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PRAISE FOR Aware



“In AWARE, Les Csorba provides a master class on self-awareness and leadership—where confidence meets humility to build true authenticity.”

—JAMIE DIMON, chairman and CEO of JPMorgan Chase

“THE TRUTH HURTS—especially about yourself. We are generally unaware of our blind spot. Or we see them through a self-serving lens. Les Csorba’s peerless acumen will expand your understanding of leadership and, perhaps also, yourself.”

—THE HONORABLE CHRIS WRIGHT

“SELF-AWARENESS IS a critical quality for leaders at all levels, but particularly for those at the very top, and Les Csorba’s AWARE: The Power of Seeing Yourself Clearly makes that point very effectively and convincingly.”

—GENERAL DAVID PETRAEUSUS Army (Ret.), former commander of US Central Command, and former director of the CIA

“IN AWARE, Les pinpoints a vital cornerstone of great leadership—self-awareness. Drawing on his unique vantage point as a trusted executive recruiter, White House advisor, and confidant to top leaders, he offers a compelling and practical guide for anyone seeking to lead with clarity and purpose.”

—TRAVIS STICE, executive chairman of Diamondback Energy

“LES CSORBA IS the master of recognizing potential and placing it where it can shape the future. In this book, he distills a lifetime of wisdom from the highest levels of leadership into something every decision-maker needs to read. No one understands talent—real, game-changing talent—like Les.”

—HAROLD HAMM, founder and chairman of Continental Resources

“WHAT SEPARATES GOOD leaders from great ones? Self-awareness. In AWARE, Les Csorba makes the case with clarity, wit, and just the right amount of blunt truth. I’ve known Les since White House days, and for over thirty years he’s been in the room with Fortune 500 CEOs and Boards—helping them confront what they don’t see about themselves. This book is bold, practical, and unforgettable, and you will be reminded that being the smartest person in the room isn’t the same as being the best leader in it.”

—THE HONORABLE ELAINE CHAO former US secretary of labor and transportation and former CEO of United Way of America

“THERE ARE MANY books that will teach you leadership skills, but without self-awareness you will destroy everything you built, erode trust, and find yourself hurting people. If every leader read this book, there would be less pain in the world.”

—DON MILLER, New York Times bestselling author and CEO of StoryBrand.AI

“LES’S BOOK is a valuable reminder about the importance of integrity in leadership. AWARE shows that true leadership is about much more than intelligence and talent. It’s also about making informed decisions and having the courage to stand by them. This book is a solid anchor for anyone looking to lead by doing what’s right, even when it’s unpopular.”

—DARREN WOODS chairman and chief executive officer of ExxonMobil

“IN AWARE, leadership expert Les Csorba shows that the goal for a leader isn’t to control others—it’s to control oneself. This important book teaches us that real power begins with the courage to look within.”

—ARTHUR C. BROOKS, Harvard professor and #1 New York Times bestselling author

“OH, HOW I wish I could have read this book during the twenty- five years I was former president George H.W. Bush’s chief of staff. I, of course, learned so much from him, but reading Les Csorba’s insightful and inspirational AWARE is like taking a master class in leadership. It should be mandatory reading for every MBA program in the country.”

—JEAN BECKER, New York Times bestselling author of The Man I Knew and author of Character Matters… and Other Life Lessons from George H.W. Bush

“I ALREADY KNEW Les was the real deal, as a leader, husband, father, grandfather, and man of faith; but after reading AWARE, I walked away with fresh, practical lessons on self-awareness that I can apply immediately in my life and leadership. This book is a rare gift. Les weaves together decades of real-world leadership insight with ageless biblical wisdom, helping every reader confront their blind spots and lead with greater clarity, humility, and purpose. Honestly, I’m shocked this book hadn’t been written before—but grateful Les had the courage and calling to write it now. Leaders—and those they serve—will be better because of it.”

—WEST BRAZELTON senior pastor at Grace Bible Church in Houston

“ABOVE THE ORACLE at Delphi, the words ‘Know Thyself’ were engraved. In this essential book, Les Csorba shows leaders that it’s just as true now as it was then—and shows today’s leaders how to acquire the self-knowledge that will allow them to be the courageous and ethical leaders the world needs.”

—GAUTAM MUKUNDA, lecturer of management practice at the Yale School of Management and author of Indispensable: When Leaders Really Matter and Picking Presidents: How to Make the Most Consequential Decision in the World

“MY COLLEAGUE and friend, Les Csorba, not only proves the value of awareness using both his rich experience and rich data on leader performance but also lays out ways that this attribute can be cultivated and leveraged. The result is a super valuable toolkit—and a deeply engaging read.”

—TOM MONAHAN CEO of Heidrick & Struggles








[image: Aware: The Power of Seeing Yourself Clearly, by Les Csorba. Diary of a Corporate Headhunter. StoryBrand Books. A Partner of the World’s Premier Executive Search Firm and Former White House Senior Advisor.]






To Anne—the most self-aware person I’ve ever known and who proves that true wisdom walks hand in hand with grace.

(… and to Liesl and Lucy, my two ever-loyal dogs, whose affection raises my own awareness not to take their overly generous admiration too seriously.)






What you are aware of you are in control of.

What you are not aware of is in control of you.

—ANTHONY DE MELLO








Preface

One day about thirty years ago, at the outset of my career in executive recruiting, I arrived at the office to find a courier-delivered envelope on my desk awaiting attention. Inside was a résumé, and nothing else. No cover letter, no word of recommendation, not even a Post-it note asking me to do anything.

But my name on the envelope was written in a familiar hand, and the return address confirmed the sender: “Office of George Bush, Houston, Texas.” I had worked for the forty-first president in the White House, vetting candidates for presidential appointment. Clearly he wanted to help this person and knew I would get the message without more being said.

The résumé detailed service at the Departments of State and Defense. Some reading between the lines told me that this wasn’t the whole story. These roles, I concluded, had been cover for a man working as a CIA operative. President Bush, who in the 1970s had served as CIA director, was being characteristically discreet, and trusted that I would know what to do. I took this as a mark of his confidence in my judgment, and within an hour I was talking to the former operative about his future.

That was George H. W. Bush’s style as a man and as a leader: understated, trusting, supportive, gracious, considerate, discreet, and exceedingly self-aware. In these and many other ways, he remains an ideal for the kind of leadership I most admire. For years, I kept that moment to myself until his death—a little reminder of the President’s humility and grace.

His close friend James A. Baker III, the former secretary of treasury and state, described Bush to me as the most self-aware person he ever encountered,1 and I know just what Baker meant. It’s an impressive sight when a man who rises so high in the world remains modest, unpretentious, and authentic. From an early age, he always reminded himself, “Keep your ego in check, George, and stay humble.” That deep personal modesty was part of his greatness.

