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INTRODUCTION 
Talent IQ 

HE MIGHT HAVE become president of the United States. He certainly possessed the resume of a great American leader: a superb education, dashing good looks, boldness and courage under fire, a remarkable record of achievement at a young age, unwavering dedication to his career, boundless energy, and, most prophetically, unbridled ambition.

After graduating from West Point, he served with distinction throughout the Civil War, becoming the youngest major-general in U.S. military history. The energy he displayed at Bull Run won him a promotion in the Army of the Potomac, and he went on to command the Michigan cavalry brigade at Gettysburg. When the war ended, he accepted a downsized Army’s rank of colonel and headed west to the frontier. From there, he expected his fame would spread and culminate in his election to the presidency. Instead, at 4:30 P.M. on June 26, 1876, he led 264 men to their deaths, and his name became synonymous with failure—George Armstrong Custer.

How could so much talent come to such a disastrous end? Who really deserves the blame for Custer’s failure? Custer himself, betrayed by his unbridled ambition, or the boss who let that ambition go unchecked?

General Alfred Howe Terry faced a make-or-break decision: choose Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer to lead the phalanx against the Sioux at the Little Bighorn, or not. While Custer was headstrong, vain, and ambitious beyond measure, he was also talented and had won a reputation as a deadly, brave, and tenacious warrior.

However, serious questions remained. Would Custer follow the carefully crafted plan, or would he abandon it for personal glory? Would he honor the mission? Would he recognize what he didn’t know? Would he adapt to the risks at hand or rigidly pursue selfish objectives?

Terry chose unwisely and, as a result, the slaughter of Custer and the Seventh Cavalry at the Little Bighorn remains the most devastatingly complete defeat ever suffered by U.S. military forces. Custer shared the fate of those whose talent, improperly channeled and taken to extremes, sows the seeds of their own downfall.

The failure of talent happens in business every day. Witness the tragedies of Tyco, Enron, and Barclays. Achievement and ambition turn to arrogance; power corrupts; and a sense of invulnerability and infallibility leads to ruin, not only for the talented individual but, even more tragically, for his or her team, organization, and investors as well.

Today, more than ever, an organization’s fate depends on its ability to identify, coach, retain, and, when necessary, replace talent. By the same token, talent management determines the success or failure of an individual’s career. In a landmark study of CEO success, Fortune reported that the failure to surround themselves with talented employees and colleagues was what most accounted for CEO failure and termination, whether measured in terms of profits, shareholder equity, customer loyalty, technological and strategic advantage, or fiduciary integrity.

Regardless of how you measure failure, you know it when you see it: a corporate executive led away in handcuffs, bitter civil and criminal trials, employees robbed of their jobs and pensions, once-mighty corporations mired in bankruptcy.

The reasons are both simple and profound. When leaders fail to surround themselves with talent, when they fail to identify, coach, reward, and retain those who can sustain corporate success, they condemn their organizations to a grim future. Conversely, when they fail to improve or remove those whose behavior puts them and the organization at risk, they commit a form of corporate suicide.

Bad leaders surround themselves with the Custers of the world, and if their own behavior doesn’t destroy them, the actions of the Custers will.

The Global Reality 

Today, managing talent is every leader’s most important job. Successful leaders possess a high Talent IQ. They have become a magnet for talent and the high levels of achievement that great talent invariably produces.

The battle for talent lies at the heart of the worldwide struggle for creative superiority. Technological and scientific innovation is no longer dominated by the West, with the rising numbers of patents and Nobel Prizes from Asia attesting to a dramatic closing of the creative gap. The same applies to what was once thought of as the unassailable U.S. domestic control of business and personal services. Now, multilingual and skilled technicians staff call centers and help desks worldwide, from New Delhi to Rio, providing everything from travel to computer support services.

Early on in this global competition, the American response all too often involved the decimation of talent reserves through indiscriminate downsizing and failure to recognize the dominant role of talent in driving corporate success. Results have since shown that nothing drives productivity more than the preservation and development of talent, and that overzealous and inappropriate cost-cutting undermines an organization’s competitiveness.

Other nations, such as China, India, Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan, seem to have grasped these lessons. David Calhoun, CEO of VNU puts it clearly and simply: “There are huge populations out there who are motivated beyond your imagination. That’s what you’re going to contend with. They didn’t grow up with what you had, but they want it and you can’t believe how much (they are) trying to get it.”

