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To Kathy

I dedicate this book to my beautiful wife for fueling my growth in so many ways. Your guidance regarding the principles detailed in this book, your unwavering support, and your love have made this life an incredible joy ride.


Preface

The goal of The Bridge to Growth is to help leaders and emerging leaders achieve personal, professional, and financial growth. It’s the same goal upon which I founded my firm, JDR Growth Partners.

This is intentionally a short book, and I’ve attempted to maximize useful-insight-per-page. I sought the advice of several authors and pundits. A few of them—perhaps well meaning—suggested that I add superfluous content that would help me sell more books. I eventually realized that it was exactly this approach that had fueled the creation of the many business books I never finished (even though I started them with enthusiasm). I frequently found most of the value in the first half of the book, and the remainder skimmable at best. I did not want to create that kind of book.

To maximize useful insight from cover to cover, I used a framework akin to an executive memo. For those who prefer processing information with some degree of linearity, this will probably connect with you. Chapters are structured around nine guiding principles. Each chapter includes a short introduction, a statement of The Leadership Principle, a set-up of the problem titled The Leader’s Challenge, my assessment of What Matters Most, and at least one Success Model to help bring the principle to life based on my experiences. I also promise useful tips and tools throughout, but no fluff.

There’s an age-old debate in the business world: What’s more important, strategy or execution? I believe both are critical. But what if something else is just as important? What if there is a third ingredient to business success, one that many companies undervalue, namely servant leadership?

Informed by my 35-plus years of leading high performance teams and over a decade as a president and CEO, The Bridge to Growth reveals how servant leaders bridge strategy into exceptional execution by elevating the commitment and performance of the people they lead.

In today’s business climate, the cadence between strategy and execution is compressing, making the integration of the two more important than ever. Too many workers are being left out of this equation. More and more people are disconnected from their company’s goals, even though they still report being satisfied with their jobs. A Global Workforce Survey conducted by Towers Watson revealed that a mere 21 percent of workers feel engaged and truly committed to their company’s success and goals, even though 86 percent report liking their jobs. Is this reflective of a failure of leadership, a shift in the attitudes of today’s workers, or both?

Apparently, many people are settling for a job that satisfies their basic needs, yet denies them a motivating answer to two important questions: “How does my personal work connect to my company’s goals, and how can I help us achieve them?” In these cases, leaders have unfortunately failed to fully engage workers in either the development or execution of their company’s mission, goals, and ultimately its journey toward success or failure. Too often, workers are being over-managed and under-led. I believe this “commitment gap” represents the largest source of untapped potential to create economic value in our society today.

How can leaders tap into this gap and raise the performance bar? This question matters more now than it ever has. As our world becomes more socially connected, more women progress into leadership roles, and millennials seek more meaning and purpose in their work than previous generations did, the principles of servant leadership are becoming more relevant than ever before.

I believe leadership is both art and science, and that it can be learned. For almost four decades, I’ve been a voracious student of leadership, and I’ve been fortunate to work with some outstanding leaders. In this book, I’ve captured much of what I’ve learned. The Bridge to Growth provides leaders, emerging leaders, stakeholders, and board members a blueprint of nine proven leadership principles to move the people you lead from satisfactorily disengaged to enthusiastically committed to making a difference and winning.

If you are interested in growing as a leader—and if you perhaps also agree that many aspects of great leadership are not innate—you have my promise that this book is worth your time.


Introduction

Most leaders ascend to ever-increasing levels of influence because they are smart and assertive, and because they deliver good results—and not necessarily because they are great at bringing out the best in other people. Yet leading people becomes increasingly important the higher one ascends. Could this be why so many would-be leaders struggle once they reach senior leadership positions in businesses, schools, governments, churches, and other organizations?

Unfortunately, many organizations treat leadership as though it is an innate ability. Something you’re born with. Something that just happens naturally. While organizations readily invest in teaching their employees routine or requisite skills, they provide little development when it comes to leading people. This is one reason why so many organizations are under-led and over-managed, and why so many people feel disengaged from their organization’s mission and goals.

