

[image: cover]




[image: imgtitle.jpg]




 


Copyright © 2026 by Peter D. Banko.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written consent of the author, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.


Published by Forbes Books, Charleston, South Carolina.


An imprint of Advantage Media Group.


Forbes Books is a registered trademark, and the Forbes Books colophon is a trademark of Forbes Media, LLC.


Printed in the United States of America.


10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


ISBN: 979-8-88750-812-2 (Hardcover)


ISBN: 979-8-88750-813-9 (eBook)


ISBN: 979-888750-814-6 (Audiobook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2025924020


Cover design by Megan Elger.


Layout design by David Taylor.


This custom publication is intended to provide accurate information and the opinions of the author in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher, Forbes Books, is not engaged in rendering legal, financial, or professional services of any kind. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the reader is advised to seek the services of a competent professional.


Since 1917, Forbes has remained steadfast in its mission to serve as the defining voice of entrepreneurial capitalism. Forbes Books, launched in 2016 through a partnership with Advantage Media, furthers that aim by helping business and thought leaders bring their stories, passion, and knowledge to the forefront in custom books. Opinions expressed by Forbes Books authors are their own. To be considered for publication, please visit books.Forbes.com.


11-24-2025 12:43




 


This book is dedicated to my wife, Elizabeth, and our four children—Daniel, Lauren, Zachary, and Luke—who lived every up and down by my side, always had my back, took arrows for me, willingly accepted more responsibilities, were mercifully forgiving, and made tremendous sacrifices to allow me to do this CEO thing.




 





INTRODUCTION


Free up your future. Get the pink slip. Let go. Involuntary separation. De-cruit. Defund. Dehire. Deselect. De-staff. Discharge. Downsize. Indefinite idling. Make internal efficiencies. Manage down. Negotiate a departure. Reduce headcount. Reduction in force. Sacked. Dumped. Bounced. Canned. Axed. 86ed. The old heave-ho.


When my kids were little, and they heard me talking around the house about “work events” (i.e., having to fire someone, which is frequent in a life lived in significant financial turnarounds), they thought it meant poking someone with a stick that was on fire (or a torch or something more cruel) until they left the organization.


You are fired! That’s the best one. But someone else on that reality show and in that leadership role ruined it for me (and us).


Firing is sometimes used to make an example of someone. There’s nothing new about that. In the late Middle Ages in Europe, public executions served three purposes. Those in power wanted to inflict as much pain as possible on the victim while they were still alive, generate a public spectacle, and finally, deter others from committing similar crimes. In the Old West in the United States, public hangings in the town square were a form of entertainment and, at the same time, a means to deter individuals from defying laws and leaders. The same applies to discharging team members. Use the leadership tool for what it is worth. A new “sheriff” in town. Send a strong message. Meet expectations and be accountable. Or else.


The only place we don’t love the metaphorical train wreck is in leadership. We don’t like talking about it. We would rather put people on endless performance improvement plans or ignore the situation entirely, hoping it goes away. Even when we muster the courage to do it, we sugarcoat the departure announcement. The individual is made out to be a saint on the way out. No one knows why they left, what they did, or what line they crossed. Canning someone is the most unused and underrated tool in our leadership toolbox.


It makes complete sense that in classrooms and boardrooms, there is a hush and stillness to this dialogue. We are taught to get along when we land in school at age five. Get along with the teachers and school leadership. Get along with all our peers. Even more so today, our schools are about equality and acceptance. I value welcoming and belonging in my work. I don’t value glossing over it when someone on the team is not performing and is bringing down the whole team and the organization. We don’t take classes in our undergraduate and graduate education on managing and letting people go. You would be hard-pressed even to find an hour dedicated to this topic in our colleges and universities. We don’t cover it in our leadership orientation when we join a new organization. Our bosses don’t discuss it until the situation becomes a crisis. Even then, they try to avoid the conversation altogether or give you less than fifteen minutes to help you process the situation. I didn’t land in my first “freeing up their future” dilemma with a direct report until five or six years into my leadership career. You won’t either. Consequently, it was uncomfortable, cumbersome, and thorny.