To appreciate the threat, you need only examine the changing global demographics of talent, including declining educational performance in the United States, the rise of outsourcing and off-shoring, the aging work force in North America and Europe, and the sudden and drastic decline of achievement among American men. For example, presently, 43 percent of entering freshman in U.S. colleges and universities are men; however, projections indicate that percentage will fall to less than 30 percent within the next decade. Already, the number of U.S. graduates in engineering (95 percent of whom are male) has declined to levels below 30,000, as compared to China, which graduated nearly 500,000 engineers in 2006.

The specific details of many of these changing demographics appear in Appendix B: The Global Demographics of Talent. Smart TalentLeaders would be wise to learn about these trends, as their impact on the global economy will be profound.

Develop Your Talent IQ 

Despite all of these factors, the issue of retaining, improving, or replacing talent is ultimately local to an organization and to the people whose hard work and achievement can build and sustain success on a daily and long-term basis.

What concepts and skills—what Talent IQ—do you need to make the most of your own, your team’s, and your organization’s talent, from the frontlines of customer service to the inner sanctum of the boardroom? How can Talent IQ create a winning advantage for your corporation, employees, shareholders, and, most important, your customers?

This book answers these crucial questions. Based on an extensive ten-year collaborative study (see Appendix C) of best practices among more than 100,000 TalentLeaders in virtually every type of organizational setting, my associates and I at EC Murphy Walsh have uncovered the concepts, skills, and tools anyone can use to boost their Talent IQ. It’s not a magic pill you can swallow, but a coherent set of best practices that provides people at every level of an organization with what they need to achieve outstanding performance.

The chapters ahead offer an abundance of real-world examples, concepts, scripts, tools, and assessments that provide a blueprint for developing your Talent IQ. Before reading the chapters, you may wish to pretest your knowledge by taking the Talent IQ Assessment in Appendix A. The questions you’ll find there directly relate to this book’s chapter-by-chapter content.

The Talent IQ Journey 

As my previous book, Leadership IQ, emphasized, leadership is not the domain of a privileged few who sit in the CEO’s chair. Rather, it is the privilege and responsibility of everyone who works. Every leader works; every worker leads. Hence the word “WorkLeader,” which will be used later in this book. We will add another concept to that: Every position requires talent; all talent can be improved. Hence, the word “TalentLeader.” As a senior Dell vice president put it, “Leadership flows to the most talented, whether they possess a fiduciary’s title or not. The challenge is to identify, develop, and retain the talent we need to guarantee our future. And, here we have to be very accurate and efficient. Competition demands it. It has forced us to evaluate the precision of our thinking and awareness of the risks in not developing and protecting our talent capital.” Before we begin the journey toward the optimum use of talent capital, let’s take a satellite’s-eye view of the trip ahead.

Chapter 1: Build a Culture of Achievement 

Our study addressed a most basic question: What is talent? The simplicity of the answer surprised us: achievement. Talent that has not yet achieved tangible results is mere potential. All great organizations are driven by the most fundamental of all make-or-break decisions: to build a culture of achievement.

Achievement, we learned, consists of seven distinct principles.

The Seven Principles of Achievement 








	#1 
	Embrace Achievement




	#2 
	Be Pragmatic




	#3 
	Practice Strategic Humility




	#4 
	Partner with Your Customer




	#5 
	Make a Total Commitment




	#6 
	Be Optimistic




	#7 
	Accept Responsibility






These principles provide a blueprint for development to build a culture of achievement from the individual on up. Taken together, they stimulate Talent IQ and the ability to achieve more and better results. Such power creates a magnet of hope and leadership influence that overcomes the potential anchor of negativity and failure. With such a magnet in place, TalentLeaders can develop the three pathways through which organizational action takes place on a day-to-day basis: service, innovation, and management.

Chapter 2: Select Achievers 

A major breakthrough occurred during our Talent IQ research when we combined the seven principles of achievement with the three pathways through which people accomplish results. It yielded a model we are calling the Achievement in Action Grid. With this grid and its accompanying assessment tools, you can more precisely and comprehensively select the types of behaviors vital to moving your organization forward. We will discuss this grid thoroughly in Chapter 2 and Chapter 4.

Achievement in Action Grid
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As General Terry discovered to his regret, you can easily fall victim to false indicators and pretentious reputations. Successful selection decisions, whether they occur at initial stages of employment or as part of a reselection process, require concrete understanding of personal achievement at all stages of development.

