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ACHIEVING THE STRATEGIC EDGE

H ow to Drive Growth and Build an Enduring Organization

by Building Trust, Focusing on Realistic Results, and Inspir-
ing Teams

Daniel Mercer
Former CEO, NexTech Global



Introduction: Why Leadership Is Harder 
Than Ever

I  never planned to write a book about leadership. For most of my 
career, I was too busy actually doing it.

But somewhere between leading NexTech Global through a global 
pandemic, guiding a $42 billion enterprise through the AI revolution, 
and stepping back to refect on three decades o- hardzwon lessons, 
I reali.ed that what I had learned might be worth passing ony Not 
because mq approach was per-ecty I- I can be honest, it was -ar -rom 
it, but the Huestions I wrestled with are the same Huestions executives 
everqwhere wrestle with everq single daqy

?ow do qou build an organi.ation people actuallq want to work 
in" ?ow do qou make the right call when qou have incomplete inz
-ormation and no time to waste" ?ow do qou inspire a team through 
uncertaintq without pretending qou have all the answers" And how do 
qou do all o- this while the world is changing -aster than qour strategic 
plan can keep up"

These are not small Huestionsy And the people asking them deserve 
real answers,not motivational posters, not recqcled platitudes about 
Cservant leadership,C and not a list o- habits practiced bq people who 
had verq diEerent careers in verq diEerent erasy Theq deserve honest, 
Veldztested thinking about what leadership actuallq looks like when 
the stakes are realy
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That is what this book isy

The World That Leaders Inherited

0hen I started mq career in the late OMM's, the dominant model o- 
corporate leadership was relativelq straight-orwardy The SRj made 
decisionsy 1irectors executed themy ;anagers en-orced compliancey 
The in-ormation hierarchq was clear, the chain o- command was rez
spected, and emploqees mostlq accepted that strategq was determined 
at the top and Vltered downwardy

That world is goney
TodaqLs executives lead in an environment o- nearzconstant disz

ruptiony Technologq doesnLt :ust change products5 it changes entire 
industries overnighty A startup -ounded three qears ago can obsolete 
a business model that took decades to buildy Geopolitical instabilitq 
reshapes supplq chains with almost no warningy A single emploqeeLs 
tweet can generate a crisis that consumes a leadership team -or weeksy 
A global pandemic can -orce seventq thousand people to work -rom 
home in -ortqzeight hoursy

And it is not :ust the pace o- change that has acceleratedy The 
expectations placed on leaders have trans-ormed :ust as dramaticalz
lqy Rmploqees no longer simplq want a paqcheck and a per-ormance 
reviewy Theq want to work -or organi.ations theq believe in, leaders 
theq respect, and cultures that treat them like adultsy Theq want transz
parencq, not spiny Theq want purpose, not :ust proVt targetsy Theq 
want to be developed, not merelq managedy

At the same time, the in-ormation landscape has made leadership 
simultaneouslq more power-ul and more exposed than ever be-orey 
The internet has given everq executive a potential global plat-orm,and 
everq disgruntled emploqee a public -orumy Glassdoor, PinkedIn, soz
cial media, and internal chat tools have made culture visible in waqs 
that were unimaginable a generation agoy Peaders can no longer saq 
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one thing in the boardroom and another in the town hall and expect 
no one to noticey

None o- this makes leadership impossibley But it does make it 
-undamentallq more demanding than the textbooks o- twentq qears 
ago suggestedy

Why Most Leadership Books Fall Short

I have read do.ens o- leadership books over the course o- mq careery 
;anq o- them contain genuinelq use-ul ideasy But most o- them share 
a common limitation6 theq describe leadership as it should be in ideal 
conditions, rather than as it actuallq un-olds in the messq, contradicz
torq, pressurezVlled realitq o- running a large organi.ationy

Theq present case studies o- companies that succeeded under -az
vorable market conditions and attribute that success to leadership 
philosophq, while glossing over the role o- luck, timing, and competz
itive contexty Theq oEer -rameworks that work brilliantlq in a classz
room exercise and -all apart in the Vrst meeting with an angrq boardy 
Theq celebrate charismatic SRjs who turned companies around, 
without mentioning that the same techniHues -ailed spectacularlq at a 
do.en other companies where the leader was :ust as smart and :ust as 
committedy