If you need a good wake-up call to fully seize a powerful leadership tool, read the depressing Gallup State of the Global Workplace report.1 In an annual survey of 160,000 of our work colleagues across the globe each year since 2009, the 2022 survey found that 60 percent of the respondents reported being disengaged at work. In the United States, half of the workers surveyed reported feeling stressed at their jobs daily, while 41 percent were worried, 22 percent were sad, and 18 percent were angry. And get this: 19 percent reported that they were miserable. Nearly one in five people we work with is either enraged, miserable, or both. According to Gallup reports, this massive shift in disengagement costs the world $8.8 trillion in lost productivity, equal to 9 percent of global gross domestic product. Jon Clifton, CEO of Gallup, says, “What can leaders do today to potentially save the world? Gallup has found one clear answer: Change the way your people are managed.”2


The number one reason people leave their organization (when disengaged) is not about money. That is a convenient and suitable answer for the person going and a nice excuse for their leader and human resources (HR). According to surveys across all industries, money is only a factor in about 10 percent of departures. Health and family matters play a role in some situations. In a post-pandemic world, work-life balance now plays a more significant role.


People leave organizations because of their bosses, peers, or both. Their bosses aren’t effective. They don’t have proper team environments at work. What they have is ineffectiveness and inefficiency. And eventually, it turns toxic. When leaders don’t take meaningful action on the dysfunction of individuals on the team and the team as a whole, their team members become disengaged, even angry and miserable. Then, they leave. The really good people go first. Not the problem children. They leave with the hope that the grass is greener elsewhere. Hopefully, they find the Oz of workplaces. What they tend to find (more often than not) is that the grass still needs to be mowed, and it turns brown if it is not watered, fertilized, and cared for. This is a leadership issue. This is about your people and your team.


How I Got Here


I was not always headed toward a career in healthcare and leadership. I didn’t know what a CEO was. Being a CEO was not a career path for my family. I started volunteering at a hospital to fulfill requirements for service hours in high school. That volunteering translated into summer and winter jobs that were indoors and paid well for a college kid. I chose a college path at Notre Dame with tangible skills—aerospace engineering. In the middle of my junior year, I was stopped in the hallway by the CEO of the hospital. She was a short but caring and powerful Grey Nun, Sister Marie de Pazzi. She could tell something was wrong by the expression on my face as I walked the halls of the hospital during my patient transporter duties.


She was right. There was something wrong. I had just earned my third F. What are the mechanics of solids anyway? Sister de Pazzi pulled me into her office for a few hours. She said she was watching me and that I had the ability to succeed in healthcare. She saw leadership in me—leadership that I didn’t see in myself. That afternoon, she laid out a five-year plan for me to pursue a career in healthcare leadership. Healthcare and leadership chose me. Otherwise, I would have chosen a job and career that I hated. I would have been fired. More than once. The aerospace industry is also blessed not to have me.


I’ve gotten really gifted at letting people go. I see it as an art. After over two decades as a CEO and operating officer, I figured it out through trial and error, with many trials and many errors. After honing my skills, I use the least-used leadership tool more effectively than most executives I know. However, you can’t sharpen this critical tool until you have been let go yourself. I qualify there for a number of reasons—bankrupt company, overly political work environment, and a fish out of water on the new team, for starters. These experiences have made me better at letting people go. I learned a lot in that process, including the importance of honoring commitments, being true to yourself and the separation process, and taking just as good care of the person leaving as the new person coming on board. I also learned even more about myself, about what I wanted and needed to be happy and have fun at work. It made me a far better leader.


I was joining a new team when this book was in the works. One of the team members asked me what the book was about. I thought for over a moment and responded, “Since I am new to this group, it is best that you don’t know until it has hit the presses.”


Someone also asked me this question when I talked about writing this book.


“How many people have you personally fired?”


