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Introduction


AS AN EDUCATOR AND consultant, I have been training leaders and future leaders for more than twenty-five years. I have worked with undergraduate business majors and MBAs as well as with executives of Fortune 500 firms and not-for-profits, government officials, and entrepreneurs in technology start-ups. Over that quarter century I have worked in organizational change, helping people accept that something in their work lives will be different; strategic planning, helping organizations choose a course for the future; and competitive intelligence, the very deliberate gathering of actionable information about industries and competitors. This is not spying but sleuthing. Not Dumpster diving or bugging boardrooms. Instead, I engage in detective work: investigating, discovering, integrating, and analyzing information from people and published sources about companies and the business environment. Competitive intelligence facilitates strategic planning, which itself may be an impetus for organizational change.


Through all these pursuits I came to realize that, even more than from academic credentials or experience, everything I know about management and leadership—everything essential I know about becoming successful—I learned as a bartender.





I was in the garden section of Lowe’s on a warm July afternoon, considering how big a pot I needed to replant my ficus trees, when my phone buzzed. I accepted the call, and before I could even say hello, I heard, “Dr. Rothberg, can you talk?” It was Gabe Gambino, a recent graduate with a BS in business. No matter how many times I told him that he could call me Helen, the familiar title stuck.


Gabe and his crew of friends had planned and prodded their way into and through my strategic-management class. They had taken full advantage of my office hours, scheduling weekly meetings for themselves and their teams working on projects. If they saw my door open or the light on, they’d come in for encouragement, counseling, and chocolates. One month before his capstone analysis—a thorough, real-time strategic plan for a publicly traded company—was due, a distressed Gabe sat in my office and admitted that he didn’t think he could complete it. He had waited too long to begin—he actually had not yet started writing at all—and the job felt too big. I knew from experience that half of his anxiety would be relieved just by starting and I put him on the “Aunt Helen Plan”: He had to e-mail me every evening and tell me exactly what he had accomplished that day. When I didn’t hear from him by 10:30 one night, I e-mailed him: “Where’s Gabe?”


Gabe’s final plan was excellent and after graduation he’d gotten a corporate sales job where he thought he was joining a full-service advertising agency with established clients. The reality was that he had to hunt for clients to represent, but the clients he could approach didn’t have resources to even consider buying what he was selling. Ergo, his call to me.


“Dr. Rothberg, I hate my job,” Gabe said, and, without taking a single breath, went on to tell me that he got up every morning at 5:00 a.m. to catch the train, sat at a desk all day cold-calling, and worked on commission. “I’m losing money going to work, I get rejected all day, I don’t relate to the people in my office. I don’t see this leading to anything. This isn’t what I went to college for. I’m not good at this. I am miserable.”


“Quit the job, Gabe,” I said as I put down the pot I’d been considering and walked to another aisle.


“I can’t quit my job. I am the first in my family to graduate from college. I have bills to pay. What am I going to do? I don’t want to get up in the morning anymore.”


“Quit the job, Gabe.”


“I can’t.”


I understood how Gabe felt. I remembered my first real job, waitressing at a Catskills deli/American-Chinese restaurant. The most senior waitress, a lifer, got all the best tables: couples who had cocktails with dinner. As the youngest, I got the worst tables: multigenerational families who could never order everything they wanted at the same time. One evening the lifer dropped mashed potatoes outside the kitchen door and left them without a warning. I came barreling through with a full tray, slipping and falling on my butt in front of my table of eight, who watched their food land on me and everywhere else but in front of their hungry selves. The week before that, an angry chef chased me with his meat cleaver because I wouldn’t bring him a whiskey sour during the dinner service. I hated the place but was afraid to quit. No one wanted to hire “a kid.” I needed the experience and I needed the money. But the potatoes in my braids were the last straw.


Not every job is a good job. After I quit, I was able to find a better restaurant where there were tablecloths, nicer chefs, and better tips. A few years later, when I realized that waitresses’ tips reflect many things outside of their control—how quickly the kitchen gets the meal ready, how good the food is, how many times a water glass is filled—I moved to bartending, where there was a more direct link between my effort and reward. This was a better fit for me. And because of that I blossomed.





It took forty-five minutes of coaxing and searching three aisles of flowerpots, but Gabe agreed to quit his job and I found the right pot. Within two months he began a new career as a sales coordinator and moved out of his parents’ home to his own place in Brooklyn. Within two and a half years he was promoted to account executive.


You have to close one door for another to open. You have to let go of the sure thing—the bird in the hand or the flowerpot or the job—in order to be able to take hold of what you want and to find a place where you can shine. You have to find your fit.


Sometimes people stay in positions because it’s what they know and they think it’s what is expected of them: they think they have to “tough it out,” they don’t want to let people down, or they’re afraid there is nothing else. They start losing faith in what they bring to the table. They get lost.