Few understood the art of keeping things low-key better than George Bush, the former Director of Central Intelligence himself. In professions like national security—or executive search—trust and confidentiality are the bedrock. Operating in the shadows isn’t just an expectation; it’s an unspoken responsibility. Frankly, there’s probably an unwritten rule somewhere that executive recruiters should avoid writing books like this altogether.

As it turned out, my work for him in the Office of Presidential Personnel was a prelude to decades of matching leaders to top jobs in the private sector. Headhunters, as we’re colloquially known, are in the business of placing talent where it can do the most good. The stakes can be pretty high in getting the right fit, and we develop an eye for leadership styles and personality types.

One thing I noticed, no doubt influenced in part by my association with George Bush, is that the flashiest leaders are by no means always the best. You learn to look for a subtler mix of traits to fit the bill of solid, reliable leadership. You want the type of leader who doesn’t regard him- or herself, as a complete, finished product. The most effective leaders have the self-awareness to keep striving and improving—they recognize their flaws and confront them, defer to those who complement their skills, and deploy their best to bring out the best in others.

But here’s the catch: Every leader wants to be known, yet many are terrified of being truly seen. That’s where the real work begins. You can control what you are aware of; what you are unaware of controls you.

The Japanese have a saying about the “three faces” we wear: The first is the one we show the world, the second is for our close friends and family, and the third—the truest version—is the one we keep hidden, even from ourselves. That third face? That’s where the magic happens, where self-awareness and growth as a leader begin.

The finest leaders, as I have observed time and again in my career, are hardly free of flaws and blind spots. What sets them apart is the awareness and determination to show up as the best version of themselves, whether they run a small team, lead a major organization, or have just stepped into a long-sought dream job. Most anyone in charge of an enterprise can see the limitations and shortcomings of others; self-aware leadership sees one’s own limitations and shortcomings—and gets serious about correcting them, never simply giving up.

In our professional lives, the main barriers to success aren’t always external—often they are internal. It can be our own blind spots, insecurities, bad habits, and complacency that hold us back. Every leader is locked in a tug-of-war between outward achievements and inward growth. The best leaders don’t ignore that inner struggle—they embrace it. They dig deep, confront their flaws, and do the hard work to improve. Why? Because self-awareness, paired with the courage to change, is what sets exceptional leaders apart.

This book, based on my dealings with thousands of leaders, is meant to help you in that effort.

It’s useful to remember, as I hope to show with many examples, that great leadership is aspirational; it takes relentless effort, honest reflection, and the humility to fail yet keep trying. The most impressive leaders I’ve studied weren’t perfect, but they had at least two traits in common. They had unwavering self-belief without falling into self-absorption. And they were alert to personal weaknesses, confronting their faults directly. This combination of strengths opens the path for a leader’s personal growth. In business, as in other callings, successful leadership is not a point of arrival but a journey where we make progress by refusing to quit and being at least a little better than we were yesterday. And the best leaders aim to become the kind of leader they’d want to follow—not just a carbon copy of past role models.

Darren Woods is a great example. When offered the CEO role at ExxonMobil in 2016, he hesitated, saying he didn’t feel the need to be in charge. The board’s response? “That’s why we believe you’re perfect for the role.”

Leaders of this caliber aren’t the sort who just check off tasks; they think not only about what they want to do, but also about who they want to be. Working with that attitude is actually ancient wisdom, as in the advice of the Stoic philosopher Epictetus: “First say to yourself what you would be; and then do what you have to do.”2 By self-awareness, as I use the term in this book, I mean this reflective, intentional state of mind that sees the kind of leader we can be and doesn’t settle for less.

Every aspiring leader has blind spots—it’s just the physics of leadership. I’ve certainly had to deal with my own, and there was no avoiding discussion of these in this book. The faults we all contend with can become derailers, in our careers and for the teams and whole companies we’re supposed to serve. Instead of addressing them with humility and honesty, we sometimes try to rationalize or to place the blame with others. This lack of self-awareness only lets problems fester, leaving us stalled when we and our teams could be advancing. No executive ever starts the day thinking, How can I derail my team today? More often, they give no thought at all to how their conduct and attitude are affecting others.

You’ll find some very familiar names in the chapters ahead, from our own and earlier eras, all in their different ways offering key lessons in how to cultivate strengths or work around limitations. These are leaders of abundant natural gifts who nonetheless saw weakness that had to be overcome if their talents were to be put to full use.

Take Elon Musk—often hailed as a modern-day da Vinci—who admits to an Achilles’ heel: He’s a little too optimistic. In a moment of self-reflection, he acknowledged, “I’m a little optimistic about timeframes.”3 Now, optimism is a fantastic quality for leaders, especially trailblazers working on game-changing ideas. But when dialed up too high, it’s a “derailer.” For someone like Musk, whose vision seems ripped straight from a sci-fi novel, that optimism (which he confessed is almost “pathological”), can lead to setting sky-high expectations that are nearly impossible to meet—and even risky.4

Still, credit where it’s due: Musk knows this about himself and owns it. And honestly, who can blame him? Between building reusable rockets, rolling out autonomous cars, and tinkering with humanoid robots, implantable brain chips, and advanced AI—not to mention digging futuristic tunnels, championing free speech, and driving government efficiency—he’s got a lot on his plate. Sure, his optimism might stretch timelines a bit thin, but isn’t that part of what makes him, well, Elon Musk? After all, it’s hard to shoot for the stars without a little extra hope in your corner.

Warren Buffett, the legendary “Oracle of Omaha,” has openly confessed to one of his flaws: being a bit too agreeable—what some call “Nebraska nice.” He’s admitted that his loyalty sometimes makes him slow to part ways with underperforming managers.5 While his hands-off, trust-filled style has been a cornerstone of his success, even Buffett knows that every strength has its flip side. His self-awareness and humility, though, are what truly set him apart as a business icon.

Then there was Steve Jobs, whose management style sparked endless debate. Love him or not, Jobs always knew one thing about himself: He wasn’t cut out to work for anyone else. Long before Apple was born in his parents’ garage, he embraced this truth. Over time—after plenty of trial and error—Jobs cracked the code for pairing his visionary leadership with the operational genius of Tim Cook. Together, they formed one of the most dynamic leadership duos in history, proving that even the most brilliant minds need balance.

Dwight Eisenhower, the five-star general turned US president, had a flaw that’s almost too relatable: a fiery temper. But Ike didn’t let it control him. Instead, he turned to a simple yet effective routine—he’d write down the name of the person he was furious with, then toss the note in the trash. Over time, this quirky ritual and a lot of self-discipline helped him master his emotions, turning a personal weakness into one of his greatest strengths.6

Teddy Roosevelt’s recognition of his erratic behavior as a young assemblyman in New York highlighted his exceptional self-awareness and capacity for growth. Early in his political career, the fiery “Bull Moose” was notorious for his aggressive, combative approach, often bulldozing through debates and alienating colleagues with his confrontational tactics. However, Roosevelt’s willingness to reflect on his actions and acknowledge the ineffectiveness of his bullying style marked a pivotal moment in his development as a leader, ultimately becoming a towering, Rushmorean figure in American history.