I think—I’m not quite sure—that I have personally had “the conversation” with more than fifty people. I clearly remember, in a corporate “downsizing,” having to let go of fourteen people in three cities in three different time zones, in person, in one day. Turnarounds have found me in my career. Or you could say I have been attracted to the challenges of struggling organizations. It is a skill that can be developed—a rare skill in business that requires a rare personality and approach. It is akin to turning a battleship in a bathtub. So, indirectly, a couple of thousand have lost their jobs because of my leadership.


The one that taught me the most was letting go of someone who didn’t report to me. The CEO called me into his office and asked me to fire a vice president–level operations leader. The senior vice president was on the road that day, and the CEO needed it done immediately that morning. I worked the office politics with my colleague and convinced the vice president to resign. I got them to leave that day. No need for severance. I was proud of what I had accomplished until I saw the CEO as he was coming back to the office and I was headed out to lunch. The CEO was irate. I was supposed to fire the vice president, not let them resign gracefully. He wanted to send a message to the entire organization. That public execution thing, again.


Regardless of whether you’re putting someone on a waiver or facing the tip of the spear yourself, it never feels good. It isn’t fun. I am not proud of it. It is what it is. I did what absolutely needed to be “done!” Inspired by his wife, Kelly Lynn, and self-described as his favorite song he has ever written, American country music singer Chris Janson had a 2019 hit of the same name that describes this book and this leadership imperative so well.


Love hits you the first time you see your soulmate—that first dance, that one kiss. You know. And you are done. Freeing up someone’s future is the opposite side of the same coin as love. When you are done, you are done. There is no debate. Your head, heart, soul, and gut are all connected and headed in the same direction. When you know, you know. You are done.


This book, which is laid out as “what to look for,” “how to,” and “for what,” will be one of your cardinal leadership tools. We will explore why we are bad at letting people go, because admitting you have a problem is the first step to solving the problem. Then, we will look at some people, personality types, and industries that are better at it. Carl Jung’s twelve archetypes will be the foundation for exploring the people—the good, the bad, and the ugly—you will encounter on your team during your career. Examples from literature, history, movies, and television, along with not-so-good personal experiences from my career, will boost your comfort level with recognizing, managing, nurturing, neutralizing, and managing out the archetypes in your life. Finally, you will walk through specific steps to make it happen (and mitigate it) with grace, with your team’s support, through the opposition, and with a good ending.


Finally, I want to issue a formal disclaimer. This is a leadership and business book. The stories, characters, events, and incidents are purely coincidental. Some of the names you’ll see are the names of characters from one of my favorite movies! Brownie points to you if you guess which one! No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, organizations, companies, leaders, buildings, products, or services is intended or should be inferred. If you identify with one of the people and stories, it definitely isn’t you. If you don’t identify with any of the people and stories, then you have a problem because it is you.


Why I Wrote This Book


I am passionate about building teams. That came from healthcare and leadership picking me in that meeting with Sister de Pazzi. Being relentless about finding and developing talent. Getting the right people on the team. Ensuring that team members are grown and nurtured. Exiting team members who don’t fit the culture, organization, or path forward. In teaching a short-credit course on physician alignment and engagement at Cornell University, I have encountered students in their early twenties with no management experience and mid-career entrepreneurial leaders with no formal training in business and leadership. I have seen the need from my own son, an aspiring hospitality leader, on how best to lead people and teams, navigate office politics, and manage poor performers out of the organization. This book is for you, wherever you are in your leadership journey, and wherever you want to go with leading others.




 





CHAPTER 1


TALENT, TEAMWORK, AND INTELLIGENCE


Talent wins games, but teamwork and intelligence wins championships. —Michael Jordan


Bouncing someone isn’t personal. It should never be personal. This isn’t about having the most perfect people in the organization. It is about having talent, being competitive, and winning championships.


Performance Counts


A close friend who won a Super Bowl with the Denver Broncos and now does color commentary on national radio for Notre Dame football is always amazed that many organizations and leaders struggle with making the necessary personnel changes. It just isn’t like that in sports. Little League, Pop Warner, high school, and college are different stories.


