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To my mom, who recently left the earth but whose wisdom remains in all of us.










FOREWORD


In 2014, my Aunt Joan received the NorthStar Award from Springboard Enterprises at their annual gala for her exceptional entrepreneurial leadership and immense progress in Autism research. Akin to the way in which the North Star shines so eminently in the sky, providing direction to those astray, my aunt has imparted guidance to others.


Although numerous people whom I believed to be more qualified to speak inquired about introducing my aunt, she asked me if I would speak. Being that I was only thirteen at the time, I was not a proficient public speaker; thus, delivering a speech in front of 300 people seemed like a daunting task. Today I find myself in similar uncharted territory—writing the foreword to my aunt’s problem-solving book. As a result of this, I thought that it would be appropriate to retell the story that I told in that speech seven years ago—a story of adaption, change, and self-belief.


Some months ago, on a Sunday afternoon, my Aunt Joan and I played a friendly game of one-on-one basketball in my backyard. Aunt Joan, beginning with the ball, drove to the hoop and missed her first shot. Then it was my turn with the ball. I did the famous Pistol Pete two-dribble behind the back and went up for a seventeen-footer… swoosh, nothing but net.


2–0—me.


Then it was Aunt Joan’s turn with the ball. She went up for a seven-footer and I could not help myself. I stuffed her. I blocked the shot.


Something that you don’t know about my Aunt Joan is that she is a real competitor. She won the city of Yonkers foul-shooting championship at thirteen as well as the New York City one-on-one championship in her senior year of high school. She knows the game and has taught it to me.


While these are great basketball accomplishments, what she has taken from those days is an intensity and fire that she brings to everything she does, as well as an understanding that the better those are around you, the better you, too, can be. Thank you, Aunt Joan, for igniting that same competitive fire in me. You are the one who made me always want to get better; you are the one who always makes me better.


This past summer, I had the opportunity to be in a foul-shooting competition at basketball camp. There were 200 kids competing and even more spectators watching. I went to the line. I did my pre-foul-shooting routine and took my first shot. And I missed it.


Everyone was watching and there was all this pressure on me. Then I remembered my Aunt Joan’s words that she always said to me, and they rang loudly in my head:


“You can make any shot you want to.”


I went on to shoot nineteen of twenty, and I came in second out of those 200 kids.


Now, you may already know that my Aunt Joan is innovative in her own right as she has developed a treatment for Autism. But what you may not know is that my Aunt Joan is an altruistic and resilient individual with an unwavering desire to inspire those around her.


When you are around her, you feel that you, too, can make any shot you want. That inspiration and belief in myself is a gift she gives me every day. This book gives you, the reader, that same gift.


—James Edward Fallon
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INTRODUCTION BREAKING THE MOLD



As a female founder in my fifties, I have found that the path to innovation is littered with obstacles. Some of those obstacles are external, like the naysayers who tell you that you are not capable, the noisemakers who drown out every other voice in the room, and the risk that is inevitable in any entrepreneurial venture. However, in my experience, the greatest obstacles often come from within. For me, these internal obstacles ranged from a lack of self-belief, a tendency to be too rigid in the face of changing circumstances, to a failure to take account of other people’s needs and perspectives.


As a trained clinician rather than a seasoned business executive, I went from running a practice to being a CEO of a biotech company in what felt like a minute. Making a discovery and wanting to transform that discovery into a business was fraught with obstacles as I built my company. I had to find ways over, around, and beyond obstacles. At certain times throughout my journey as I embrace risk, I have found it useful to observe like a scientist. At other times, I have found it useful to read the field like a Major League Baseball player. And most important, I remind myself to never, ever, lose sight of who I am.