Leading and navigating uncertain times require a powerful mix of self-awareness, adaptability, and the courage to pivot when needed. I once worked with the CEO of a $10 billion energy company who, despite his accomplishments, struggled with shyness and introversion. His reserved nature unintentionally created distance from his team, leading to a dip in morale and productivity. Recognizing this blind spot, he took a creative approach: He removed the chairs from his office. This forced him to leave his comfort zone—literally—and engage more intentionally with his team. Over time, he became what my extra-extroverted wife wryly calls me: a “high-functioning introvert.”

On the other hand, some leaders resist confronting their blind spots, often to their own detriment. Take the senior executive I was coaching at a gas pipeline company when he was in the running for CEO. When presented with 360-degree feedback revealing him as “controlling,” he spent an entire hour disputing the data rather than reflecting on it—the “feedback would have been different by recutting the data with other raters.” The unwillingness to face the truth cost him the top role, leaving him stuck in the shadows of his own potential.

I’ll also introduce you to some other executives I’ve come to know personally, whose stories illustrate the themes of this book in action. Before they held positions of enormous professional responsibility, and in some cases before they became hugely successful and wealthy, many of these men and women had to persevere through tough personal challenges. All found ways to get around obstacles in the journey, or to grow past weaknesses that were holding them back. The secret to unlocking your full potential is owning your imperfections, learning from them, and taking bold steps to grow. Even a small dose of humility and self-reflection can be transformational.

This shift from what has been known as a kind of transactional leadership to something more meaningful—call it the Ted Lasso effect—is what truly sets great leaders apart. Ted Lasso is a heartwarming comedy about an optimistic American football coach who transforms a struggling English soccer team—and the people around him—through kindness, resilience, and unwavering belief. The show’s runaway popularity says a lot about what people crave today: leaders who are kind, empathetic, and make their teams feel valued, but who also know how to be direct when feedback and correction is necessary. Think of it as leading like a great coach, focusing not just on wins but on the people behind them.

Along the way, the book touches on agility, backbone, empathy, vulnerability, self-forgetfulness, and other traits you’ll find in self-aware leaders. And in an epilogue and appendix, I venture a summary of the book’s message along with forty principles of action I call, for reasons I’ll explain, the Raven Rules. My last word reflects Anthony de Mello’s work on awareness, namely, that self-observation is not for the fainthearted or the closed-minded.

This book pulls together insights from decades of experience at Heidrick & Struggles, the worldwide executive recruiting and leadership consulting firm. I drew from over 75,000 interviews conducted using our META leadership framework (Mobilize, Execute, Transform with Agility); my own notes from hundreds of candidate interviews, informal conversations, or interviews with more than fifty leading CEOs; and reflections from my personal leadership diary. I hasten to add that while the ideas and argument of the book are a product of my experiences at Heidrick & Struggles, in the opinions offered here I speak only for myself.

In writing the book, I’ve also learned a great deal about leadership from Jamie Dimon, Darren Woods, Chris Wright, and other CEOs who were kind enough to make time for me. Many of these leaders are from the energy industry, for the simple reason that my recruiting and coaching work at Heidrick & Struggles has centered on that demanding, highly volatile, and risk-heavy sector. Occasionally, the stories and profiles in the book are personal in nature, recalling loss and past grief, and these are shared with permission.

Writing about leadership, I should say upfront, is a bit like walking a tightrope—you have to be careful because even the best leaders, whether they’re historical icons or people we admire personally, are bound to slip up. As the saying goes, history doesn’t repeat itself, but human nature does. Even the most self-aware, well-intentioned leaders aren’t immune to stumbling now and then. Warren Buffett, in his 2024 Annual Letter to Berkshire Shareholders, said something executive recruiters can easily relate to: “People are not that easy to read,” and “sincerity and empathy can be easily faked.”7 It’s a humbling reminder that no one—not even legendary leaders—have it all figured out.

In these pages, I’ll share some of the highs and the lows in my own experience, moments when I felt I was thriving, times when I fell short, and lessons I’m still learning. Growing in self-awareness takes work, and if I’m certain of anything it is that the effort is worth it. Some of the ideas that follow have changed my career and life for the better, and I hope that you might benefit as well from the mix of reflections, stories, and practical advice that follows.

The book is meant not just for CEOs or boardroom executives. Whether you’re climbing the ladder, striving for greater impact, hiring, developing talent, or just starting out and surveying your career prospects, this book is meant for you as well. In a way, it’s my long letter to the next generation of leaders so they can understand the truth in Cicero’s words, “Not for ourselves alone, are we born.”8

I have been very lucky in my career to work with incredible leaders in government, business, and the nonprofit sector. I’ve seen the qualities that make leaders stand out. I have also seen the opposite—toxic leaders who teach us what not to do. Poor leadership can end in derailment for a career or a company, but the consequences are sometimes much more far-reaching, doing grave harm to the economy and to the lives of millions.

Here and there in the book, we’ll recall some infamous cases of the ruin that reckless business executives have left in their wake. As many Americans learned in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, one man’s blind spot is not necessarily just one man’s problem. The uncorrected flaws of a few can become everyone’s burden. For this reason, I’ve tried to make this more than just another self-help book for aspiring executives. As much as ever, the business world needs people of character and moral ambition in positions of responsibility. In a financial crisis whose consequences many people are still feeling today, just about everything that could go wrong did go wrong, and it all started with a failure of leadership.






ONE Subprime Leadership



Corporate America might get a bailout,

but no one was going to bail me out.

—JULIA



September 15, 2008, will forever be remembered as a day of economic infamy. Lehman Brothers, a 158-year-old institution that had weathered the Civil War, two World Wars, and the Great Depression, declared bankruptcy. The ensuing Great Recession brought about the most abrupt destruction of wealth since 1929, wiping out $10 trillion in asset value.1

Home values collapsed, retirement savings vanished, and a lot of people learned the hard way that some so-called “safe investments” were nothing of the kind. Among the millions caught in the fallout was a woman named Julia, whose story, a decade on, was related in the Financial Times. Her crash course in How to Survive a Financial Apocalypse started with a simple home purchase, made just before the Lehman disaster. As a small business owner and a mother of two, Julia thought she’d played it safe when buying a house in Melbourne, Florida. “I qualified for more,” she told the Times, but she had opted for something modest.

At first, life was manageable. Her web-design business was picking up, and the mortgage seemed doable, especially with her husband’s income in the mix. “We’ve got this,” she told herself confidently. But that was before faraway events undermined her whole life plan. The economic calamity changed everything. Her business dried up, and her husband—a spouse apparently not built for tough times—ran off with their savings. Julia was left to deal with it all herself: a six-year-old child, a two-year-old child, house payments she couldn’t make, and a business that was going nowhere.