Professional sports is a performance-based industry. If you aren’t performing, you are being traded. If you are a terror in the locker room, you are cut. If you don’t put in the work at practice, you are looking for a new team. If you are being paid more than you produce, you are released. If you are a thirty-five-year-old pitcher, and there is a twenty-five-year-old with the same performance, you are replaced.


Nick Saban, head football coach at the University of Alabama, won seven college football championships (including one at Louisiana State University) and ten Southeastern Conference titles from 2003 to 2022. Saban’s “The Process” has taken on a life of its own. It is his most famous phrase with reporters. It focuses entirely on the people (and their ability to focus, concentrate, put forth effort, exert toughness, and show the discipline necessary to always execute the plan.)3 The players change every four years. The process is consistent. Winning and playing at the highest level in college football is predictable. If you don’t buy into “The Process,” you don’t last very long at Alabama. You most likely don’t get an offer in the first place.


The late George Steinbrenner was the Yankees’ principal owner and managing partner for over four decades. During that time, his team won seven World Series Championships. Nicknamed “The Boss,” he transformed the Bronx Bombers into baseball’s foremost dictatorship and continued a championship tradition since 1923. You either love or hate Steinbrenner. There is and was no in-between. Steinbrenner once said, “Winning is the most important thing in my life, after breathing. Breathing first, winning next.”4


He set expectations and held his teams accountable. My oldest son did a summer internship with the Yankees thirteen years after Steinbrenner died, and those standards are still firmly in place, for everyone on and off the field. He made all players cut their hair and not have facial hair. He once benched star first baseman Don Mattingly for not complying. He gave curfews to his management team. He never took vacations and worked on the Yankees 24/7/365. If you didn’t meet Steinbrenner’s expectations, he went to the free agent market and found someone (in most cases, more talented with better results) to replace you. At the same time, he valued the very best and paid them record-breaking salaries.


Some people seem naturally good at making people changes. Their personalities and leadership styles are built for such messy decisions. They are just wired that way.


The late Jack Welch, one of the most admired and, at the same time, most controversial leaders of the last century, believed in the twenty-seventy-ten rule of ranking workers (good, average, and poor). I am a huge fan of Welch and how he approached talent management (in terms of intentionality, performance, potential, and development). Like Saban and Steinbrenner, Welch was built for this kind of work. It wasn’t rank and yank. He expected communication with those in the bottom 10 percent, telling them what was expected, telling them what to fix, and giving them plenty of runway to make progress. If that didn’t work, they worked in the wrong place. People and performance are directly related. During Welch’s tenure as CEO, General Electric’s value rose 4,000 percent. That is not a typo.


Entrepreneurs are another set of extraordinary-minded leaders who don’t typically struggle to make people changes. Entrepreneurs desire independence and resistance to authority, can be impatient, and are hyperfocused on results. Resilience is a core value of most successful entrepreneurs. They are persuasive, and they take risks. They are inspirational, motivational, and passionate and tend to work too much. Like all successful leaders, entrepreneurs are keenly self-aware and continuously work to know what they don’t know. What makes them successful and willing to make the tough decisions also makes them less-than-desirable teammates. While letting someone go is gritty, for the entrepreneur, they are playing with their own money. The cost of not making a personnel change could crush the entire business. So, too, we are playing with our own money. Our paychecks (and, for some, our bonuses) pay our bills, put our kids through school, and provide us with a home, car, vacations, and retirement.


The Four Behaviors


Like the 1990s Bulls, Crimson Tide, and the Yankees, leaders need to play big. Research conducted over ten years as part of ghSMART’s CEO Genome project found four behaviors common to CEOs who have found success by playing big.5 You can’t have all four, but you can learn and develop them.