Almost every leader fights the creeping feeling that his or her team could be achieving more. These leaders constantly wonder if they are doing everything possible to enable the success of the people they lead. I believe the best leaders feel these yearnings the most. While they are beholden to the stakeholders who hired them, these leaders are also driven by the sense of responsibility they feel toward their workforce.

My most significant personal confrontation with this dilemma happened early in my career when I was promoted to Business Vice President at SC Johnson, replacing Fisk Johnson as he moved upstairs to eventually take the company leadership reigns from his father, Sam Johnson, upon his retirement. It was a big step in my career. I transitioned from an emerging leader role—heading a small, albeit very successful team—into a corporate officer role leading one of the company’s largest divisions. Our CEO at the time was fond of working with The Boston Consulting Group (BCG), with whom I would now be paired. They were tasked with analyzing our current situation and recommending a strategy for accelerating profitable growth of the division I now led. As I built and launched my leadership team, and BCG performed their analytics in parallel, I became increasingly concerned about the separation between the two. While the BCG consultants were clearly very bright, they lacked experience and were not digging into the business as much as I had expected them to. I sensed that the project was streaming toward strategic recommendations that might be too superficial in nature, and not adequately grounded in facts and research. Worse, my leadership team increasingly did not want to be bothered by the consulting project at all! They viewed the consultants as a distraction from the day-to-day reality and demands of their roles and responsibilities. They had real and pressing work to do. I began to worry that BCG would develop a plan for which none of my team felt ownership. I knew such a plan would be doomed to fail.

Instead of offloading this important work, I sat down with our BCG teammates and with my leadership team, and led them in the development of a more collaborative strategic planning process (that is defined in more detail in Chapter 3, so I will not belabor it here). Because we invested the time and energy to engage our workforce more intentionally in the planning process, we achieved increased workforce collaboration and commitment to the plan we ultimately developed and executed. It led to unprecedented profitable growth of SCJ’s home cleaning division over the next four years and a strategic planning process that I would go on to use for many years to force-multiply my leadership influence, elevate workforce engagement, and significantly improve the financial performance of several businesses.

THE LEADER’S CHALLENGE

Most leaders are inundated with multiple urgent responsibilities that demand their attention and can distract them from things that matter most. It’s easy for leaders to dedicate most of their time and energy to managing the countless fires that always seem to be threatening their organizations. The remainder of their time can be consumed by the need to develop productive relationships with the stakeholders that control resources they need to survive and prosper. Strategy, talent development, nurturing a healthy culture, and building workforce commitment can feel like luxuries appropriate to address only when time permits. Unfortunately, time rarely does permit, and leaders who travel down this well-worn path deliver sub-optimal results while wondering why their workforce doesn’t perform at a higher level.

I saw this happen very early in my career, shortly after graduate school, as a young brand manager at The Clorox Company. The Federal Trade Commission had forced Procter & Gamble (P&G) to divest of Clorox in 1969 for anti-trust reasons. Clorox went on to have a very impressive run creating, buying, and expanding many brands, from Formula 409 to Kingsford Charcoal. By the time I joined the company in 1986, most of the senior leaders had been trained at P&G, one of the best business training and leadership development grounds in the world, in my opinion. Clorox had also become widely known for excellent training and development of marketers and general managers, and there were many strong leaders between me and the senior leaders of the company (including Doug Kellam, Glenn Savage, Bill Morissey, and Craig Sullivan).

Clorox was led by a CEO and a president who were intent upon taking Clorox into the detergent category to compete against P&G. It was the biggest project in the entire company, and those who proved their mettle were often assigned to the team. After two successful years on other brands, I was assigned to work on this initiative and quickly gained an illuminating view of different leadership styles—styles that would inform my own for the rest of my career.

At the time, the large German company Henkel AG owned roughly 30 percent of Clorox, so the CEO and president reported to them regularly. Despite the best efforts of a very talented team working on the detergent project, it was becoming increasingly clear that this initiative was the wrong direction for the company, both strategically and financially. I watched as senior management slightly modified reports of my talented management team for presentation to Henkel and our board of directors. To be clear, they weren’t exactly falsified, but the final product told what I call “partial truths.” While I was impressed with my immediate managers, we rarely saw the CEO or the president; they remained on another floor of the company in executive suites that required special clearance for entry. The only time I saw them was the rare visit to their office to prep them for a meeting with Henkel or the board of directors.