With poor credit, a house worth half its previous value, and no good options, she declared bankruptcy. She moved back in with her parents, reenrolled in school, and worked three jobs, getting by on little sleep and barely enough time to breathe, let alone pray. Looking back on ten hard years, she told a Times reporter:


I feel less safe now than I did before the crisis. We haven’t kept up with inflation, education is much more expensive and it’s a struggle to maintain a middle-class lifestyle. I learned from experience that the little guy is not the priority. Corporate America might get a bailout, but no one was going to bail me out.2



While the big banks were deemed “too big to fail,” people like Julia were, in effect, dismissed as too small to matter.

Among the millions, like Julia, caught in the fallout was Yu Lia Chun, a sixty-six-year-old retiree in Hong Kong who discovered that her “rock-solid” savings had been tied to a now-defunct American firm she’d never even heard of. One day, she was planning for her golden years; the next, her $155,000 nest egg was gone, leaving her wondering if she’d ever trust a banker—or anyone else in a suit—again.3 In China, unpaid workers took matters into their own hands, kidnapping Israeli managers from a hotel construction site when a promised Lehman loan vanished into thin air. A guilt-ridden private equity executive in London, distraught over leaving his firm’s funds in a doomed Lehman account, tragically stepped in front of a commuter train. In Arizona, a bankrupt CEO chose to meet his end dressed to the nines in a tuxedo, proving that even in despair, he wouldn’t let standards slip. A Connecticut stockbroker leapt from his office window.4

The crisis didn’t just steal money—it took livelihoods, hopes, and lives, leaving behind tales even more grim than the recession’s spreadsheets. “The world breaks everyone,” Hemingway wrote. “But those that will not break, it kills. It kills the very good and the very gentle and the very brave impartially.”5

The economic collapse of 2008, and all that followed, changed the political landscape in ways few could have imagined at the time. From the aftermath of the Great Recession in 2010 and onward, America entered a simmering populist era, a stage set for an age-old drama: the haves versus the have-nots, and the protected versus the unprotected. On one side stood the Julias of the world—everyday Americans weathering an unforgiving economy. On the other, Wall Street bankers, the credentialed elite, and the expert class, all vying to safeguard their share of what was left of the American dream.

Nothing prepared the way for the eventual election and reelection of President Donald Trump like the bitterness and disillusionment left by the financial crisis. Hardworking, responsible people understandably felt forgotten and taken for granted, as Wall Street Journal columnist Peggy Noonan observed,


The protected make public policy and the unprotected live in it. And the unprotected are starting to push back powerfully. The protected are the accomplished, the secure, the successful, those who have power, or access to it. They are protected from much of the roughness or the world. More to the point, they are protected from the world they have created. They live in nice neighborhoods—in safe ones [and] they are insulated from the many of the effects of their own decisions…. Social philosophers are always saying the underclass must re-moralize. Maybe it is the overclass that must re-moralize.6



At the time of the collapse, of course, banking executives were quick to place the blame elsewhere, seeking to spread it as widely as possible. Lehman’s CEO, Richard S. Fuld Jr., confidently declared, “It’s not just one single thing—it’s all these things taken together… the perfect storm.”7 Translation: “Don’t look at me; it’s the universe’s fault!” If there’s one thing we’ve learned from history, it’s that when the going gets tough, the so-called tough go soft and blame the weather. Why bother with self-reflection when you can craft a narrative that makes fate the real villain? Like Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov, the self-deceptive character in Crime and Punishment, these financial masterminds found it far more convenient to point fingers at an angry cosmos than to acknowledge their own hubris.


When Leaders Fail

Looking back, it’s clear that many banking executives were too preoccupied with their bonuses to see the great unraveling they had set in motion. It was Bill George, the truth-telling former CEO of Medtronic, who put it best: The crisis wasn’t so much about subprime mortgages as it was about subprime leadership.8

Lehman Brothers is an example for the ages of reckless, self-seeking, and unreflective people running the show. Under Fuld’s fearless (and accountability-free) leadership, Lehman Brothers became a masterclass in hubris, with the board more like a cheer squad than a governing body. Nine members were retired, four were over seventy-five, and only two had actual financial services experience. The rest? A theater producer, a retired Navy admiral, and, best of all, an actor from the 1957 Katherine Hepburn flick Desk Set. Sure, they were accomplished—just not in, you know, finance.

When the stakes were sky-high, the folks tasked with steering the ship seemed better suited to staging a Broadway revival than navigating the murky waters of risky credit and complex financial instruments. Fuld’s empire crumbled under the weight of poor oversight and misplaced confidence, proving once again that a fish rots from the head down—or in this case, from the headliner and the supporting cast.

The Lehman board’s financial experience? Let’s just say it came from a simpler time, when the most exciting “innovation” was maybe a new kind of savings bond. Modern financial wizardry—credit default swaps, CDOs, and derivatives—might as well have been written in ancient Greek.

But there’s more. During the critical years of 2006 and 2007, as Lehman was busy turning its real estate portfolio into a ticking time bomb, the board’s risk committee met… twice a year. Meanwhile, analysts everywhere were practically screaming about the potential for Lehman’s collapse, especially after Bear Stearns imploded in March 2008. But instead of doing anything proactive, Fuld and the board collectively shrugged. Even when Treasury Secretary Hank Paulson (whose reputation for running toward problems surely prevented a global depression), waved his arms and suggested actual solutions—like selling the business or raising capital—they passed. Multiple suitors showed interest, but Fuld apparently felt the offers weren’t flattering enough. A 25 percent stake to Korea Development Bank? Too low. Half the company to China’s CITIC Securities? Still not good enough. Turns out, holding out for a better deal works great—right up until your entire company becomes worthless.9

To be fair, Lehman wasn’t the only contestant in the “Who Can Wreck the Economy?” Olympics. They had stiff competition from Bear Stearns, AIG, Merrill Lynch, and even government-backed giants Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac—all deemed “too big to fail” and handed lifelines in the form of bailouts or mergers.1 Bank of America even got the memo, swapping out seven board members in 2009 for actual banking experts, proving that maybe—just maybe—having good governance is a good idea.

The Great Recession was a group effort, with a cast of characters straight out of a dark comedy: politicians and lobbyists pushing “affordable” homeownership via Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, predatory lenders preying on naive homebuyers, corporate boards napping on the job, CEOs chasing bonuses instead of long-term stability, and credit rating agencies doing their best impression of watchdogs asleep at the gate. Turns out, when everyone’s chasing short-term gains, the long-term fallout hits everyone. Jack Welch summed it up best with a nod to Murder on the Orient Express: There might have been only one victim (the economy), but there were plenty of suspects—that is, the ones who were in charge.

