware! You are doing OK but need to monitor your leadership health.


16–20 You have mild leadership shock and it is preventing you from being successful.


1–15 You are in full leadership shock. (But don’t worry—we will work together to return you to great leadership health.)
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CHAPTER 2


THE AUTHENTIC LEADERSHIP MODEL





Before I became a leadership coach, I was a scientist—a geochemist, to be precise—and perhaps because of that science background, I tend to think in terms of systems. I think about how different aspects of a system interact to cause something else to happen.


I used to work on climate modeling, for example. What I like about climate modeling is that if you change one factor in any aspect of the system, you see the impact of that change somewhere else, and you can make the connections—even though they can be very complex. You can see how even a small change in one place can ripple through the whole system and sometimes have quite a dramatic effect somewhere else in the system.


That also fed into my work as a rugby coach. I felt that players needed to have a set of principles that would inform how they approached their game. Putting together a team of individually brilliant athletes isn’t enough to win matches. The team needs principles that will guide the kind of moves they choose to initiate and how they respond effectively to attacks from the other side. Over time, these principles create a set of “instinctive” behaviors; the team learns to play in a winning way. You see this in all great teams: someone always seems to be in the right place at the right time; small opportunities are cleverly exploited; mistakes by the opposition are seized on ruthlessly.
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