Peadership is not a -ormulay It is a practicey And like anq practice, 
it improves through honest refection, genuine -eedback, repeated exz
perimentation, and the humilitq to learn -rom -ailurey That is the spirit 
in which this book is writteny

I am not going to tell qou that leadership is simple i- qou :ust 
-ollow Vve stepsy I am going to tell qou that it is genuinelq hard, that 
even experienced leaders make serious mistakes, and that the most 
important Hualitq anq executive can develop is the capacitq to keep 
learning and ad:usting, even,especiallq,when things are not going welly
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What This Book Will Give You

Achieving the Strategic Edge is organi.ed around -our dimensions o- 
leadership that I have come to believe are inseparable -rom longzterm 
executive eEectivenessy

@art I explores leading qoursel-y This is the internal -oundation that 
everqthing else rests ony Be-ore qou can lead an organi.ation, qou have 
to understand qoursel-6 qour values, qour emotional triggers, qour 
decisionzmaking tendencies, and the habits that either anchor qou 
or undermine qou under pressurey This section covers sel-zawareness, 
emotional discipline, executive presence, decisionzmaking under unz
certaintq, and the discipline o- time and -ocus that separates highzperz
-orming executives -rom exhausted onesy

@art II moves outward to leading peopley This is the allzcritical 
human dimension o- executive eEectivenessy Trust, communication, 
talent development, and confict are not Cso-t skillsyC Theq are the 
core competencies that determine whether qour organi.ation -uncz
tions or -racturesy I have watched technicallq brilliant executives dez
stroq teams through poor communication and emotionallq intelligent 
leaders build cultures that outper-ormed everq competitor in their 
markety This section explains whq peoplezleadership is o-ten the hardz
est and highestzleverage work a senior executive doesy

@art III examines leading the organi.ation, comprising the sqsz
tems, structures, and strategic thinking that allow a leader to scale 
impact across hundreds or thousands o- peopley Sulture, strategq, 
change management, and organi.ational trans-ormation are the doz
mains where executives either create durable competitive advantage or 
leave enormous value on the tabley This section provides -rameworks 
-or thinking and acting at the organi.ational levely

@art ID looks at leaving a legacqy It examines the long arc o- leaderz
ship that extends beqond Huarterlq results and personal tenurey Rthics, 
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reputation, succession planning, and the development o- -uture leadz
ers are not a-terthoughts -or executives approaching retirementy Theq 
are responsibilities that begin on daq oney The strongest organi.ations 
I have ever encountered were led bq people who thought consistentlq 
about what theq were building, not :ust what theq were managingy

A Personal Note

I grew up in 1aqton, jhio, the son o- an electrical engineer and a high 
school math teachery ;q parents raised us to believe that discipline and 
curiositq were two sides o- the same coin,that the best approach to anq 
problem was to understand it deeplq be-ore trqing to solve it, and to 
keep ad:usting until qou got it righty

That upbringing shaped the waq I think about leadership more 
than anq ;BA course or management -ramework ever didy It taught 
me that the most important Huestions are o-ten the ones that -eel 
uncom-ortable to asky It taught me that people respond to honestq -ar 
better than theq respond to polishy And it taught me that no title, no 
matter how impressive, exempts qou -rom the -undamental obligation 
to keep learningy

I also learned something at age nineteen that I wish no one had to 
learn the waq I didy ;q roommate at ;IT was killed bq a drunk drivery 
0e were both in the cary ?e diedy I did noty I was not particularlq 
religious then, and I am not now, but the experience le-t me with 
a pro-ound and enduring conviction that the privilege o- continued 
existence carries a responsibilitqy Rverq daq is borrowed timey The 
Huestion is what qou do with ity

I resolved, sitting in a hospital room in Sambridge, that I would not 
waste the opportunitq I had been giveny I would build things worth 
building, lead people worth leading, and spend whatever time I had 
doing work that actuallq matteredy That resolution has not alwaqs 
translated into per-ect decisions,not even closey But it has kept me 
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-rom coasting, -rom taking shortcuts, and -rom treating the people in 
mq organi.ations as instruments rather than human beingsy