The seeds of this fiasco were planted back in the 1980s when corporate America had its “Aha!” moment and decided to tie executive pay to short-term shareholder returns. What could go wrong? Cue a cultural shift toward self-interest and instant gratification, leaving long-term value creation and proper risk management in the dust. Somewhere, Adam Smith and Milton Friedman were probably shaking their heads, wondering how their free-market dream—built on fair competition and no fraud—turned into a twisted game of “How Fast Can We Cash Out?” The result? A crash course in what happens when leaders trade long-term health for short-term gains.

The rise of the “Imperial CEO” wasn’t just a coincidence—it was practically a corporate fashion statement of the era. Charisma? Check. Absolute power? Double check. Governance experts today practically shout from the rooftops about the dangers of combining Chair and CEO roles, precisely because it can lead to these unchecked ego-fests. But back then? It was all systems go, with boardrooms prioritizing quick wins over relationships, instant gratification over patience, and hubris over humility. CEOs weren’t reflecting or leading—they were basking.

Michael Burry, the legendary investor who foresaw the 2008 housing market collapse (and was portrayed by Christian Bale in The Big Short), had no illusions about what had happened and who was at fault. Lenders had lowered standards just to churn out more loans, a strategy no responsible executive team would ever even think to pursue.

To this day, Fuld’s undoing remains a cautionary tale in the executive recruiting field, recalling a time when sharp and flashy leaders were preferred over grounded and genuine ones. These days recruiters look for self-awareness, empathy, humility, and authenticity, because everyone remembers what can happen when such qualities are completely missing in a business leader. Leadership is about character, not just execution, and failing spectacularly on both fronts nearly sank the global economy. Being “the smartest person in the room” isn’t the same as being the best leader in it. The two great lessons about CEOs during that era: too much hubris, too little self-awareness.

Yet even now, too many leaders in business seem to crave attention and applause instead of accepting the sacrifices that real leadership requires. We still see the same weakness for short-term wins that make the top guy look good, at the expense of harder, behind-the-scenes decision-making that truly serves the long-term interests of stakeholders. When a leader becomes his own biggest fan, everyone else ends up paying a price. As the saying goes, there’s no smaller package than a leader wrapped up in themselves.

Ambition in a leader is natural and often admirable, provided, of course, that it is tempered and well directed. In business, growth and profitability are obviously essential, but how they are achieved is hardly an incidental consideration. The great economist Milton Friedman explained that the social responsibility of business is to increase profits, but, he stressed, only within the boundaries of ethical conduct and what moral common sense recognizes as the rules of the game.10

Remember Jeff Skilling, Enron’s CEO, who clearly skipped the fine print? Fueled by a mix of pride and envy, his ambition wasn’t just to grow Enron—it was to make it the biggest company in the world, no matter the cost. The cost was sky-high, involving deception, fraud, and a catastrophic collapse. Turned out, the real villain of the Enron saga wasn’t just plain old greed, but the far deadlier sin of hubris. Charlie Munger wisely pointed out, it’s envy—not greed—that drives much of the world’s bad behavior.11 And Skilling’s downfall proved it: He didn’t just want success; he wanted everyone else to eat his dust.

Fast forward to 2023, and Silicon Valley Bank (SVB) followed suit, proving that hubris and leadership blindness never really go out of style. The SVB collapse wasn’t quite the financial earthquake of 2008, but it was powered by the same force lurking beneath the surface: unchecked hubris. Turns out, when leaders stop listening and start believing their own hype, the fallout tends to come with a hefty price tag—for everyone else, of course.

Testifying before Congress in 2023, SVB CEO Greg Becker had a surprising take on his role in the bank’s collapse: He was just a humble “custodian,” swept up by forces beyond his control. Those who knew Becker’s bold leadership style were baffled by this rebranding. After all, “custodians” don’t pull in eight-figure salaries or sit idly by while risks pile up like overdue paperwork. Michael Burry, ever the master of the mic drops, nailed it with a tweet:


2000, 2008, 2023. It’s always the same—people full of hubris and greed take stupid risks and fail. Then money is printed because it works so well.12



Meanwhile, SVB’s demise played out like a high-speed car chase. Within forty-eight hours of signaling a liquidity crisis, $42 billion vanished in a frenzied bank run led by nervous startups and tech investors, exposing just how fragile the tech sector really was. Even Mark Zuckerberg couldn’t resist a jab, joking that the tech industry had “moved so fast, it broke its own bank.”13

One of the best ways of keeping the boundaries ever in mind is to stay close to people who would never cross them. In the words of the proverb, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.”14 We all are shaped, for good or ill, by the company we keep. Every leader—especially CEOs and board members—needs a mentor, coach, or even a consigliere to give candid advice and keep him or her grounded in reality. One thing a self-aware leader knows for sure is that when your team agrees with you 100 percent of the time, when your every idea or even passing thought is received as bold and inspired, it’s not the truth you’re hearing.

One of Richard Fuld’s former associates at Lehman said of him, “He was brilliant in many ways, but couldn’t admit where he fell short.” Another insider described him as being stuck in a “bubble” of power where inconvenient truths and warning signs received no attention. Margaret Heffernan, in her book Willful Blindness, called this the “manufactured cocoon of superiority,”15 allowing leaders to tune out risks, delude themselves, avoid conflict, and cling to their status no matter what. It’s straight out of Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, but instead of chained prisoners misinterpreting shadows, you’ve got CEOs mistaking reckless decisions for genius.16 How many leaders today have slipped into bubbles of their own, insulated from hard realities or signs of trouble?

A sharp contrast is Jamie Dimon, CEO of JPMorgan Chase, the rare banker whose reputation never took a hit during the financial crisis. Among much else, Dimon is known for a level head and for keeping his ego in check—notwithstanding his occasional righteous anger. “Self-awareness is essential in leadership,” he told me in an interview. “It’s not everything, but without it there is nothing.”17 Dimon takes it further with the “OODA Loop” framework—Observe, Orient, Decide, Act—borrowed from US Air Force Colonel John Boyd. For him, the “orient” phase is all about sharpening self-awareness to navigate tricky decisions. Knowing what you don’t know might just be the ultimate leadership hack.

This helps explain his cautious approach to risk management and constant focus on maintaining balance-sheet flexibility, both of which were key to guiding his firm safely through the crisis. Jamie Dimon’s genius lies in his relentless focus on execution. It is driven by rigorous business reviews and a healthy paranoia that sharpens both his self-awareness and his keen understanding of emerging risks. His personal leadership style—marked by accessibility, including his famous “Heartland” road trips and open-door policy—also steers him far clear of the isolated power structures that have doomed so many other executives.