Chapter 3: Coach for Achievement 

TalentLeaders are not born; they’re coached. Whether it is done through a resident manager or a specially assigned coach or mentor, the most outstanding organizations make the development of talent a one-on-one process.

Over the course of our ten-year research effort we studied the best coaches to determine what, exactly, they did to help people achieve the best results. As we did so, we saw an efficient and coherent coaching process emerge. Tested over three years, a sample of 443 TalentLeaders in executive, middle management, staff, and frontline roles demonstrated an eight-step process that guides them to translate potential into impressive levels of achievement.

The Eight-Step Process 








	Step 1 
	Engagement




	Step 2 
	Assessment




	Step 3 
	Diagnosis




	Step 4 
	Planning




	Step 5 
	Execution




	Step 6 
	Evaluation




	Step 7 
	Course Correction




	Step 8 
	Commitment






However, for this process to work, it must remain firmly grounded in the vision and mission of the organization. Too often, we discovered, talent coaching undertaken solely for individual development disconnects people from the realities of the organization and its unique goals. Coaching should help galvanize an individual to pursue those goals relentlessly.

Chapter 4: Improve or Remove Talent-on-the-Bubble 

While talent intent on achievement can transform an organization for the better, talent run amok can create chaos—an anchor of negativity and irresponsibility. Therefore, you must not only harness the behaviors that produce achievement; you must also deal with the behaviors that can destroy an organization. These behaviors define a condition we call “talent-on-the-bubble.” Those in this state can compromise the achievement of others and create a cycle of irresponsibility that requires another make-or-break decision—to improve or remove.

Recognizing and dealing with talent-on-the-bubble is crucial, because talent-on-the-bubble behavior can metastasize like a cancer. As with cancer, you must treat it on several levels simultaneously. The first level involves refocusing and retraining behavior. Here coaching, evaluation, and reinforcement come into play. This represents noninvasive therapies. However, when surgery is required, you must perform it with a sharp scalpel.

A specific study of 110 TalentLeaders who were on-the-bubble produced two significant findings. First, coaching does work. And second, a relatively small but dangerous percentage (20 percent to 30 percent) won’t respond to even the best coaching. The chapter will offer proven scripts for dealing with this challenge.

Talent-on-the-Bubble Grid
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Chapter 5: Communicate Commitment 

Because you must maintain connection to the people who count the most, you must become a master communicator. Bill Shaw, CEO of World Class Shipping, explains it this way: “Our service partners are spread all over the globe. They are our most important asset and they need to know they’re never alone, that we will always be there for them, no matter what personal, operational, or customer challenge they face. But, this takes more than wanting to do the right thing. It takes a total commitment to communicating that commitment by cutting through the interference, chaos, and cross-talk—the noise—that can undermine timely and clear communication.”

Bill and his team have adopted a new way of diagnosing communication chaos that helps them get their message out every day to a worldwide network. Like other TalentLeaders, they’ve learned how to diagnose and quiet noise, including interference, attenuation, resistance, cross-talk, and glitches. This chapter shares this innovation and the practical steps you can take to implement it in your own organization.

Chapter 6: Measure Responsibility 

From the individual to the partner, team, and organization as a whole, achievement must remain the focus of evaluation, measurement, and subsequent reward. Without such continuity and cohesiveness, no one can reliably develop an achievement culture, let alone one that maximizes talent. Too often, evaluation on the individual level does not match evaluation at department, service-line, and organizational levels.

Our research underscores the saying that “what you measure is what you stand for.” Any inconsistency will blur goals, objectives, and the overall mission throughout the organization and end up fueling negativity. Thus, great organizations utilize consistent achievement and mission-focused measurement criteria up and down the organizational ladder. Taken together, these criteria create a cultural achievement assessment that reliably establishes a unified cultural context while providing a practical method for teams, departments, and individuals to assess their performance in relation to specific mission goals and objectives.

Chapter 7: Improve Team IQ 

Successful teams are not born; they are developed. Like successful individuals, teams require expert coaching that employs a specific achievement protocol emphasizing intelligence, problem-solving, and a commitment to mission.

Our investigation unveiled an extraordinarily varied and confusing array of team-building techniques. Few focused on problem-solving and the mobilization of talent for achievement. Instead, most addressed internal social priorities of protocol, relationship development, and power sharing. Without a focus on the larger issues of vision and mission achievement, such team processes usually floundered.