It has made me a better leadery And I hope it has made this book a 
better booky

The chapters ahead are drawn -rom decades o- experience, -rom 
conversations with executives across industries and cultures, and -rom 
the ongoing practice o- learning -rom mq own mistakesy Theq are not 
meant to be deVnitivey Peadership is too contextual, too human, and 
too dqnamic -or anq book to be the Vnal wordy

But theq are meant to be use-uly And theq are meant to be honesty
Pet us get to worky
, Daniel Mercer
@alo Alto, Sali-ornia



PART I: Leading Yourself

"B efore you are a leader, success is all about growing yourself.

When you become a leader, success is all about growing 
others."

Jack Welch



Chapter 1 | The Foundation of 
Executive Leadership

T he most important leadership decisions you will ever make have 
nothing to do with strategy, markets, or technology. They are the 

daily decisions you make about who you are.
I have spent my career around exceptional executives, people who 

led billion-dollar transformations, navigated crises that should have 
destroyed their companies, and built organizations that outlasted their 
own tenure. And I have been around a roughly equal number of 
executives who had every advantage, include elite educations, pow-
erful networks, and abundant resources, but still managed to leave 
wreckage wherever they went.

The di:erence between those two groups is rarely intelligence. It is 
rarely industry knowledge. It is almost never technical skill. The dif-
ference, in almost every case I can identify, comes down to something 
much more fundamentalD self-knowledge and the discipline to act in 
alignment with that knowledge even when conditions make it diNcult 
to do so.

This chapter is about the internal foundation of leadership. It 
covers the qualities that most books treat as prerequisites, things like 
self-awareness and emotional intelligence, but that deserve far more 
serious attention than a single paragraph in chapter one before the 
author rushes to strategy frameworks and management techniques. 
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;ecause here is the truth that experienced leaders understand intu-
itively and new executives learn the hard wayD every leadership failure 
I have ever witnessed was, at its root, a failure of self-understanding.

The Myth of the Born Leader

Ret me dispense with a comfortable myth before we go any further. 
Readership is not an innate talent that some people have and others 
do not. That narrative persists because it is convenient. Wor those who 
believe they were born to lead, it provides Sattering conOrmationH 
for those who doubt their own capacity, it provides a ready excuse. 
Leither group is well served by it.

The research is actually quite clear on this point. Vhile certain 
personality traits, such as extraversion, openness to experience, and 
emotional stability are correlated with leadership e:ectiveness, they 
are neither necessary nor suNcient conditions for it. Gome of the 
most e:ective leaders I have known are introverts who Ond large social 
gatherings genuinely exhausting. Gome of the least e:ective were the 
kind of magnetic, conOdent, e:ortlessly charming people who look 
exactly like what central casting would send you if you ordered a 0M(.

Readership is a skill set. And like all skill sets, it develops through 
deliberate practice, honest feedback, and a genuine willingness to do 
the uncomfortable work of examining your own shortcomings with-
out making excuses for them.

That said, development begins with a clear-eyed understanding of 
your starting point. ;efore you can build anything, you need to know 
what you are working with. That is where self-awareness comes in.
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The Executive's Inner Life: Self-Awareness as Com-
petitive Advantage

Gelf-awareness sounds like therapy language. In the context of corpo-
rate leadership, it gets dismissed as soft, as navel-gazing, as the kind of 
thing consultants put in slide decks to make executives feel uncom-
fortable and then charge a great deal of money to help resolve.

I understand the skepticism. I shared it early in my career. Vhat 
changed my mind was watching what happened to brilliant people 
who lacked it.

I worked with a division president once 2I will call him 1ichardj 
who was genuinely one of the sharpest strategic minds I had ever 
encountered. )is market analysis was routinely years ahead of com-
petitors. )is Onancial modeling was exceptional. )e could walk into 
a room with incomplete information and identify the key leverage 
points in a situation faster than anyone else in the organization.

1ichard was also, by his own cheerful admission, not particularly 
interested in people. )e saw human beings primarily as instruments 
of execution. To 1ichard, people were useful when they performed, 
but inconvenient when they did not. )e gave feedback brutally and 
without context. )e dismissed emotional concerns as ineNciency. )e 
read every situation through a purely rational lens and treated those 
who could not match his processing speed as obstacles rather than 
assets.