Dimon told me about a small moment of revelation he still remembers. He was at home on a call with colleagues, losing patience with them, when his middle child began to cry and asked, “Dad, why are you so angry?” If his own child had this reaction, he wondered, how must his colleagues feel about being spoken to in such a way? It woke him up, as Dimon told me, and from then on he was determined to present himself with more calm, self-control, and sensitivity to others. He was on a “mission,” he said, “to ensure the team felt trusted, respected, and valued.”18 Turns out, sometimes the best leadership lessons come not from management books but from a teary-eyed kid with a knack for cutting through the noise.

Self-awareness has been crowned the “meta-skill of the 21st century,” and with good reason. According to Tasha Eurich in her book Insight, only 10–15 percent of leaders actually possess it.19 That tracks with a study from Heidrick & Struggles, which pegged the real number at 13 percent.20 In other words, most leaders are confidently winging it. Eurich pointed out the usual culprit: self-deception or mistaking your illusions for reality and thinking everyone’s buying it.

Crises like the Great Recession weren’t just failures of decision-making but failures of self-awareness, character, and courage. Leaders willing to develop these strengths don’t just weather storms—they avoid disasters altogether. True awareness—the kind that demands stepping back, reflecting, addressing blind spots, and aligning actions with a sense of responsibility—can make leaders not just resilient, but too aware to fail.

But let’s zoom out for a second: Leadership isn’t just about those in power. It’s about the countless people who rely on them—ordinary folks who rarely get the safety nets or second chances that leaders do. That’s the heart of this book: a reminder that the real purpose of leadership is serving those who depend on it, not just securing a corner office.

Take Julia, for example. The Great Recession knocked her down hard—she lost everything. But instead of staying there, she dusted herself off, reenrolled in school, and earned her degree without adding a single dollar to her debt. Now, that’s something the financial leaders of 2008 could’ve learned from. More cautious and self-aware, Julia developed a resilience and depth of character that far outshone those who let her down in the first place. She’s living proof of the proverb, “He who conquers his own soul is greater than he who takes a city.”21

That quality has never been more at a premium, and executives who combine awareness, agility, empathy, and good judgment will be the ones to thrive. A powerful business leader’s influence can affect the lives of so many other people, from day-to-day colleagues to innocent bystanders in the economy, like Julia. All of them have a lot riding on a leader’s success, and true leaders will be tenacious in the commitment to never let them down.




	
1. Secretary Paulsen was reluctant to approve a bank bailout, but he did so in 2008, known as the Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP). The bailout was eventually repaid in full, with the government even making a profit on certain investments. While certain investments lost money, the overall TARP initiative resulted in a net positive return. “Final Report on the Troubled Asset Relief Program,” Congressional Budget Office, April 2024, https://www.cbo.gov/publication/60220.








TWO The Other Man in Me



Well, I’ve learned the lines of the great American songbook

And I wear my leather shoes every day

Better with time, getting better with time

Just like the other man in me…

—THOMAS CSORBA, “Another Man in Me,” 2020



Although the best leaders are always praised for being forward-looking, it can be just as valuable to stay attuned to the past, looking back now and then to reflect on the distance traveled. The most capable men and women I’ve encountered as an executive-search professional are un-self-regarding as a rule, but they also tend to be self-aware, knowing their own strengths and weaknesses alike. We all have to live our lives forward, as the philosopher Kierkegaard observed, but really we can only understand our lives backward.

For me, the story starts with my parents, who landed in Canada as refugees from communist Hungary in the 1950s. Life in Hungary had been anything but rosy—more like gray, grim, and suspiciously quiet. Growing up in a Stalinist police state meant you didn’t just mind your manners; you minded your words and your neighbors because you never knew who might turn out to be an informant. One innocent comment could lead to a very awkward family meeting—hosted by the secret police.

After World War II, Hungary’s first dictator, Matyas Rakosi, was an ardent communist known as “Stalin’s best disciple.” True to Rakosi’s teacher, his regime during my parents’ childhood presided over the mass imprisonment of hundreds of thousands and the deaths of many more. Torture, spying, and terror spread throughout the villages and larger cities.

Mom was twelve and Dad fifteen when college students and other brave young Hungarians revolted in October of 1956. Almost miraculously, Rakosi’s regime and his henchmen were forced out of power. Some were hanged for their crimes against humanity. For one glorious week, Hungary was free.

What happened next is one of the sorrowful stories of the Cold War. Hundreds of Soviet tanks appeared, and in the space of a day—Sunday, November 4, 1956—it was all over. Thousands of heroic men and women were massacred in what still stands as one of Soviet communism’s most ruthless crimes.

My teenage father fled his hometown of Apostag (“village of the apostles”) and, with two school friends, headed on foot to the Austrian border. Three days later, with holes in his shoes and in the dark of night, he crawled under a barbed wire fence while holding another refugee’s infant in his arms.

My mother’s father was an educated man—an engineer and English interpreter. He was able to arrange a safer pathway for the family from Budapest into Austria. Eventually, both Mom and Dad made their way to Canada, where, in a close-knit Hungarian community of refugees, they met and married.

For all the drama of their passage to North America, my parents were grateful for their blessings and made a happy life for their children. Hungarians are lively and demonstrative, as any visitor to our house could instantly see. My childhood recollections are a mix of laughter, music, family gossip, passionate arguments, and horsing around with my younger brother. All this plus a constant stream of visitors and dinner guests. Picture a scene out of the film My Big Fat Greek Wedding, substituting Hungarians for the Greeks, and you’ve got the idea.

Especially vivid memories center on the cooking—all the savory, peppery aromas of chicken or beef or pork smothered in roasted Hungarian paprika. The scent of goulash in our three-room apartment made the place indistinguishable from our favorite Hungarian restaurant a few blocks away.

The bright orange-and-red color of that finely grated spice, paprika, was omnipresent. It was painted on the plates, pictured on the linens, etched on Hungarian paintings. And it always seasoned our food—the paprikás csirke (chicken paprika), cucumber salads, eggs for breakfast, goulash for supper. Normal families have salt and pepper shakers on the table; we had salt and paprika, and my dad could discourse at length on its endless dietary benefits.

To Dad, I also owe my boundless pride in Hungarian culture. I grew up hearing him hold forth about all the great Hungarians who stood as giants of history, arts, sports, and science. The list included Szent-Gyorgyi, who discovered Vitamin C, after extracting it from—that’s right—paprika! There were more—Joseph Pulitzer, Franz Liszt, Edward Teller, Leo Szilard, Erno Rubik, Harry Houdini, “Broadway Joe” Namath, even “Columbo” (Peter Falk) and Zsa Zsa Gabor. In my dad’s telling, most every achievement of civilization had a Hungarian behind it.

My dad was a larger-than-life character—think again of My Big Fat Greek Wedding and the character Gus Portokalos, with his Windex cure-all philosophy. He was proud, opinionated, and, well, let’s just say, not shy about being the center of attention. Mom, on the other hand, was the understated, sensible one who kept everything (and everyone) running smoothly. Dad enjoyed being pampered—okay, coddled—and Mom happily obliged.