Companies do this as well. One of my first consulting clients was the Solgar vitamin company. A leader in the early eighties health food industry, Solgar had only seven or eight sales representatives to service more than two thousand accounts across fifty states. We had challenging conversations about the value of all those accounts. It was their belief that every customer was a good customer. My contention was that not all customers have equal appeal. Some ordered so little, paid their accounts so late, and required so much attention from the sales force that the company was actually losing money servicing them.


This was a very hard reality for Solgar to accept. They had built their business years ago by visiting every small health food store in New York. It was in their DNA to treat all accounts the same. They kept trying to run the company as if their sales were to only a handful of buyers. They were stuck. Their business model no longer fit who they had become.


After a change in leadership, a compromise was reached. While all accounts remained in the portfolio, not all were serviced the same way. Most were open to new ways of learning about new products. The accounts that didn’t like the change complained, but they still carried Solgar because their customers wanted their products. With new marketing materials and a focused sales force, Solgar’s sales and profit margins flourished.


When I shifted from waitressing to bartending, my receipts grew as well. In both positions I needed to be attentive and respectful to each customer. Regardless of whatever attitudes customers brought to the table or bar, I was courteous. However, as a waitress I had less control of all the moving parts, so I held back my personality some. Disgruntled diners don’t often appreciate a humorous and cheeky waitress, and I would have to gracefully shoulder customer dissatisfaction that I wasn’t responsible for. As a bartender, I didn’t have to hold back. I not only had more control over what I mixed and delivered but I also was able—like Solgar’s sales force, like Gabe—to customize my service and work from my strengths.


Creating a good fit—for yourself and your company—matters. Sometimes you have to be willing to take the leap, to trust that you have the right ingredients to bring the best of yourself—and the best of your company—to the right situation. A good fit can be the difference between surviving and thriving, between being busy and working well, between working hard and working smart. Sometimes you need to give yourself permission to discover what else is possible. People, situations, commerce, emotions, workers, bosses, customers, food, alcohol—these can be either a combustible or harmonizing blend. Learning how to read a situation and be deliberate in how I managed and responded—which parts of my personality to shine or quiet—helped me create a fit with my surroundings. Getting involved with bartending, mingling management and cocktails, brought me to a place where I could learn what works and what doesn’t, what mixes well and what should never be combined. It was the foundation for all that came later.





There are many recipes for leadership; the one I have come to after all these years is ADVICE:


Action


Determination


Vision


Integrity


Communication


Empathy


And with each ingredient—Action, Determination, Vision, Integrity, Communication, and Empathy—leaders know who they are and who they may need to become. They recognize that life is fluid and what has worked in the past might not work in the future. They are confident seekers of knowledge. They embrace what is new and unknown with courage and grace.


What does this have to do with bartending? Everything. It includes being astute, giving people what they want, and keeping things running smoothly. It also includes managing infuriating, delightful, and sometimes dangerous clients, as well as temperamental and talented employees and even owners with brilliant ideas who don’t communicate well but are surprisingly wise. In doing all this, you find strength in yourself that you didn’t know was there.


This is life behind the bar. This is life leading an organization. Sometimes you stir, sometimes you shake, and sometimes you blend. And sometimes you just serve it up neat, just as it is. Bartenders develop the instinct to know what to do and when to stand back and watch, when to share what they know and when to say nothing. That is why they give great ADVICE. That is why bartending is a model for leadership.


This book is populated by situations and characters based on real events and people (with some of their names and other details changed) and some who are composites. It serves up what I’ve learned from my experiences working with an amalgam of characters in different situations at the bar. Uncannily, they mirror what I lived professionally with teams at big companies like Kellogg, technology start-ups like Concept Five Technologies, and not-for-profits like Good Reasons. The lessons I learned have worked in industries as varied as advertising, education, energy, and medical technology. I share these stories, pairing them with their bar-mates, inspiring a nugget of wisdom and a unique component of the leadership cocktail. And, of course, there are cocktails, too. The drink recipes are my own.


I invite you to share my experiences, enjoy a drink, and sip some ADVICE. I hope you discover that a well-balanced concoction of people, choices, situations, and lessons is possible in your own career and that it can be enjoyable, informative, and satisfying.





ADVICE FOR LEADERSHIP


1


ACTION: Outside Insights





SPRINGTIME ON EAST TWENTY-SIXTH Street and Park Avenue South bloomed with possibility. I was approaching my first summer break en route to an MBA from the City University of New York’s graduate business program at Baruch College. I needed to find the right bartending job to sustain me.


I had outlined my priorities on a spreadsheet:


• A twenty-minute walk from school to give me time to switch gears.