Engaging for Impact


Set a direction and then engage employees and stakeholders to move forward. Think about the aviation industry, where the average profit is just $8.27 per passenger. The sector has both high fixed and variable costs; it is highly susceptible to outside events impacting demand, and we have all experienced its reputation for questionable service. That all results in a hard-earned 4 percent average net profit margin. Then, consider Southwest Airlines, which engages for impact with a deep focus on its people. Southwest aligns its people around efficiency, low-cost pricing, and innovative logistics. That is it. Only three things. That relentless alignment and focus have had the impact of forty-six consecutive years of profitability in a row. According to Fortune magazine, Southwest is also the eleventh most admired company in the world. Mission, people, and money at the same time … go figure.


Deciding with Speed and Conviction


A wrong decision is better than no decision at all. No decision is itself a decision. Leaders don’t make great decisions all the time. I am only aware of one person who walked this earth and made entirely great decisions. He was murdered for it. Simply make all decisions earlier, faster, and with firmer conviction. Make people decisions earlier, faster, and with conviction. You will make mistakes. Don’t take it personally. Make the decision and move on. The research shows that leaders with higher IQs struggle with this more than the rest. Overthinking and over-analyzing get in the way. You will never have all the data. You will never have the entire picture colored in, especially if you are a CEO.


Jeff Bezos, who founded that online bookselling company in his garage in Bellevue, Washington, is famous for his practical yet unconventional and sometimes controversial advice. Oh, yeah, that online bookselling company now generates $575 billion in revenue. Bezos is well known for his customer obsession. He puts customers in front of competitors and internal dynamics, as well as customers before the bottom line. Bezos is also renowned for his decision-making, understanding two-way and one-way door decisions. For two-way doors, you pick a door, don’t spend much time there, and walk out. If the decision is wrong, you go back and select the other door quickly. Some decisions are so significant that there is only a one-way door. You don’t get to reverse these decisions. They are huge and costly. For these decisions, take some time, but don’t waste it. Explore all your options, engage your team in the process, be careful, be deliberate, and make the decision confidently.


Adapting Proactively


There are many playbooks in business. Things that we know work all the time. Then, there are situations, such as COVID-19, where you can throw the tried-and-true out the window and start writing from scratch. There were organizations that thrived during the global pandemic. Their CEOs employed short- and long-term thinking. They leveraged their networks and scanned a wide variety of information sources. Their mindset allowed them to understand the changes earlier and, therefore, make the moves faster. While others were still pondering, they found the second door by making mistakes and adapting.


Apple’s business comeback might be the most prolific turnaround and story of pivoting quickly in the last two decades. After the late Steve Jobs left the company in 1985, it struggled to the point of almost declaring bankruptcy. Jobs returned in 1997, making a series of two-way and one-way door moves. He simplified things, cut through feuds inside the organization, and micromanaged product development. Apple is at the top of its game today and is ranked eighth on the Fortune Global 500 list.


Turnarounds, such as the one Jobs pulled off at Apple, require a unique kind of leadership and a special kind of crazy. Only about one-third of corporate turnarounds succeed. You have to be an eternal optimist and, simultaneously, a practical realist. You have to be honest, calm, and direct. You must be ruthless, dogged, and disciplined yet willing to compromise and adapt. You have to be self-confident (a huge ego and an official diagnosis of narcissism help here, too), a roll-up-your-sleeves problem-solver, and more focused on results than activities.


Delivering Reliably


The ability to produce consistent and predictable results was found to be the most powerful of these four behaviors. ghSMART’s CEO Genome project found that a stunning 94 percent of the strong CEO candidates analyzed scored high on consistently following through on their commitments. Leaders are paid the big bucks to follow through to deliver results.


Yet, reliable results for leaders still remain complex and elusive. More than 40 percent of companies miss Wall Street earnings expectations each quarter. QuotaPath’s Compensation Trends report, reported states that 91 percent of them failed to hit sales quota expectations in 2024.6 Miss revenue projections and you find yourself having to make onerous cost (and people) decisions. Half of the new pharmaceutical launches since 2004 missed sales expectations.