I was eventually recruited away from Clorox by a former colleague, Scott Langmack, who had left Clorox to lead marketing and business development at Pepsi Cola International. I was excited to broaden my skill base and grow as a leader. I had never even travelled outside of the borders of the United States, and I was about to embark on a role that would transport me to twenty-eight countries over the next few years. I didn’t take this new role because I did not like working at Clorox. In fact, I thoroughly enjoyed the people and the culture we had on our team (and across the household products division). In the moment, it was a tough decision to leave. But over time, I started looking upon the senior leadership of Clorox with skepticism, and I vowed to never corridor myself off from the workforce like they had if I ever ascended into a senior leadership role. Not surprisingly, the detergent project was eventually shelved much later than it should have been—after costing the company millions in losses—and the CEO and the president both retired early. It remains one of the few large blemishes in Clorox’s forty-eight-year history.

WHAT MATTERS MOST

I noted earlier that the cadence between strategy and execution is compressing, making the integration of the two more important than ever. But too many workers are being left out of this equation. We hear it all the time—leaders must motivate and fully engage the people they lead. But how? Increasingly, they can’t just assume that everyone will follow them just because they are the boss. That sounds fairly obvious, but mounting evidence suggests a gap between this leadership style and reality. A recent workforce survey by Franklin Covey revealed:

•   Only 15 percent of workforce respondents could name even one of the top three goals their leaders had identified.

•   Among those who could name a goal, only 51 percent said they were committed to achieving it.

•   81 percent of everyone surveyed said they were not held accountable to progress against the company’s goals.

•   87 percent said they had no idea what to do to help the company achieve the goals.

Equally startling, a global survey of over 90,000 workers by Towers Watson uncovered:

•   Only 21 percent of employees are truly engaged in their work, saying they would “go the extra mile.”

•   38 percent are mostly or entirely disengaged.

•   Only 38 percent believe that senior management is sincerely interested in their well-being.

•   Less than 40 percent believe senior management communicates openly and honestly.

•   Just 44 percent believe that senior management tries to be visible and accessible.

•   Less than half believe that senior management actions are consistent with the company’s core values.

•   Yet 86 percent like or love their jobs!

In The Three Signs of a Miserable Job, Patrick Lincioni suggests that people disengage for the following reasons:

•   Anonymity: they feel their leaders don’t know or care what they are doing.

•   Irrelevance: they don’t understand how their job makes a difference.

•   Immeasurability: they cannot measure or assess for themselves the contribution they are making.

This is an indictment of traditional leadership, and it is why I believe that many companies are over-managed and under-led. What if 100 percent of the people in a company said they were “all in?” What impact would going from 21 percent engagement to 100 percent engagement have on results? According to a recent Gallup survey, engaged employees are 21 percent more productive, have 37 percent less absenteeism, and have 25 percent lower turnover. A study by Vance found that companies with highly engaged employees score between 12 and 34 percent higher in customer satisfaction ratings. And my favorite study by Aon Hewitt found that companies in the top quartile of employee engagement scores generated 50 percent higher total shareholder return than the average company. You do the math. Of all the levers a leader has at her fingertips to improve results, this is the biggest and most often under-leveraged.

SERVANT LEADERSHIP

Back in the early 1990’s, I read Max DePree’s book titled Leadership is an Art. I found his insights regarding servant leadership inspiring because he articulated the leader’s responsibilities to the people he leads in more personal, human, and engaging language than I had read or heard before. And to give credit where credit is due, Robert K. Greanleaf first introduced the servant leader concept in 1970 when he published his essay entitled “The Servant as Leader.” That essay was later expanded into a book, and the servant leadership movement was born.

I was first exposed to the servant leader concept at a time when my career was blossoming and I was rising up the corporate ladder, yet I was not feeling inspired by most of the leaders I studied above my immediate supervisor. In fact, I was having serious doubts about the desirability of ascending into the senior management ranks. Other than their paychecks, there wasn’t much about the existing models that I found appealing, and I had serious reservations about how well I would fit into the executive suite. I had grown up in rural, blue collar Indiana and I found most of the senior leaders I was encountering woefully out of touch with the people on the front lines of the business. I was convinced that future leaders needed to be more empathic and in touch with the people they aspired to lead, and Max DePree gave me hope that this was possible.