• Ample public and taxi transportation for convenience and safety.


• A lively neighborhood, also for safety. I had worked downtown, where office buildings emptied at 6:00 p.m., leaving either desolate sidewalks or late-night partiers stumbling into dance halls.


• A smallish place that also served food. I didn’t want to have to strain to hear over music with a throbbing bass and push drinks to nameless people.


Heading east along Twenty-Sixth Street, I rejected Lexington Avenue because it was too residential, continued to Third Avenue, and turned south.


Third Avenue was close enough to school to be convenient but far enough away to be anonymous, where professors were not likely to go. The Gramercy Park neighborhood was swank, with an upscale mix of businesses and apartment buildings. The streets hummed with people ready to drink, eat, and spend money day and night. Yellow cabs cruised around the clock. Pizza shops, Chinese takeout, an Italian deli, a liquor store, three boutiques, and four Irish pubs lined the four-block walk to Twenty-Second Street. While the pubs had interchangeable menus and prices, they differed in their advertised entertainment. Any bar with karaoke and happy-hour all-you-can-eat chicken wings and dollar pints was off the list—too much noise for too little money.


Duffy’s on Twenty-First Street had a specials board and live acoustic music on Thursday nights, so I went in to feel the place out. With a sawdust floor, wooden tables, and a small platform stage, Duffy’s was dark, smoky, and boisterous. I sat at the corner of the bar closest to the window, where I could see the layout and watch how things ran. I had a spreadsheet with me and was ready to fill it with notes. A red-faced round man wearing a folded-over apron served me a glass of house wine with a bowl of peanuts, then quickly returned to the gaggle of guys perched in front of the beer taps.


The place reminded me of my first bartending experience at the Gable Inn, a small neighborhood bar in Bayside, Queens, with a lively blue-collar crowd. That’s where I first met Pat, a woman who would have a big impact on my life.


Working as a bartender, Pat was a mentor, Yoda, teacher, and friend. With her thick black eyelashes, blue eye shadow, and blond pixie helmet hair, Pat managed the needs of a six-person waitstaff and scores of patrons with a gentility and steadfast calm I had yet to see in anyone else. She could shut down a sassy waitress with a look, have patrons wait ten minutes for drinks without complaining, and somehow keep the moody hostess smiling.


I wanted to be like Pat, so I started going in early to help her set up and learn from her. She would give me advice on handling the grouchy cook, my mother, school, boys, or anything that was troubling me. She taught me how to make Bloody Mary mix, cut lime twists, and rim a glass with salt. She shared her work philosophies, which I realized later were actually life philosophies. Pat taught me how to manage and take control, how to become a bartender.





By 5:00 p.m. it was happy hour at Duffy’s, and an after-work crowd who drank mostly tap beer while eating mozzarella sticks and clams on the half shell started filtering in. The waiters came and went from behind the bar to grab bottles of beer, run the soda tap, and drop their drink orders. Back at the Gable Inn, Pat never let anyone behind her bar: “My money drawer, my responsibility.” She ran progress tapes for the manager to check, had the barback leave cases of beer and clean glasses on the service end, and restocked herself. Pat had a system for setting up her bar. Bottles needed for making the most popular drinks were the easiest to reach. Spotless glasses were positioned strategically so that the waitresses could set them up with their orders on trays. The tools of her trade—paring knife, cigarette lighter, and corkscrew—were never left out of their drawer. Pat’s bar had a high shine, and she had everything under control. But that was not how Duffy’s was managed. I noted all this on my spreadsheet. Duffy’s seemed like a busy place, but I was looking for something different: a place where imported beer, cocktails, and something other than bar pies and burgers was served. I left and kept walking south.


Between Nineteenth and Twentieth Streets, tucked among buildings tall and small, was a three-story redbrick building with white window trims and a dark plate-glass window with “Cincinnati” painted in pink lettering. I looked in. A small restaurant seating fifty-four, it had a beautiful oak bar opposite four tall banquets. I walked around the block to check out the neighborhood. On one corner was the New York City Police Academy. I liked that. The boys in blue would be a welcome sight at closing time around 3:00 a.m. Around the other was Cabrini Medical Center. Hospital folk drink when they get off duty. In a four-block radius none of the other bars or restaurants was as well situated or as elegant, or had as pricey a menu. It felt perfect.


The next day at 4:00 p.m., the quiet time before the dinner crowd arrived, I perched at the far end of the bar. A tall, brown-haired guy in a tan oxford shirt and blue jeans poured me a glass of white wine. A few people were nursing drinks, reading the paper, and eating peanuts. At 4:30 my glass was empty. Even though the bar was not busy, the bartender never came back to offer me a refill. This was a nicer bar than Duffy’s, but it wasn’t as busy and the service wasn’t great. I sensed the opportunity to build here. I finally caught the bartender’s attention and inquired whether there was a position open. He went upstairs to get the owner. An hour later Andrew came down to meet me.