Too many leaders confuse activities with results. We are all busy. But are we busy doing the right things? Failed turnarounds, missing earnings expectations, and failing to deliver sales are all related to confusing activities with results. We can’t afford to get swept away by our “to-do” lists. Don’t confuse your effort and intention with results. You have to execute. Maybe (just maybe) all this has something to do with people, teams, culture, and changing out (or not) team members.


These pragmatic examples of how to drive success through talent and teamwork should be convincing enough. But then, there is the cold, hard reality that people leave leaders, not companies.


Mike Myatt, founder of N2Growth and widely regarded as “America’s Top CEO Coach,” wrote an article in the December 2012 issue of Forbes magazine about his findings from surveys in companies where he has worked.7 Your colleagues, in most organizations, would tell you these four disturbing facts (if you took the trouble to ask them):


• More than 40 percent don’t respect the person they report to.


• More than 50 percent say they have different values from their employer.


• More than 60 percent don’t feel their career goals are aligned with the plans their employers have for them.


• More than 70 percent don’t feel appreciated or valued by their employer.


Organizations are simply a collection of people. People drive results. So, organizational issues are people issues. If only one cog (person, leader, team member, etc.) is performing inconsistently with expectations (whether in behaviors, tasks, metrics, attitude, strategy, or operations, among many others), they drag down the entire team. They drag down the operating unit. They can drag down the whole organization. If they report to you, they will drag you down with them. What are you going to do about it? Jim Collins, in Good to Great, states three simple truths for great (not just good) leadership: “But I know this much: If we get the right people on the bus, the right people in the right seats, and the wrong people off the bus, then we’ll figure out how to take it someplace great.”8







TAKEAWAYS


• Performance matters.


• Firing is the least-used management tool—to the detriment of everyone.


• You can learn how and when to use it.







WHAT’S NEXT


If you find yourself avoiding firing someone, you’re not alone. In the next chapter, we’ll look at why you’re struggling.







 





CHAPTER 2


DISUSE, STAGNATION, AND INACTION


Iron rusts from disuse; water loses its purity from stagnation … even so does inaction sap the vigor of the mind. —Leonardo da Vinci


Leadership can be heartbreaking. And life-threatening. After the assassination of the UnitedHealthcare CEO in New York City, companies have significantly increased security measures for their most senior executives. I have had to do the same after social media threats.


The most heartbreaking part of leadership is watching or working with a senior leader who is not ready for their role and responsibilities. They may have taken on a role that was a stretch for them at this point in their career. Or, at a more fundamental level, their skills, talents, and personality were not well aligned with those required for the role. I worked with one such executive who ascended from a middle-management individual contributor role to a most senior executive role that required strong relationship and influence skills.


In my career, I have encountered many executives stuck in this rut. This one individual was mired in tactics—not strategy—along with micromanagement, a need for power, and their inability to understand or connect with the needs of others on the team. Worse yet, they struggled with self-awareness and the ability to read the room. Hesitation, indecisiveness, and paralysis set in. This was painful to watch. It was disheartening to have to manage personally.


This misplaced manager syndrome is nothing new; it goes back to ancient times. King Arthur should never have been king. When he was only fifteen, he pulled the famous sword from the stone in a churchyard in Westminster. And, voilà! Merlin should have been king. He was a wizard, after all. He helped raise Arthur in secret as an advisor and mentor. He was known for his ability to shapeshift and make prophecies. This shouldn’t be surprising, as leadership is a backbreaking profession. Leadership requires followers, and followers are cumbersome. We are especially flawed when it comes to the clumsy hiring and releasing processes.


We tend to hire too fast. HR is busy, especially trying to get on the other side of The Great Resignation (more on that in just a bit), and they are incentivized to work faster to land candidates. We skip steps along the way, such as only having the candidate talk to the recruiter. Or we don’t actually meet with them several times, just once or twice. Or, worse yet, the position reports directly to us, but we get involved only at the end of the process. So many times, we don’t get the opportunity to hire our team. We are stuck with them when we take the job. The board or the boss loves the team and doesn’t want to see any changes. Then, you may find the team isn’t really a team at all. I have inherited senior teams that have never actually met as a team. Or who thought one hour a week together made for powerful dialogue and better decisions. I landed on a team where some of the key senior executives did not report to the CEO, COO, or even another senior executive. They were left floundering and reporting to a committee of their peers.