The best servant leaders are not “soft” as some might think. They have a very high performance bar. But they balance high expectations with caring leadership that inspires the people they lead to raise the bar even higher and achieve extraordinary results.

Since then I’ve had the good fortune to meet with—and in some cases work with—experts on this topic such as Steven Covey, Jack Welch, Jim Collins, Tom Peters, and Patrick Lincioni. I don’t need to tell you that their lessons on leadership are legendary. They teach us that the best leaders are typically not the ones we read and hear about in the media. In Good to Great, Jim Collins refers to these as Level 5 leaders. In Max DePree’s assessment, these leaders typically take more than their fair share of the blame for stumbles and give credit to those they lead for successes. They also realize that they need all hands on deck to achieve the full potential of their company. Servant leaders are force-multipliers, not just force directors. They bring out the best in the people they lead, and they don’t settle for a mere 21 percent of their workforce being willing to step up and go the extra mile. They serve rather than merely command the people in their company by giving employees what they need to fully engage and commit to achieving the company’s goals.

Servant leaders focus relentlessly on moving more of their workforce beyond being satisfactorily disengaged toward eagerly committed to making a difference.

Many people go through life never experiencing a compelling leader like this, which is why I feel privileged to have worked with several of them. I also had the good fortune of learning from a few exceptional sports coaches earlier in my life who helped me understand what it takes to win. My football coaches, Bill Mumford and Joe Cequeira, taught me that hustle often trumps talent when talent doesn’t give it everything it has. Because of their examples and leadership, I learned early to relish the role of the underdog. Later in life, as a basketball coach myself, I was fortunate to experience the leadership influence of Pat Summitt. Pat was a model for balancing the forces of competitive intensity, empowerment, and caring with an incredible desire to win. (More about Pat later in Chapter 1.)

None of these leaders and coaches was perfect, but each taught me something special that I was able to blend into my blueprint of leadership principles that I follow. Over the past three-plus decades, I leveraged these nine proven principles while leading high performance teams building world-class brands, profitably growing big and small businesses, and increasing the economic value of publicly-held, family owned, and private equity backed companies across a variety of industries. I also used them to elevate workforce engagement, collaboration, innovation, and accountability to bridge strategy into exceptional execution and results.

The Nine Proven Leadership Principles

1.   Grow leaders and difference-makers, not just followers.

2.   Build and orchestrate synergistic, high performance teams more powerful than the sum of their parts.

3.   Focus your organization on strategic priorities and simplify operations to accelerate progress.

4.   Champion the people who purchase and use your products and services.

5.   Cultivate a performance-based culture of innovation that unleashes the innate desire in the people you lead to solve, create, and contribute to winning.

6.   Communicate relentlessly to give your workforce the context they need to sign up for and truly commit to achieving company goals.

7.   See the world through the eyes of others, and your example will breed a healthier organization.

8.   Be the model you want emulated. Operate transparently, deliver on your promises, and remain steadfastly focused on doing the right things.

9.   Coach people to achieve more than they thought possible. They need a model of success more than they need a critic. Inspire your entire organization to step up by revealing what success looks like, catching people doing something well, and showing your gratitude publicly.
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It’s been many years since I first read Max DePree’s book about servant leadership. Yet I’ve come to believe that servant leadership will ultimately be the only kind of leadership still standing. Sure, it’s not for everyone, because it’s harder in the short term than simply implementing autocratic or laissez-faire models. But assuming a potential leader has the requisite skills to do the job, I believe my proven leadership principles can help catapult her toward successfully achieving the success and growth she desires.

In Chapter 1, we’ll begin the journey across the bridge by diving into the first principle. Together we’ll explore a challenge all leaders face, learn what matters most, and review a success model. And throughout the book you’ll get a chance to meet some of the leaders, coaches, and mentors that informed and helped me develop the nine principles. Onward!
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