She made it her mission to ensure family and friends were happy, entertained, and always well-fed. Even after I was tucked in for the night, I’d hear the clinking of dishes and the gentle hum of her cleaning up the kitchen, determined not to let a single pot or pan sit unwashed. Mom’s version of “resting” was making sure everyone else was taken care of first.

Dad was the life of every party and family gathering, though given at times to excessive drinking and flashes of anger. Mom was big on responsibility, and very big on hugs—and always knew when we needed them. Dad brought my brother and me with him to shady bars; Mom took us to Catholic catechism and taught us bedtime prayers. Dad brought home the bacon and taught us in Hungarian: “Aki nem dolgozik, ne is egyek!” (“If you don’t work, you don’t eat.”). Mom, who worked at a modeling agency and a photography studio, was the picture of grace and motherly devotion. Dad was my hero. Mom, my saint.


Old Grief

As a sixteen-year-old, I showed promise on the tennis court and had the opportunity to train in Southern California. I still have the many precious letters my mother wrote to me during that time. One of them brought the sad news that she and my father were divorcing.

No doubt it helped ease the pain to be far away at the time, spared from the scene of my parents’ parting. I felt that I had been left on my own, hurled into a world that would never be the same, yet not imagining the far worse turn life was about to take.

One day when I was eighteen, a senior in high school, and still far away from home, I heard that an uncle was frantically trying to reach me. When he finally tracked me down, he told me that my mother had been taken by ambulance to Vancouver General Hospital after a seizure. Trying to keep me calm, he said, “It’s just probably just a calcium deposit on her brain.” But, he added, “You should come home.”

Between my departure and arrival, the surgeons discovered much more than a calcium deposit. Like a thief in the night, stealing the one whom I had loved more than any other, a malignant tumor had spread throughout her brain. It had all happened very quickly, and she had little time left.

When I arrived at the hospital on that dreary, rainy afternoon, I was beaten down. In a harshly lighted ICU room, quiet except for the sounds of life-support equipment, my beautiful mother was nearing her death. As family and friends gathered in the room, I escaped to the hospital chapel to be alone. When I returned, a priest had arrived to administer last rites. Mom never regained consciousness; I had no chance to say goodbye. Worse, as the eldest son, it fell to me to sign the papers to release her from life support and let her go. She was thirty-nine.

Oddly, my grief was held at bay, as though my heart wasn’t ready to fully acknowledge what had been lost. In the days after her passing, I didn’t cry—there was only an aching emptiness, a void that swallowed everything. It wasn’t until after the burial service, when I found myself alone in her bedroom, surrounded by the remnants of her life—her favorite perfume on the dresser, her well-worn sweater folded neatly on the chair—that the weight of her absence crashed over me.

That was the moment it truly hit me: She was never coming back. The dam broke, and grief surged forward, raw, and unrelenting. I wept as though trying to pour out the unbearable truth with every tear. My aunt must have heard my cries, for she rushed in and gathered me into her arms, holding me as tightly as if she were trying to piece me back together. Her voice, steady and full of love, whispered words that would stay with me forever: “Let it out, all of it. She loved you so much.”

Of course, none of us get through life without experiencing our share of sorrows. And we learn that time can be our friend, slowly lifting the weight and letting us live on. Dostoevsky, whose own travails included the death of a two-year old son, offered this powerful thought in The Brothers Karamazov:


It’s the great mystery of human life that old grief passes gradually into quiet tender joy. I bless the rising sun each day, and, as before, my heart sings to meet it, but now I love even more its setting, its long slanting rays and the soft tender gentle memories that come with them, the dear images from the whole of my long happy life.1



Her memory has always been with me, and it touched me in a special way during a recent family trip to Israel. We were in the fishing village of Magdala, on the Sea of Galilee, where a church stands in honor of great women of the faith. This church was built next to the remnants of a first-century synagogue where we know Jesus would have taught his disciples. Our guide, the Reverend Eamon Kelly, asked us to close our eyes and recall the special women in our lives who shaped our faith. “Take a few minutes,” he said, “and consider those women.”

I thought of my wife and daughters, who were standing with me, and I was filled with gratitude for my beautiful mother. Old grief returned in that moment, but also the gentle recollections of all that she gave me and still means to me. After losing her at such a young age, I have wanted my life to matter. I started my career not sure what work I would do, but one aim has always been fixed in my heart: I wanted to excel in a way that would honor my mother and make her proud.





Blind Spots

In sharing all this, I encourage you to consider your own story and how it has shaped you. Adversity is our least welcome instructor, but often the wisest. We all need to look back sometimes, especially to our hardest moments. As the prophet Isaiah told us, “Look to the place from where you came, the rock out of which you were shaped and the quarry from where you were mined.”2

Over the years, I’ve discovered a few things about myself that both helped and hindered my career. The strong combination of divorce and a parent’s death can, I am told, leave a pattern of forever trying to “fit in.” When a family is shattered, the remaining members feel isolated. It’s not unusual to develop a longing for acceptance and attention, a constant drive to measure up and belong. In time I came to recognize that my tendency to overcompensate, my desire to please to the point of overdoing it, was a blind spot.

Had the divorce of my parents and the death of my mother left a void that I was constantly trying to fill by winning the approval of others? Was I trying to prove something to my highly demanding and opinionated father? Or trying to overachieve and honor the legacy of my loving mother? Whatever the case, it was a quality that called for reflection and self-improvement. More than just a minor flaw or quirk of personality, the trait was a problem.

Time passed, and frankly as a young man I didn’t do much to correct what I knew was a weakness. Things moved fast in those years, and “getting in touch with my feelings” wasn’t high on the agenda. The pace really picked up when I became a new husband and then a father of one, two, three, and then four, all in the same years when I had left a White House job to serve as a partner in a leading global executive search firm. So preoccupied was I in those days, with work, travel, and getting ahead that my wife and I used to joke about one of our most coveted possessions: a card that gave us elite Global Services status with United Airlines. With each annual renewal of this status, Anne would say with approval, “I guess I’ll stay married to you for another year.”

If you’d met me during that period, you would have noticed the constant approval-seeking impulses. But dealing with blind spots cannot be put off forever, even when life and career are going well. The hinge moment for me came one day at a meeting with one of the firm’s senior partners. We were discussing leadership succession in the office. A top biller for our company, this senior partner was one of those people you hear described as a “force of nature,” with a mix of impressive and occasionally off-putting qualities. In other words, a straight-talking, no-nonsense guy without much tact or anything in the way of a filter. Once he had even come to blows with a colleague. He was the kind of partner clients loved and colleagues preferred to avoid.