Wor a while, it did not seem to matter. The division performed. The 
numbers were excellent. Readership was happy.

Then 1ichard3s team started leaving. Lot all at once, of course. 
Genior executives rarely stage mass exits. They left one at a time, each 
for individually plausible reasons, but the pattern was unmistakable to 
anyone paying attention. And when they left, they took institutional 
knowledge, relationships, and momentum with them. 1eplacements 
took time to come up to speed. Corale deteriorated. "erformance 
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degraded. Vithin eighteen months, the division that had been a star 
was struggling, and 1ichard was genuinely bewildered about why.

)e was not stupid. )e was not malicious. )e simply had no real 
awareness of the e:ect he had on the people around him,and no 
framework for understanding why that e:ect mattered to organiza-
tional outcomes. )e saw the departure of talented employees as an 
)1 problem. It was actually a mirror.

Gelf-awareness, in the executive context, means understanding 
three thingsD how you actually behave 2as distinct from how you in-
tend to behavej, what triggers you emotionally 2and how those triggers 
a:ect your 9udgmentj, and how others experience you 2as distinct 
from how you imagine they doj.

These three forms of self-knowledge are interconnected, and devel-
oping all three is ongoing work. Lo one achieves perfect self-aware-
ness, and executives who believe they have achieved it are usually 
demonstrating exactly its absence. Vhat you can do is build habits and 
systems that keep you honest.

Knowing How You Actually Behave

The gap between intended behavior and actual behavior is wider 
for most leaders than they realize. Ve all have a mental model of 
ourselves,as patient listeners, as decisive but fair decision-makers, as 
people who give credit generously and accept criticism gracefully. That 
mental model is usually optimistic.

The people who work for you have a di:erent dataset. They see 
how you behave under pressure, when you are tired, when you are 
disappointed, when your 9udgment has been questioned in front of 
others, and when a pro9ect you championed is failing. They see the 
version of you that exists when the stakes are real, and the cost of 
maintaining composure is high.

Marly in my career, a manager I deeply respected pulled me aside 
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after a team meeting and said something I have never forgotten. )e 
said, 5Eaniel, you do something when you are frustrated that you 
probably do not know you do. 6ou get very quiet, and then you 
start asking very precise technical questions that are clearly designed 
to expose gaps in whoever is presenting. 6ou probably think you are 
being rigorous. 6our team thinks you are being punishing. 6ou might 
want to decide which you actually want to be.5

I was defensive, initially. Then I thought about it for a week. Then 
I realized he was completely right.

I had developed, without any conscious intention, a behavioral 
pattern under stress that was communicating something very di:erent 
from what I meant to communicate. I meant to signal rigor and high 
standards. I was actually signaling contempt for imperfection. Those 
are not the same message, and they do not produce the same team 
culture.

Petting honest feedback about your actual behavior requires de-
liberate e:ort, because most people will not give it to you unsolicited, 
especially once you reach senior levels where the power di:erential 
makes candor feel risky. 6ou have to build relationships where honesty 
is explicitly invited and rewarded. 6ou have to ask the right questions 
and make it safe to answer them truthfully. And then you have to 
listen without defending yourself, because the moment you become 
defensive, you close the feedback loop that you 9ust opened.

Emotional Intelligence: The Operating System of 
Leadership

Mmotional intelligence, which refers to the capacity to perceive, un-
derstand, and manage both your own emotions and the emotions of 
others, has been the sub9ect of an enormous body of research since 
Eaniel Poleman popularized the concept in the B??Fs. Rike most 
concepts that become fashionable, it has su:ered from being over-
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simpliOed, misapplied, and occasionally used by people with limited 
actual self-awareness to describe themselves in Sattering terms.

)owever, the underlying idea is sound, and the evidence that it 
matters for leadership e:ectiveness is robust. )igh emotional intel-
ligence does not mean being emotionally expressive, or empathetic in 
a way that prevents hard decisions, or nice in situations that require 
someone to be direct. It means being able to read what is actually 
happening emotionally in a room, in a relationship, or in an organiza-
tion,and using that information skillfully rather than being controlled 
by it or oblivious to it.