To address these problems, we isolated, documented, refined, and tested processes for the development of team intelligence and problem-solving acumen, or “Team IQ.” The resulting assessment-driven problem-solving process emphasizes the need for measurable results, including cost-effectiveness. As teams received systematic coaching in this new problem-solving process, they racked up measurably higher accomplishments.

Fortunately, the same process applies to both executive and nonmanagement teams. The content may vary, but the core process does not.

Chapter 8: Manage Conflict—Now!

How do you get superstar achievement? When we compared the top 5 percent of TalentLeaders with all other TalentLeaders, we isolated another make-or-break decision: the decision to manage conflict swiftly and decisively!

Talented people can produce outstanding results, but they can also cause and suffer intense conflict. More than 90 percent of Tal-entLeaders believed that their superiors did not successfully address the issues surrounding stress and conflict. This finding prompted us to devise better techniques for resolving conflict. Since old-style management strategies often prove too cumbersome and imprecise to resolve most conflicts, we have translated the practices of the most outstanding leaders into a clear set of guidelines for conflict resolution.

Chapter 9: Design a Leadership Talent Map for the Future 

How do we put the right people in the right place for now and the future? Every organization wrestles with this fundamental question. Yet, if leaders don’t draw a map of how their talented people do what they do, and whether they are, in fact, in the right place at the right time to do it effectively and productively, they can neither align their talent for present needs nor accurately plan for succession and the challenges in the future.

All too often, when leaders attempt to address this issue, they rely on traditional succession planning or productivity analysis. However, as the Talent IQ research revealed, doing so alienates more than 90 percent of the very people that the leaders need in order to address both immediate and future needs. In response to this reality, we developed Talent Imaging™. As Dennis Chow, CEO of a major electronics distributor, put it, “Of all the challenges we face, making sure we have the right people in the right place . . . worries us most. Not only do our people change, but so do our needs.

“However, since we’ve begun Talent Imaging in earnest, we’ve been able to turn what was an ever-present fear into a continuously flowing process of team collaboration and visioning for the future. A very important key was changing our thinking from ‘succession,’ which made people think they were dispensable—perhaps immediately—to ‘progression,’ which included everyone in moving forward toward new opportunities.”

Chapter 9 explains how Talent Imaging works, and provides a simple five-part mapping protocol.

Conclusion: The Talent Imperative 

Stunning performance. World-class achievement. Spectacular results. All of these are hard to attain, harder yet to maintain, and even harder to surpass. Our research reinforced something we always knew: that for people and organizations to become great and remain great and become even greater, they must make talent their imperative and create a plan to translate it into everyday action.

Getting Started 

Let’s set to work boosting your Talent IQ. Before you proceed to Chapter 1, however, you may want to pause and take the Talent IQ Assessment in Appendix A. That will give you a benchmark to which you can refer as you move through the book. In the end you may look back and see that you’ve come a long way toward joining the ranks of world-class TalentLeaders.


CHAPTER 1 
Build a Culture of Achievement 

DURING THE POST -World War II boom in higher education, with hundreds of thousands of servicemen taking advantage of the GI Bill, college textbook publishing was a growth industry, one that required talented people in every job. James F. Leisy, the founder and CEO of Wadsworth, one of the most successful and innovative startups of the time, knew that talent, more than any other factor, would make or break his fledgling enterprise. As a result of his ability to build a corporate culture of achievement, Wadsworth grew in a few short years to become a major player in its field.

Unlike many CEOs, Jim Leisy worked in the trenches of talent-building every day. Since acquisitions editors—the people who created new product—rose from the sales force, Jim would personally interview promising recruits. “He made you feel as if the company’s whole future depended on you,” recalls one former executive who flourished under Leisy’s mentorship. “His annual editorial retreats didn’t just teach and motivate us. They instilled in us the esprit de corps of an elite Marine commando unit.”

A lucrative profit-sharing program kept all eyes focused on productivity and profitability. When, however, talented editors, yearning for more power and independence, grew restless and were at risk of straying off to join the competition at an executive level, Jim would reward and challenge them with a startup company of their own under the Wadsworth umbrella. That retention strategy spawned such successful publishers as Wadsworth’s Brooks/Cole and Duxbury subsidiaries. Loyalty ran so deep at Wadsworth that not one key editor left during the 1960s and 1970s, with the exception of a few talented people who just could not improve their poor performance, despite intensive coaching by Leisy and his managers.