It was evidenced from early childhood that I had three loves in my life:




	Children


	Medicine/Science


	Baseball (or anything with a ball)





My favorite gift of all time was a real cardiology stethoscope that my cousin who was in medical school gave me for my tenth birthday. I love children and always have since I was a child. And of course, baseball, which has become a passion of mine. All three of these passions permeate my life even today and are reflected in this book in so many ways. What I find remarkable is that I have been able to integrate all three today in my life in ways I could never have imagined. So whether that is having my company sponsor sensory safe suites for children with Autism and special needs at two Minor League parks where the whole family can watch a baseball game in a safe place for them or being able to speak with a young Major League ballplayer who is struggling to find his mojo, the integration for me is such a joy.


I want this book to speak to anyone who doesn’t think that their ideas are valuable or that their lack of experience translates into an inability to become an entrepreneur or changemaker. It’s also for those entrepreneurs who do not fit the Silicon Valley stereotype of an entrepreneur, or even their own archetype of a changemaker. This book is for anyone who has been told any of the following: you are not male, you are not young enough, you are not smart enough, experienced enough, white enough, or from the right school. If that is you, I want you to know that regardless of where you come from, you can change the world—if you are willing to first change yourself.


Changing the world by starting a company and solving problems may sound like an audacious goal. It is my experience that every time a company builds empathy into its working methods, a college makes an effort to attract first-generation college students, a woman or a person of color takes ownership of their ideas by filing a patent, or a company hires a diverse workforce and finds a great way to integrate that workforce—every single action of this kind makes a difference in the world.


This book is divided into three sections: The Landscape of Change, Impediments to Change, and Making Change Happen. It follows a broad flow from observations on the wider world to your immediate surroundings, to the inner world of an entrepreneur or changemaker. Naturally I hope you will read every chapter from beginning to end, but I’m sure that some of you will jump to the chapters that seem most relevant to you. I’ve written this book in such a way that you can do that too.


While reading through this book, please keep in mind that if you wish to make change in the world in whatever way you see fit, it will always start with a willingness for self-change, a willingness to bend in the wake of upheaval around you, and the notion that learning is not a singular event but rather, a lifelong one.


When you finish reading, I hope that you will share my view that founders and changemakers benefit from having a blend of self-belief, a willingness to change, a commitment to learning, and a whole bunch of grit and grace under fire. You don’t need to be the bully in the room to make an impact. If you want to innovate and make a difference in the world, do it your way—not anyone else’s.










SECTION 1 THE LANDSCAPE OF CHANGE



HOW BROADENING OUR PERSPECTIVE HELPS US TO SOLVE PROBLEMS










CHAPTER 1 INNOVATE WITH EMPATHY





Through creativity and innovation, we transformed barren deserts into flourishing fields and pioneered new frontiers in science and technology.


—SHIMON PERES (PRESIDENT OF ISRAEL, 2007–2014)





For the past twelve years, a dear friend and I have made a pact to spend a week or two during the summer taking classes or participating in something that has impact and can help us better understand the world we live in with an eye toward making it a better place. While living on opposite coasts 3,000 miles apart, we have found a common bond in our summer learning experiences. We’ve studied leadership at the Harvard Kennedy School (HKS) of Government and entrepreneurship at the London School of Economics, and we have attended the Resnick Aspen Action Forum at the Aspen Institute, among other adventures.


At HKS we learned that leadership is about solving problems. Great leaders solve problems by harvesting ideas and motivating others to act, thereby creating change. In addition to the ones mentioned, one of the most profound summer experiences we had was at the design school at Stanford (commonly referred to as the “d.school”), where we learned to identify problems and work on ways to solve them through design thinking. Design thinking gives a solution-focused approach to problem-solving using known steps that can help not only to solve a problem, but solve the correct problem.


Stanford’s d.school sees its mission in the following way:




To help people unlock their creative abilities and apply them to the world. It reflects our foundational belief that design should be accessible to all, and that everyone is creative.


We believe design can help create the world we wish for. Design can activate us as creators and change the way we see ourselves and others. Design is filled with optimism, hope, and the joy that comes from making things change by making things real. We believe that diversity leads to better design and opens up a greater range of creative possibilities.1





We attended the d.school’s “Design Thinking Bootcamp,” where for a week we learned the design thinking process and then worked on real-world problems. During that week we teamed up with people from all over the world. Some of us had entrepreneurial backgrounds and worked at or ran small businesses; others had large corporate experience or came out of finance or other business sectors. I had already founded Curemark, and I was hungry for ways to look at problems differently.