In practical leadership terms, emotional intelligence shows up in a 
handful of speciOc competencies that I have come to regard as non-ne-
gotiable for anyone operating at the executive level.

The  Orst  is  emotional  regulation,  which  is  that  sometimes 
hard-to-Ond ability to manage your own emotional state under pres-
sure. This does not mean suppressing emotions or pro9ecting false 
calm. It means not allowing your emotional reactions to hi9ack your 
decision-making or your communication in high-stakes moments. 
Readers who cannot regulate their emotions under pressure create 
unpredictable environments where people spend energy managing 
their boss rather than serving their customers.

The second is empathy, which is the capacity to understand accu-
rately what other people are feeling and why. This is often conSated 
with sympathy, which is di:erent. Gympathy means feeling bad for 
someone. Mmpathy means understanding their experience from the 
inside, which allows you to predict their behavior, address their actual 
concerns, and communicate in ways that actually land. Mmpathy is not 
softness. It is precision.

The third is social awareness, the ability to read group dynamics, 
organizational cultures, and interpersonal patterns accurately. Mxecu-
tives with high social awareness understand power structures, notice 
when morale is shifting before it shows up in retention data, and can 
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enter a room cold and quickly understand what is actually going on 
beneath the surface of the oNcial narrative.

The fourth is relationship management, the capacity to build and 
maintain productive working relationships across a wide range of 
personalities, styles, and interests. This is partly a function of the 
Orst three competencies, and partly a matter of consistency, fol-
low-through, and the willingness to invest in relationships before you 
need them.

I want to be speciOc about what developing emotional intelligence 
looks like in practice, because it is often described in purely abstract 
terms that make it sound like a meditation practice rather than a set of 
learnable skills.

Mmotional regulation develops through two parallel mechanismsD 
physiological self-management 2understanding how your body re-
sponds to stress and learning to intervene before those responses es-
calatej and cognitive reappraisal 2consciously reframing a situation 
in real time to reduce its emotional chargej. Leither requires thera-
py,though therapy can help,but both require practice and the will-
ingness to pay attention to your own patterns with genuine curiosity 
rather than 9udgment.

I spent years developing a simple practice that I describe to every 
young executive I mentorD before any high-stakes conversation or 
meeting, I take three minutes to ask myself what I am afraid of in this 
situation, what I actually want the outcome to be, and what behavior 
is most likely to produce that outcome. That brief exercise interrupts 
the automatic reactivity that derails more executive relationships than 
any strategic disagreement ever could.

Leadership Styles: Know Yours, Expand Beyond It

Mvery leader has a default style, a natural way of engaging with prob-
lems, people, and decisions that feels most comfortable and most au-
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thentic. Wor some, it is directiveD analyzing situations quickly, mak-
ing decisions conOdently, communicating expectations clearly, and 
holding people accountable through close oversight. Wor others, it is 
collaborativeD building consensus, drawing out multiple perspectives, 
and creating space for debate before landing on a direction. (thers 
lead primarily through inspiration, through coaching, through setting 
high standards and modeling them personally, or through a relentless 
focus on process and structure.

Lone of these styles is inherently superior. Mach has situations 
where it excels and situations where it creates problems. The directive 
leader who is brilliant in a crisis can become a bottleneck during 
periods of growth that require distributed decision-making. The col-
laborative leader who builds exceptional team cohesion can become 
paralyzed when speed is essential, and consensus is out of reach. The 
inspirational leader who galvanizes organizations around a vision can 
lose people when execution demands the grinding discipline of im-
plementation.

The executives who build the most durable track records are not 
those with the most sophisticated leadership style. They are the ones 
with the greatest style range. They can shift their approach based 
on what the situation actually requires rather than what feels most 
natural to them.

Eeveloping a style range begins with honest identiOcation of your 
current defaults. Vhere do you go under pressure” Vhen a pro9ect is 
behind schedule, do you become more directive” Vhen trust has bro-
ken down, do you become more distant” Vhen you are excited about 
a strategic opportunity, do you talk more and listen less” These are 
not character Saws. They are patterns, and patterns can be consciously 
managed once you can see them.