He was in usual form when I sat down with him that day to talk over future leadership at the firm, a matter that involved my own prospects down the line. The guy held nothing back and got right in my face, saying “You’re a brownnoser!” I was a “nice guy,” he continued, “but you’ll never make it here.” He explained that the office needed a managing partner who was “tough as nails,” and I didn’t fit that description. “People-pleasers never make for good leaders,” he told me. What the office needed, in his view, was someone with a sharp eye for talent and the backbone to push back on “corporate.”

The source of this criticism made it easy to write off as bluster. The fact that this guy was terminated before year’s end spared me from confronting the truth of what he had said. He had been shown the door—what did he know about me or about leadership?

I filed all this away in my mind, never really thinking about it again until long afterward when the firm identified me as a “high potential” leader, a designation given to only twenty or so junior partners who were then screened through an assessment program. Two senior partners interviewed me for three hours; then came a 360-reference report and a battery of psychometrics. All this data was reported back to me, along with the unattributed comments of colleagues, which had a familiar theme: “High in conflict avoidance.” “Frequently holds back from expressing opinions with key stakeholders.” “Resistance to making tough people decisions.” “Reluctance to deliver direct feedback or outline clear expectations of underperforming employees.” And so on.

It did not make for happy reading. The people-pleaser was in full view. I might be “well-liked” at the firm, but in the assessment of the report that hardly made me leadership material. What makes a leader, among much else, are directness and clarity. Yes, colleagues want their leaders to be considerate and respectful, and I met those criteria. But when they fail to set clear expectations or enable poor performance in fear of upsetting things or giving offense, that does more harm than good in any professional setting. That’s where people-pleasing had gotten me at the firm: Nice guy but no leader.

The report identified me as a well-understood personality type. In the plus column, people-pleasers are generous with their time, energy, and effort. They eagerly take on extra work, may be more self-giving than others, are often peacemakers in an organization, and work harder than most to find ways to get to “yes.” Downside: They beat around the bush. They have trouble saying “no.” They might want to do the right thing but sometimes lack the nerve to follow through. They are generally more agreeable than others but can also be duplicitous in little schemes to avert or smooth out conflict. And in the end, their agenda of pleasing everyone and protecting themselves can hold an organization back.

It’s not often in life when a personal flaw is so thoroughly documented as it was for me in this assessment by the firm. I wasn’t exactly the Eddie Haskell type, to recall the two-faced kiss-up from the early sitcom Leave It to Beaver (more recently, Dwight Schrute from The Office), but after an initial period of denial, I knew I had some thinking and changing to do.

I kept reading about the people-pleasing type. One story resonated with me. A former people-pleaser tells how she was bitten by a snake and ended up in a hospital for three days. She and her family were camping, and, barefoot, she accidentally stepped on a snake, which bit her. Her dad was nearby but was deep in conversation with some fellow campers, and she thought it would be rude to interrupt. Instead, the woman walked three hundred yards back to her campsite to inform her mom that she had been bitten. “If it wasn’t too much trouble,” could she be taken to a hospital?

At the extreme, people-pleasing is a habit of subordinating self even to such a ridiculous extent—going so far that you’d set yourself on fire if that would keep others warm. Many who struggle with this tendency have experienced neglect, a traumatic event, or even abuse as children. It leads them to believe that their needs and wants are not that important. Alternatively, a child may begin to learn how to people-please by first learning how to “parent-please.” During their formative years, as one expert writes, people-pleasers “likely received validation and approval when they fulfilled their parents’ needs creating a link between self-worth and meeting external expectations.”3

For me, it was perhaps both a yearning to belong and an imitation of my mother’s unconditional love. The way she put others first, giving all and expecting so little in return; the way she never complained or found fault with anyone else. As she used to say, “Ha nincs valami szép, ne mondd” (“If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say it.”). These were beautiful qualities in her, but they had become something different in me and they were hardly serving me well.




OEBPS/e9781637634592/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Preface


		Chapter One: Subprime Leadership

		When Leaders Fail







		Chapter Two: The Other Man in Me

		Old Grief


		Blind Spots


		Clear is Kind







		Chapter Three: The Other Leader in You

		Alter Egos in Leadership


		Breaking Bad


		In the Beginning


		Keeping Silence


		The Leader’s Path







		Chapter Four: To Find Your Blindspot

		Avoiding the Ditch


		America’s Reckless Billionaire


		The Ungoverned Leader


		Drivers and Derailers: The Data


		The Path of Self-Awareness







		Chapter Five: The Leader with Backbone

		Facing Our Flaws


		Objectivity over Bias


		The Strength That Lasts


		Specks and Planks


		Strong Back, Soft Front







		Chapter Six: Your Superpower

		“The Artwork of Your Life”


		Superpowers, Common and Uncommon


		Cultivating Strengths


		Avoiding Derailers







		Chapter Seven: The Captain of Your Soul

		The Meta-Skill of Agility


		Foresight


		Learning


		Adaptability


		Resilience


		Execution


		The Agilist and the Conformist







		Chapter Eight: The Fellowship of a Team

		Team Awareness


		Interdependency Versus Independence


		The Elite Performers


		The Collaboration Dividend







		Chapter Nine: The Invisible Crown

		The Narcissistic Trap


		The Freedom of Self-Forgetfulness


		The Advantages of Humility


		Bench the Ego







		Chapter Ten: Return to the Soil

		Character as a Life Mindset


		The Self-Giving Spirit







		Chapter Eleven: Making Others Feel Seen

		From Empathy to Compassion


		The Three Ls


		Cultivating Compassion







		Chapter Twelve: From “Great” to Good

		Where Greatness Begins


		Choosing and Persevering


		The Shadow of the Leader


		Return on Character







		Chapter Thirteen: Cracking the Interview Code

		Face-to-Face


		The Five Ps


		Controlled Energy


		Reflectiveness, Resiliency, and Red Flags


		Last Impressions







		Chapter Fourteen: The Power of Your Story

		Knowing Your Story


		Telling Your Story







		Epilogue: Consider the Raven


		Appendix A: The Raven Rules


		Author’s Note: A Last Word on Awareness


		Acknowledgments


		The Author


		Interviews


		Studies


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Epigraph


		Preface


		Epilogue


		Appendix A: The Raven Rules


		Author’s Note: A Last Word on Awareness


		Acknowledgments


		The Author


		Interviews


		Studies


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright








		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		291


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		8








OEBPS/e9781637634592/images/9781637634592.jpg
“...A MASTER CLASS ON
SELF-AWARENESS AND LEADERSHIP.”

—JAMIE DIMON, Chairman and CEO, JPMorgan Chase

THE POWER OF
Seeing Yourself Clearly

LES T. CSORBA

Diary of a Corporate Headhunter





OEBPS/e9781637634592/images/title.jpg
Diary of a Corporate Headhunter

d P
A

THE POWER OF
Seeing Yourself Clearly

LES T. CSORBA

A Partner of the World’s Premier Executive Search Firm
and Former White House Senior Advisor

BBBBB