The d.school way of solving problems isn’t to sit around a room and discuss a theoretical problem. Rather, it involves going into the field and talking to real people about their experiences and things they see as helpful or issues that present as problems for them. Because the design thinking model involves active participation to understand a problem, it differed from my previous ways of looking at things as generally patients brought problems to me, and while I may have examined them and asked questions, I generally tapped into my “learnings” for answers.


Design thinking as envisaged by the d.school has eight core elements:
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Each step in this process follows the previous one. What initially was striking to me was the fact that if these are performed out of order, either the problem being solved or the ultimate solution may not be the right one or best one.


Let’s look at these steps:


Uncertainty—Approach a problem where the solution is not obvious or the actual problem is not obvious.


Empathize—Put yourself in someone else’s shoes. Understand other worldviews, feelings, and needs.


Synthesize—Gather data about the problems that need to be solved, and then put that data together to come up with potential solutions.


Ideate—Put together various ideas about what problems to solve and discuss ideas.


Stakeholders—Determine who the stakeholders are and get the ideas to them about what to solve.


Prototype—Make a working model of how a problem could be solved. Can involve an actual physical model.


Testing and Feedback—Take the prototype and put it into mock action to gain feedback about what does and does not work.


Design the Product—When the feedback and testing are done, design an actual working model for full implementation.


As part of our weeklong assignment at the bootcamp, we were tasked to spend time at the Jet Blue terminal in San Francisco International Airport (SFO) and uncover problems that existed there. Jet Blue was sincerely interested in making their terminal experience a friendly and positive one, not only for their passengers and customers but also for those who worked in their terminal. We interviewed passengers, store vendors, airline staff, and even TSA agents to identify what they perceived as problems with the airport. Once we had identified some problems, we went back to Stanford and spend the rest of the week solving one of them.


When you think of an airport, many, many problems come to mind: long lines, wait times, and crowded terminals, just for starters. I assumed that wait times and flight delays must be the number one problem. Surely that must be the biggest source of stress for all air travelers. No one likes hanging around an airport terminal, right? So you might set out to solve that problem with better scheduling, or maybe you would create more effective notification systems to bring passengers to the airport in time to catch their planes—but without a long wait.


Alas, I was wrong. It turned out that wait time was not the number one problem at this airport at all. The nature of the experience at the terminal was more stressful for passengers. More than anything else, travelers told us that they were frustrated by the lack of amenities available at the airport that they could use during a wait. Passengers were generally quite understanding about weather delays and mechanical failures. What riled them were the things that were lacking: water fountains, electronics charging stations, places for children to play, a wider range of food options, dog parks for service animals, and rooms to nurse infants. All of these needs were far more problematic than wait times.


Looking back at the d.school model for design thinking, I believe that no piece of this model is more important than the first two elements: uncertainty and empathize. In order to remain open to discover a problem and then remedy it, you must remain for a time in uncertainty. (We will discuss uncertainty in more detail in Chapter 8.) Solutions are often not clear-cut, and the correct path to a solution emerges from the uncertainty and ambiguity that come from being patient and subscribing to a process such as design thinking.


Empathy (which we will discuss later in this chapter) is probably the single most important part of this process. Empathy is the experience of putting oneself in someone else’s shoes to have the best understanding of another’s circumstance as is humanly possible. Empathy is having a clear understanding of human needs—what someone other than yourself needs or experiences or feels. Without empathy, we cannot effectuate change and fix problems. With empathy, we can solve real problems. There is no replacing this step. While some believe that augmented reality and artificial intelligence can replicate or ultimately mimic an experience and therefore create empathy, I am not yet convinced.


Today as you walk through the terminals in many major airports (including SFO), you will see nursing rooms and pods, service dog relief areas, and passengers using apps to order meals delivered to their gates. These are real solutions to the real problems we found in our d.school journey. Jet Blue was a d.school partner and was the first to implement many of these amenities.