According to Thomas Martin, a Wadsworth author and the retired president of the Illinois Institute of Technology, “[Leisy] was phenomenally successful as a catalyst. He strongly embraced what was known then and now as ‘the HP way’ [the Hewlett-Packard way]—management-by-walking-around, close relationships with all employees, and assembling highly motivated people who felt personal ownership in what they were doing. Higher education publishing is a very entrepreneurial business and the Wad-sworth culture fostered by Leisy encouraged that.”

Creativity. Achievement. Loyalty. Productivity. Profitability. These results came about because Jim Leisy and his managers used their Talent IQ to create a culture of achievement.

Why build a culture of achievement? Because it performs better than one whose people define themselves, and the work, through affiliation and power. The former know that success depends on what you know and what you can do. The latter care more about who you know and what power you wield.

When, during our Talent IQ research, we compared the achievement-driven organizations with those dominated by a sense of affiliation and power, we found extraordinary differences.

Achievement-driven organizations:

• Were 250 percent more profitable.

• Experienced markedly higher rates of “customer willingness to return.”

• Offered incentive-based compensation to four times as many employees as did low-performing organizations.

Affiliative and power-driven organizations:

• Lost $300 billion in 2000 due to disengaged and irresponsible employees.

• Suffered from the disillusionment of managers and executives.

In addition, within those organizations:

• 76 percent of senior executives thought that their frontline and middle managers resisted responsibility for performance.

• 91 percent of CEOs thought that their frontline and middle managers resisted responsibility.

• 78 percent of senior executives felt that their managers lacked sufficient skill to manage underachievers.

• 90 percent of frontline managers believed they needed improvement in managing underachievement.

The results shown above underscore the significant advantages of achievement-driven organizations. The question is, how do you build such a culture?

To find the answer, we conducted an extensive Cultural Survey that measured culture-building practices in more than 1,100 organizations representing a wide range of industries, from health care to high technology. As we analyzed the results, three dominant points emerged. Achievement-driven cultures:

1. Observe seven principles that guide the identification, selection, coaching, rewarding, retention, retraining, and replacement of talent from the frontlines to the boardroom.

2. Leverage achievement to create a Magnet of Influence. In other words, place those who achieve in leadership positions at all levels of your organization and emphasize their role in driving corporate progress.

3. Develop the three paths to achievement in the workplace: service, innovation, management.

The Seven Principles of Achievement 

What is talent? The TalentLeaders in our study offered a simple and direct answer: achievement. Talent that has not achieved concrete and tangible results represents mere potential, a “maybe” at best and a deceit at worst, an unknown that is as yet unworthy of the trust required to move individuals, organizations, and societies from one level to the next.

Measurable achievement consists of a continuum of seven behavioral principles that Tal-entLeaders both preach and practice in their work and personal lives. These guiding principles (which we first mentioned in the Introduction) provide a blueprint for development that talent coaches can incorporate into daily operational management, as well as use for assessment of individual, team, and organizational strengths. Each of the principles includes a specific cluster of behaviors and traits that anyone can use for establishing performance criteria and measuring progress throughout an organization, from the boiler room to the boardroom.

Definition of Work 

Physicists define work as pushing or pulling something through a distance. If you stand at the base of the Empire State Building and push until you collapse from exhaustion but have not budged the skyscraper an inch, you have not done any work!

The Seven Principles of Achievement 








	#1 
	Embrace Achievement




	#2 
	Be Pragmatic




	#3 
	Practice Strategic Humility




	#4 
	Partner with Your Customer




	#5 
	Make a Total Commitment




	#6 
	Be Optimistic




	#7 
	Accept Responsibility






Principle 1: Embrace Achievement 

Achievement means . . .

• Advancing through your own accomplishments.

• Seeking recognition for success based on your own efforts.

• Attaining realistic but challenging goals to get ahead.

Andy Grove, former chairman and CEO of Intel Corporation, has often been recognized as an achiever. However, such recognition emerged from humble beginnings. Born in Hungary, Grove and his family fled the tyranny of Soviet oppression for the promise of the United States, arriving in New York City penniless, yet motivated to begin their new life.

While moving to a new country that has an entirely different culture and language would overwhelm many people, it barely fazed Andy Grove, who immediately immersed himself in the new life his parents had given him. Through diligence and perseverance, Grove overcame the language barrier and worked his way through the City University of New York and, eventually, the University of California at Berkeley, where he received a PhD in physics. Success came easily in business, as well, as Grove became a world-class industry and technology leader, and one of the designers of a revolutionary computer chip. No one could deny that Andy Grove had put his talent to excellent use. He was highly successful by anyone’s measure.