Handsome and strongly built, Andrew was in his late twenties. He knew that he was handsome and strongly built. We shook hands and sized each other up. He liked that I went to school and lived nearby, that I had experience, that I wasn’t an actor. Actors in New York also fill roles in many restaurants. We agreed that I would shadow a couple of shifts before getting a slot in the schedule. He called Marco over from the dining room to set it up.


“Who’s Marco?” I was confused.


“He’s our headwaiter. Might as well shadow the best to learn how we do it.”


“Why would I shadow a waiter? I’m applying for a bartender position,” I said. Andrew squared his shoulders and said, “I don’t hire women bartenders.”


I thought he was kidding. This was 1982, not 1952. But he wasn’t kidding. Andrew didn’t think that women were strong enough to lift cases of beer or tough enough to cut people off and get them to leave. I was stubborn and didn’t like being told no. I wasn’t letting go. Cincinnati was my perfect place. I had to do something fast.


I offered him a deal: I’d work the busiest night behind the bar for free. No shadowing. No bullshit. “The only thing you have at risk is being wrong.” It was a hard offer to refuse, and he didn’t.


As I walked toward home down Third Avenue, the adrenaline from my win was overcome by dread. What had I just gotten myself into? I had never worked a place like Cincinnati before. It was elegant and had a sophisticated menu. In the hour and a half I had sat at the bar watching the place and the people, I had realized that the Gramercy Park crowd was a different breed of clientele and waitstaff. I had always been a downtown, working-class girl and felt most comfortable in a melting pot of color, spices, and accents. These customers were uptown and drank things I had never heard of: Lillet, Pernod, Chambord. They ate food you’d find in beach surf—oysters, escargot, and crab—and traveled on the weekends to elite society places like the Hamptons, Nantucket, Mantoloking. A species all their own. Dangerous, intimidating, unknowable. Better. And better made me fear that I wouldn’t be sophisticated enough, smart enough, or good enough. But the waitstaff was eccentric. Actors, singers, and dancers juggling shifts and showcases at small, tucked-away clubs, changing their names and memorizing menus, they were big personalities used to getting rejected and expecting to be pampered for it.


And yet I still wagered: “I’ll work for free and then you can decide.” This was early muscle memory. In my experience, survival came more from deliberate, careful action than from words.



ADVICE: Do more, say less.


Fear was not an option for me growing up on Grand Street on the Lower East Side. Fear has its own color and smell, and those enticed by it could pick up its sweet scent from two blocks away. Fear made you gather information before taking any action. You made your every step cautious and deliberate, because if you didn’t, you got your ass kicked. Knowing which streets to walk down, where to shoot hoops, who to let buy you a soda, was intelligence. You shared it with your inner circle. Craftiness, or in some cases brashness, was the perfume I needed to mask the fear. When scared, I was tough and resourceful. This worked more times than not, and I learned it young. My slight build and scared self wanted to walk the streets or ride my bike with only one eye behind my back, not two. I didn’t have an older brother around to watch out for me. I needed to build a reputation.


Outside PS 110, an elementary school on Delancey Street, I tried to push my way into pickup games of basketball and play with boys who were older, taller, and heavier than I was. I showed up every day after school and waited to be selected by a team, but I was ignored. After two weeks it was time to do something or give it up. I pulled the You’re afraid I’ll make you sissies look stupid card. The two captains flicked their hands toward me as if they were swatting a fly. I locked eyes with the big Italian boy with the dimple, Danny Alaimo.


“Okay, rookie, you play with my team, and after we wipe the courts with you, you can go home and play some girl games and leave us alone,” they said, laughing at me now. In my head I said, Screw you. On the court, I took my position.


I tightened the laces of my pink high-tops and drove down the lane, ducking and throwing elbows, proving I had guts, that I was a little wild. I was knocked down, skinned my knees. I got elbowed, which blackened my eye, bloodied my nose, and busted my lip. I continued to play. I never called foul, whined, or cried. That day I earned a protector, Danny, and was referred to from then on as either “She crazy” or “Rookie.”


On that basketball court, the code was to let your moves speak for you. Everyone talked shit. No one cared what you said, only what you did. I couldn’t ask for protection. I had to earn it, without ever hinting that I wanted it. Show up, play hard, swallow the insults. Pay back by stealing the ball, making a free throw, and never answering my mother, Frieda, when she asked, “Tell me which of those boys threw their elbow in your face so I can mop the floor with him!” All that earned me the respect of Danny, who became my protector. But I had to show up and do, earn my own reputation, before I was able to get.
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