A common misconception is that leaders are the people with the most charisma in the room or the ones who make the boldest business moves. Some see leadership as the ability to organize or mobilize people for a cause. While these qualities may indeed be found in some leaders, the greatest distinguishing feature that sets great leaders apart is that they solve problems.


Put simply—true leaders change society and the world with new ideas. With that said, not all leaders excel at leading people; some are thought leaders and others design solutions or products that solve problems. Was Steve Jobs a great leader of people? Maybe not, but he certainly was a thought leader and an outstanding innovator. His genius lay in giving you what you didn’t yet know you needed, solving a problem you didn’t know you had as opposed to solving a problem you know you have. For example, Steve Jobs gave us the iPhone, a unique tool that we didn’t know we needed and yet now many of us cannot do without. I once heard Larry Summer, the former president of Harvard, on a stage ask and answer a question: “If someone gave me easy access to all of the information contained in the libraries at Harvard or this iPhone, I would choose the iPhone.”


Martin Luther King Jr. and Mahatma Gandhi, two great leaders, led through peaceful protest as they fought discrimination and unfair treatment of people living in poverty and people of color. In the following pages, you will see how each saw an insidious disparity that ran deep and wide in cultures that were ingrained with white elitism and white supremacy. They were not leaders like Steve Jobs, an inventor who anticipated what we needed. (And just think about what both King and Gandhi could have done with an iPhone.) Neither completed the task of undoing discriminatory practices, but MLK saw the passage of the Voting Rights Act, and Gandhi, the ultimate freedom of his beloved India.


Abraham Lincoln inherited a country torn over the issue of slavery. He spoke of a house divided. In April 1864 he gave an address in Baltimore where he stated: “The world has never had a good definition of the word liberty, and the American people, just now, are much in need of one. We all declare for liberty; but in using the same word we do not all mean the same thing.” (emphasis mine) His views on slavery morphed over time; he understood that slavery was morally wrong, but he also recognized that freedom and liberty in the days in which he lived did not mean equality. Although he issued the Emancipation Proclamation, he also knew that there were economic and logistical issues of what the freed slaves were entitled to and where they could live and make a living. Like Gandhi and MLK, Lincoln began to solve a deep-seated problem that in many ways still exists, and which many of today’s leaders are still chipping away at it, albeit slowly. In recent years, the social movement Black Lives Matter has brought the continued deep racial divide into our living rooms. We must understand our past and the fact that deep racial bias still exists in our world. But with awareness comes change.


Ghandi, Lincoln, and MLK are just three examples of leaders who came into a place in history where their leadership solved problems. In all three examples, they did not solve the problem fully, but they looked around and realized that there was some immediacy to what needed to change. In each case, their empathy and their willingness to live in uncertainty were clearly apparent, and each moved us to new levels of realization and a betterment of humankind. All three lost their lives as a result of their attempts to change the world and to bring equality to the forefront.


The people most likely to change the world are the ones who observe the need for it most keenly, who put themselves in other people’s places, and who understand what others feel or think. Where and how having empathy can help with leadership. Following are three precepts to keep in mind as you attempt to solve problems, effectuate change, and lead others.


1. CHANGE THE WAY YOU SEE THE WORLD


If you go into a dark movie theatre, once you’ve found your seat, you’ll look around for the exit signs. If you drive along a road where a landslide has littered the way with boulders and tree roots, you’ll seek alternative routes or the most efficient way to navigate that road. Tunnel vision is your enemy in that dark room or on that hazardous road. “Looking around”—scanning your environment to identify the best path through it—is of paramount importance.


As an entrepreneur or changemaker, finding the way to the next step is the most essential component of change.


Wherever you are sitting or standing right now, look around you. Scan your physical environment and consider where change is needed. Is it too hot? Or maybe too cluttered? Is the meeting in the conference room next door distracting? Can you smell someone’s lunch being heated in the microwave?


See things how they really are. See it all.