But, in the fall of 1994, something went very wrong for him. At age 58, he learned that he had prostate cancer. After a series of tests, Grove’s urologist phoned him at the office with news that would alter Andy Grove’s life forever: “Andy, you have a tumor. It’s mainly on the right side; there’s a tiny bit on the left. It’s a moderately aggressive one.”

At first, Grove went into denial about the diagnosis of the life-threatening illness. He assumed a passive position, consigning responsibility for managing this drastic change in his life to the “experts.”

Soon, however, he became restless and disappointed in himself for not applying the life lessons he had learned as an immigrant, a business leader, and a scientist. He decided to reassert the achievement ethic he had practiced throughout his career and take control of the situation himself.

As Grove reasserted control, he developed a new daily routine that included in-depth searches in medical databases, online resources, and medical magazines for any and all information about prostate cancer. He applied his talent as a superb researcher to a new topic, tracking down articles and research reports that he passed on to the experts who were overseeing his care. Nightly, Grove’s wife trekked to the library for copies of the articles that her husband had catalogued during the day. Grove got second opinions, third opinions, and real-life accounts from others who had overcome prostate cancer.

Ultimately, he combined all his research, his own test results, information from ongoing conversations with prostate cancer patients, oncologists, surgeons, and other doctors, and created a chart of all the possible treatment options, their side effects, and the probabilities of recurrence. Just as he had organized resources to address other challenges in his life, he applied his analytical talent to help him decide how to tackle his disease and achieve a good result.

Andy Grove eventually settled upon a new, but promising, treatment option that involved implanting near the tumor eight pin-like tubes, through which doctors would insert radioactive “seeds” for a short period of time. After receiving this focused high-dose radiation treatment, Grove underwent twenty-eight daily doses of external radiation, which took no more than a few minutes each. He would walk to a local hospital at 7:30 in the morning and then arrive at work for a full day by 8:30.

Six months after the start of treatment, Andy Grove reclaimed his life—100 percent cancer-free. By refusing to allow external forces to control his fate, Grove embraced achievement.

Consistently, across every organization we studied, TalentLead-ers share the belief that how you choose to move forward in life makes all the difference between success and failure. TalentLead-ers have learned that self-reliance and personal competence precede self-respect and success, that success depends on personal achievement in the frontlines of work, that what you know and can do matters more than who you know and what power you wield. Achievement always trumps affiliation and power. Accomplishment always trumps manipulation and control.

The social scientist David McClelland noted that civilizations— and businesses—rise and fall based on the belief structures of their people. For those driven by the need for affiliation, advancement devolves into manipulation. Cultures in which control rules the day inevitably decline as the value of achievement gives way to privilege, and rewards for service to the many—citizens and customers—give way to rewards for service to the few.

Similarly, for those people in which a drive for power dominates, advancement becomes a control game. Cultures in which control rules the day also inevitably decline, as the struggle to dominate or be dominated destroys the bonds of trust that lead to a mutual commitment to service and progress.

By contrast, achievement-driven cultures define advancement as a consequence of reaching goals, attaining objectives, and getting results. Such cultures grow and prosper as accomplishment leads to progress, and as rewards for merit encourage people to serve, innovate, and organize to improve the common good.

Principle 2: Be Pragmatic 

When it came to selecting engineers, Thomas Edison was extremely pragmatic. He’d give the applicant a light bulb and ask, “How much water will it hold?” Most candidates would calculate the bulb’s volume mathematically, an approach that takes twenty minutes or more. The smart ones, however, would fill the bulb with water and then pour its contents into a measuring cup, a procedure that takes less than one minute. Which engineer do you think Edison hired?

Like Edison, the TalentLeaders in our study are pragmatists. In a world of constant and even accelerating change, they know that adopting and taking advantage of change requires an unflagging ability to question and probe for solutions to problems. The pragmatist understands that abstract ideas have value to the extent that they can be translated into a solution for a tangible problem. Idealism paves the path to stagnation and business death. Problem-solving is as practical as tying your shoes or filling the bulb with water. Mere thought alone will never get the job done.

Pragmatism means . . .

• Searching for the facts yourself and concentrating on the most workable solution.

• Believing form must follow function.

• Preferring simple solutions to complex strategies.