Building a team is one of the most important things businesses must do every day. Organizations spend tremendous amounts of money and time bringing new people in, and most companies and leaders are just not really good at it. Organizations also spend tremendous amounts of time and energy trying to nurture, develop, and retain top talent. Yet, most businesses (and sports teams, for that matter, or at least the ones I follow) are even worse at that.


What Gets in the Way


The most obvious solution to ensuring you have the right talent to move your mission and vision is keeping the really good people on the team. You don’t need a group of all-stars to drive performance. But you do need to attract the right talent when you have openings. And prune individuals, teams, and business units that aren’t moving the ball forward. We are here to talk about the pruning part. Even the most successful leaders struggle with letting someone go. We are all human, after all, and our humanity can get in the way. Let’s take a look at ourselves and what else gets in our way.


The Great Resignation: During the global pandemic, jobs became the most secure in our lifetimes. Bosses literally stopped managing people out. Employers started holding on to talent (even the most destructive talent) and hanging on for dear life. If you let someone go, there was no one to take the job or do the work (often for months, and sometimes never). The pandemic was unprecedented. This issue is conventional. We didn’t let people go the way we should have before 2020 (or since, for that matter). The Great Resignation is just another poor excuse.


Desire to please others: I get that “people pleasers” are better at active listening. You build relationships much faster than others. You try hard to see things from other people’s perspectives. You tend to score higher on the empathy scale. But all this gets in the way of accountability, urgency, effectiveness, and, most of all, delivering results.


If this is your core personality type, please return this book and get your money back. I have seen too many leaders (and even CEOs) with this fatal leadership flaw. You are in the wrong line of work if you are a leader who has an overwhelming desire to please others.




LEADERSHIP IS NOT A POPULARITY CONTEST.





This all sounds harsh so early in the book. Life is hard. It is not impossible; it is just plain hard. We are human and full of emotions, wants, needs, desires, and fears. We get caught in the upward pull for more and better. More and better schools, homes, food, cars, and other pleasures. We experience disease, injury, loss, grief, and death. We all have a little selfish streak in us and can be hypocrites at various times in our lives. Let’s face it. We aren’t always able to get along with everyone. As a cardiologist board chair once counseled me, “Your friends come and go, but your enemies accumulate.” We can’t escape the human condition.


So, too, leadership is meant to be tough. You have to embrace “pull leadership”—always being on (at work and in the supermarket, too), inspiring, motivating, and lifting those around you. At the same time, you have to balance “pull” with “push” leadership—prodding the team to achieve organizational goals by setting expectations, goals, targets, objectives, strategies, and metrics. You get the pleasure of navigating external forces, competitors, politics, economics, and all the shifting forces where you have little to no control. All the while juggling people, personalities, mentoring, coaching, holding others accountable, and meeting goals given to you by your boss, the board, or the market.


In all this, everyone, at some point and with some issues, avoids conflict. Yes, guilty as charged. It all stems from our innate human nature to avoid hurting others. It can be about self-preservation. Drama and trauma—at home and work—are never fun. Simple disagreements can turn epic in a heartbeat. Imagine what dismissing someone could be? Earth-shattering. Who wants that? It’s better to limp along, do their work for them, have others pick up the slack, and avoid the real answer. Is it really? Avoiding conflict can also be born out of self-serving behavior. Egocentric territory. This is about avoiding personal and/or professional accountability. Let’s not take action on the individual because I am up for promotion and this would look bad, or that person has a redeeming quality that benefits me (let’s say at bonus time). Avoiding conflict out of concern for oneself is dangerous territory. In the process, you are hurting the other person, the team, and, worst of all, yourself.
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