When people look around them, they most often do it with a prejudicial eye. They start out believing they already know what is important to see. The reality is that everything is important to look at, not just the things you have already decided are important.


My company, Curemark, develops treatments for unmet medical needs, and the first product in development is to treat Autism. We had run multiple clinical trials and the pandemic hit while children were still in a trial. The need for sameness is one of the hallmarks of children with Autism, and the pandemic suddenly forced them to change everything about their routine. They were no longer going to school, yet school is where most of their ancillary services such as speech therapy, occupational therapy, and socialization classes take place. They were home with siblings and parents, no longer seeing their teachers in person or having the benefit of their “shadow” or aide whom they often depend upon. Everything for these children had changed, so how does one look at their behavior pre-COVID and post-COVID? How does their environment alter their well-being? How does a sudden change in their lives register in their behavior? They are home all the time… so what has changed for them? Just about everything!


I don’t think anyone could have seen pre-pandemic the level of food insufficiency we saw in the U.S. or the inability for many women to be gainfully employed when they have three or four children at home who needed to be homeschooled. Even as the lockdown began, we did not foresee things such as a lack of broadband or the inability of a school district to pivot to online learning. By actively employing empathy and an understanding of what others are experiencing, society began to address some of these problems in real time while others have yet to be solved.


2. OBSERVATION REQUIRES EMPATHY


The Harvard Kennedy School has an excellent summer program, and my friend from San Francisco and I attended sessions on leadership there one summer. During that week we met a gentleman teaching in the program. He introduced himself as Jamil Mahuad, the former president of Ecuador.


Jamil is a humble, authentic man who taught us something important. While it is a story that’s been told many times and is part of history, having the former president himself tell us the story of his presidency was very meaningful. Originally a well-respected mayor of Quito, he was beloved by the people and ultimately elected president. He told our class the story of how his greatest ambition when he governed Ecuador as president was to end a border dispute between his country and Peru that dated back two centuries. At one time, Ecuador reached beyond the Andes mountain range to the Amazon river, including the Amazonian Basin. In the 19th century, Ecuador and Peru battled over the land as treaties were signed and disputed and conflicts were sparked, resolved, and restarted again. Mahuad was determined to be the one to claim that fertile piece of land, once and for all. Mahuad wanted to be the one to settle this historic dispute. It didn’t quite turn out as he had hoped.


At that time in 1998, Ecuador was going through a terrible recession. Oil, which was its main export, dropped in price to $20 a barrel. Floods battered the nation, causing $2.6 billion in damage. Inflation was pushing 50 percent, the highest in Latin America, and austerity measures hit the already impoverished Ecuadorian people hard. The Ecuadorians staged a two-day nationwide strike to protest the government’s mismanagement.


All this time Mahuad was obsessed about claiming this little piece of land. Nothing else truly grabbed his attention. President Mahuad chased Fujimori (the president of Peru July 28, 1990, to November 22, 2000) all over the world, all the time ignoring what was taking place in his country or how much his people were suffering. After a week of demonstrations and a military revolt, protesters took over the legislative palace, forcing Mahuad to resign and to flee into exile.


Mahuad had become blind to the needs of his people and what was going on in his country. Had he not been off chasing President Fujimori of Peru and a piece of land, he would have observed that the Ecuadorian people were hungry and desperate for change.


President Mahuad did succeed in one thing: a resolution with Peru allowed Ecuador to be granted an area of one square kilometer of land—just one square kilometer—less than one-third the size of New York City’s Central Park.


This story truly struck me and stayed with me because of the profound mismatch in attention and the lack of empathy Mahuad exhibited toward his people. His fixation on a problem that was not the important one to solve led to his own ouster and exile. Had he just looked around and seen the suffering of his people and exercised empathy toward them, he could have helped them by solving the country’s greater problem.