• Making decisions after objectively assessing a situation and identifying a well-reasoned course of action.

TalentLeaders are scientists at heart, approaching each situation with an understanding that facts must govern action, that what works matters more than what looks good, that the simplest solution in always the best solution. That’s why TalentLeaders love questioning and probing. They remain responsible skeptics, always asking “Why is this important?” and “How can we do it better?”

Principle 3: Practice Strategic Humility 

“I DON’T WANT TO MAKE THE WRONG MISTAKE.”—YOGI BERRA 

When competent, strong-willed people recognize that they lack the knowledge to solve a problem, they do something about it. They don’t cover up their ignorance. They practice strategic humility. That is, when you know where you want to go (strategy), admit that you don’t know exactly how to get there (humility), and ask for help, you’re practicing strategic humility. Admitting a lack of knowledge or expertise, and seeking help to acquire it, requires self-confidence. Of course, self-confidence doesn’t come easily when we feel inadequate. It always pays off, however, as the meteoric success of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream company proves.

Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield first met in seventh-grade gym class. They quickly became close friends because, as they put it, they shared a “deep and sincere appreciation of good food and lots of it.” After high school, they initially went their separate ways but always maintained a close friendship. While Ben drove an ice cream truck for $100 a week and all the ice cream he could eat, Jerry enrolled in college to prepare for medical school.

When Jerry graduated from college and couldn’t get into medical school, the two friends put their heads together and thought about their futures. “We just wanted to do something that would be fun,” Ben explains in their cookbook, Ben & Jerry’s Double Dip, whose introduction describes the history of their business. “We wanted to be our own bosses and work exactly when, where, and how we wanted.” True to their original interests, they came up with the idea to open a little restaurant and feature one of their favorite foods, ice cream. Next, they picked their dream location: rural Vermont.

When Ben and Jerry started their business in 1978, they expected the venture to last a few years, until they found something else to do. They certainly didn’t expect runaway success that made their names synonymous with gourmet ice cream. From the outset the partners built their business around the concept of “linked prosperity,” which ensured that all employees shared in the profits of the corporation. This was part of a strategic vision for success based on broad-based collaboration, sharing, and recognition that sustained success would require delegation and a concrete sense of shared ownership.

Then, in 1995, after nearly two decades of success, Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield found themselves in a difficult situation. The demand for their product was greater than their ability to satisfy it. When it became clear that they lacked the knowledge to take the business to the next level, they practiced strategic humility yet again and began searching for a compatible chief executive officer to take over the reins. Of course, they sought someone who would, unlike many bottom-line-obsessed CEOs, embrace the idea of “linked prosperity.”

After an extensive search, they chose Robert Holland Jr. for the job. It was a smart choice. The new CEO successfully steered the company through its big growth stage without losing touch with the leaders’ principled business practices.

Ben and Jerry knew where they wanted their company to go, but admitted that they lacked certain knowledge to take it there, and sought help. In short, they practiced strategic humility. And it paid off.

Humility means . . .

• Understanding that you have a lot to learn.

• Admitting mistakes, then learning from them.

• Believing you “can’t do it alone,” that sometimes you need to rely on others.

• Asking questions when discussing issues with others to ensure you understand all relevant points of view, especially ones with which you initially disagree.

TalentLeaders are perpetual students. Though they exude self-confidence and possess healthy egos, they never pass up an opportunity to learn. Wishing not to make the “wrong” mistake, they search high and low for new facts and more accurate information. That’s why the term strategic humility is used in this book. While not noted for extreme modesty, TalentLeaders nevertheless realize the strategic weakness of arrogance and the unwillingness to admit it.

Our research reminded me of experiences I had early in my career with Lee Iacocca, the former chairman and CEO of Chrysler. Known to the general public as a charming and confident spokesman, always ready with an answer and opinion, those of us who worked with him in addressing strategic and operational problems saw him as an incredibly tenacious questioner, always challenging and probing for weaknesses, threats, alternatives, and solutions. In an industry known for the thick-headedness of its leaders, he demonstrated intellectual curiosity and flexibility, defining his role as a student in search of the best solution. His usual script for meetings was to begin with a reiteration of the immediate objective at hand followed by rigorous questioning of what each of us had learned about achieving it. I remember vividly the first time I was on the receiving end of those questions. I learned quickly that being a student of and with Iacocca meant intensive preparation and a willingness to rethink the obvious.
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