3. YOU MUST FIND TRUE EMPATHY


Of all the people in recent times who have brought empathy to the forefront of our thoughts and conversations, Dr. Brené Brown stands apart. She has spent more than two decades studying courage, vulnerability, shame, and empathy. Through her TED talks, books, and podcasts, she shows us that both empathy and vulnerability are key attributes for making successful relationships and finding connection with others. She often states, “Rarely can a response make something better. What makes something better is connection.”


In her book I Thought It Was Just Me (But It Isn’t), Brown refers to nursing scholar Theresa Wiseman’s four attributes of empathy:2




	
To be able to see the world as others see it. This requires putting your own “stuff” aside to see the situation through your loved one’s eyes.


	
To be nonjudgmental. Judgement of another person’s situation discounts their experience and is an attempt to protect ourselves from the pain of the situation.


	
To understand another person’s feelings. We have to be in touch with our own feelings in order to understand someone else’s. Again, this requires putting your own “stuff” aside to focus on your loved one.


	
To communicate your understanding of that person’s feelings. Rather than saying, “At least you…” or “It could be worse…” try, “I’ve been there, and that really hurts.”





With empathy one learns what it feels like to be heard and accepted. We must first grasp our own vulnerability through courage and self-acceptance in order to exercise that empathy muscle. Self-acceptance, of course, only comes with the ability to deal with one’s shame—and that’s the subject of the next chapter.


Empathy is often confused with or used interchangeably with sympathy. They are two very different responses, two very different positions. Empathy places you in the position, in the proverbial shoes, in the mindset and feelings of others. Sympathy is what you feel about the circumstances that others are going through.


Empathy is an equal force, a magnet that draws us together. It creates connection because you are standing in someone else’s position. When you walk in empathy, you have to get into another person’s shoes. You try to be them, in the most real way you can.


Sympathy sets up an unequal moment. “I feel this because you are going through that.” Sympathy puts a wedge between people and stands in the way of true connection.


I believe that one of the issues that hangs in the air with race relationships in this country is that white people often cannot find the space of empathy with their Black and Brown neighbors. Implicit bias has buried our ability to be vulnerable and to really look at the experiences of people of color both historically and in the current moment. Most of the time we cannot even see or hear their experiences, let alone respond to it—while all the time inequity runs rampant.


During the pandemic I was invited to a women’s Friday night Zoom gathering by someone I know well, who thought I would enjoy the conversation with these women at the end of the week. The call was populated with women I did not know, but many of them were the spouses of major sports stars, every name well known in the sports world. Each of these women, some of color and some not, was married to an athlete of color. To hear their concern for their children, especially their male children, was an amazing experience for me.


Besides the concern for their male children being stopped by the police while driving and ending up in some type of incident, one mother expressed concern when her children went to other people’s homes.


She said to her children, “When you go to your friend’s home, make sure you go with him if he leaves the room.”


Now, her children were probably eight and twelve.


“What do you mean, Mom?”


“If Johnny leaves the room for some reason, you must go with him. Don’t let him leave you alone in a room without him.”


“Huuuuh? Why?”


“White people think that Black people steal, and I don’t want you accused of stealing something.”


Now, these were children of a mega sports star. But what struck me beyond the words their mom uttered was the sound of her voice when she spoke. She was deeply concerned and worried that her children would be out in the world and be falsely accused with no defense because they were Black. Her voice broke the whole time she was speaking. And she was not the only mom on this call to utter similar things. It made me know that while my mind can understand, my empathy was triggered when I heard the fear in her voice. I imagined being in her shoes and being fearful for my children because they are Black. Her fear was palpable and real.


Having empathy allows one to really feel someone else’s pain or fear. Without empathy, there are few deep understandings that we can accomplish in our lives with respect to others. Without empathy we are missing the world outside of our own.


Having empathy in our personal lives as well as in our business lives allows us to work smarter, create better solutions, and to make our workplace significantly better for all.


Entrepreneurs often ask me how I have been able to create solutions and have a work environment that has diversity as well as inclusion. We will see later in this text how important inclusion is. Here are some insights with respect to the importance of empathy.




	Empathy helps you determine what problem to solve.


	Empathy allows you to solve the problem by uncovering it from the inside—from the point of view of those who will utilize your solution.


	Empathy expands your vision for your company or product.





Not long ago, I agreed to invest in a company run by a great young man, the son of a colleague of mine. His company was in the business of aggregating video clips to salute a loved one for a birthday, anniversary, or other occasion. It was a lovely idea; you can imagine an elderly grandparent being overwhelmed by such a thoughtful gift from his family. I met with this young man, and we talked through the whole idea. He spoke about how an elderly grandparent in the hospital could receive one of these videos.


“How would my grandfather play the video if he was in a hospital bed, say, and not at home?” I asked him.


He looked at me blankly. “Uh—you’d hand him a USB/memory stick?”


“So, my grandfather will have a laptop with him in the ICU able to plug in that USB stick?”


“Um.…”


“You need to source a bunch of cheap portable video players and make that part of the product,” I told him.


This wasn’t a conversation about a lack of technology—it was a conversation about a lack of empathy. Put yourself in someone else’s shoes to see them using the product you have created. What do they need to use it? What does it do for them?


Gleefully they have become a great company providing an amazing service and have individual playable cards where the video is embedded into, for example, a birthday card. It is because the founder could pivot; he listened and did it right.


In 1990, I was sent on a mission to Romania to assess the children in the orphanages there. Nicolea Ceausescu was the communist dictator whose rule reached every aspect of Romanian society. Early in his tenure he outlawed abortion and made divorce difficult. He rewarded families who had large numbers of children by granting them special designations with special “perks.” As a result of this doctrine, Romania began to have an overflow of children, some of whom had simple problems, but which could not be attended to by the family. For example, a child born into a farming family needed to be a functional part of the working family. If the child had strabismus (crossed eyes), they required surgery that was unavailable to them, and the child became a burden. A condition that’s corrected every day in the U.S. became a lifelong disability for these Romanian children. The state opened orphanages where parents could place these children, and as long as they were visited at least once a year by their family, they were not eligible for adoption.


This led to overcrowded orphanages, where in many cases three or four children, aged one to seven, shared one crib. It was hard to believe what I saw there. The farther away from the capital of Bucharest the orphanage was located, the worse the conditions and the sicker the children. I recall one orphanage that was located next to a mental hospital; the children often mimicked the behaviors they saw in the courtyard of the mental hospital, which was separated from them only by a wire fence.


It was eye-opening for me, and the lack of care—despite all the people there trying to help—was amazing. Before I went, I asked what was needed, what I could bring, and I was told, bring syringes. I brought 2,000 syringes with me. I met a dentist who volunteered with the kids in the orphanages one day a month whose gratitude for these syringes went beyond words. She told me she only had one glass syringe that she would clean between seeing patients, and the disposable syringes I brought would be very helpful to her.


One day, many years later, I was lecturing about pediatric development in a large auditorium. I was speaking about these kids and their conditions. A doctor in the audience raised her hand to ask a question. “I was in an orphanage in Africa where there was war, and I spent some real time there,” she said. “What, to you, was the most distinguishing feature of the orphanage? What struck you the most?” Before I could answer she said, “After all these many years I still have never encountered anything like the smell.” As I stood there I was immediately brought back to the odor of the orphanages. It is one that I have never experienced before or since. The smell was a mixture of old dried blood, urine, and feces mixed with chlorine and the “slop” that was fed to the children, which was crusted over the cribs and the tables. A tart, sweet, pungent, acerbic, putrid smell that is unforgettable.


Having had this opportunity and experiences with the orphanages in Romania gave me a complete appreciation for the neglect and bullying an entire nation can produce. Understanding what these children went through, how people reacted to them, and the needs that they had for simple things that we take for granted in our lives was something that changed my life.


Exercising empathy is so important in our personal and professional lives as we seek to solve problems and become leaders.




The distinguishing feature that sets great leaders apart is that they solve problems. They do it by harvesting ideas and motivating people to act, thereby creating real change that solves real problems.


Exercising empathy can help solve the real and important problems and result in great leadership.
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