At LexTech, I introduced a program for senior leaders that I called 
the Readership Cirror. Mvery six months, each member of the senior 
team received 4“F-degree feedback gathered from their direct reports, 
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peers, and key stakeholders. This was not the standard )1 survey, but 
a structured conversation designed to surface speciOc behavioral ob-
servations rather than general impressions. The feedback was synthe-
sized by a neutral party and delivered in individual coaching sessions.

The program was uncomfortable. It was supposed to be. ;ut the 
executives who engaged with it seriously, who spent the time to sit 
with the feedback rather than explaining it away, became measurably 
more e:ective in the subsequent year. And not 9ust in the ways the 
feedback had identiOed as development areas. There seemed to be a 
broader e:ectD when leaders signaled genuine openness to learning 
about themselves, their teams responded by becoming more open to 
feedback themselves. The modeling mattered.

Executive Con.dence vsD Ego: A Crucial Pistinction

0onOdence is essential for executive leadership. Eecisions have to be 
made under uncertainty. Eirection has to be set when the future is 
unclear. "eople need to believe their leader has the 9udgment and 
steadiness to navigate diNcult situations without panicking or re-
treating.

Mgo, in the problematic sense of the term, is something di:erent. 
0onOdence is founded in an accurate self-assessment of capability and 
an openness to growth. Mgo, in the leadership context, means needing 
to be right more than you need good outcomes, needing credit more 
than you need results, and treating challenges to your thinking as 
personal threats rather than useful information.

Mgo-driven leadership creates organizations that stop telling the 
leader what they need to hear. Vhen a 0M( punishes bearers of 
bad news, whether through explicit anger or through the subtler 
but equally damaging withdrawal of attention and opportunity, the 
organization learns to curate what it tells them. Gtrategy gets made 
on incomplete information. "roblems that should be addressed early 
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compound quietly until they become crises. The echo chamber that 
ego creates is one of the most expensive organizational dysfunctions I 
know.

I caught myself sliding into ego-driven patterns more than once 
over the course of my career. The warning sign I learned to watch 
for was a particular internal narrativeD a sense of irritation at being 
questioned, accompanied by an impulse to win the argument rather 
than examine whether the questioner might have a point. That feeling 
of irritation plus competitive arousal is usually a signal that ego has 
entered the conversation.

The antidote I found most reliable was a practice I began calling 
5steel-manning.5 2as opposed to setting up a Hstraw man.Ij This in-
volves deliberately trying to construct the strongest possible version 
of the opposing view before responding to it. Lot for the purpose 
of capitulating, but for the purpose of being sure that if I disagreed, 
I was disagreeing with the actual argument rather than a weakened 
version of it. The discipline of steel-manning has saved me from several 
decisions I would otherwise have made badly, because it forced me to 
genuinely engage with information I was emotionally motivated to 
dismiss.

bersonal AccountaRility: The Leadership Spine

There is a word I use to describe the quality that separates the leaders 
I most admire from those who eventually undermine themselvesD ac-
countability. Lot the buzzword version that gets printed on motiva-
tional posters. The genuine article,the willingness to own outcomes 
fully, including the bad ones, without deSecting blame, making ex-
cuses, or rewriting history.

"ersonal accountability is diNcult. It is diNcult because failure is 
uncomfortable, and the temptation to attribute poor outcomes to 
circumstances, to other people, or to bad luck is very powerful. It 
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is especially diNcult for executives, because at senior levels there are 
usually multiple genuinely valid explanations for why something went 
wrong. The market shifted. A key player left. The competitor made a 
move no one predicted. A regulatory change disrupted the plan.

All of those things may be true. They may even explain most of 
what happened. ;ut the accountable leader does not stop there. They 
ask the question that feels much more uncomfortableD given those 
circumstances, what could I have done di:erently” Vhat decisions did 
I make, or fail to make, that made this outcome more likely” Vhat did 
I miss, and why did I miss it”

This is not self-Sagellation. It is not the kind of performative ac-
countability that consists of public apologies followed by unchanged 
behavior. It is the disciplined practice of extracting the maximum 
learning from every experience, which requires being honest about 
your own contribution to outcomes rather than focusing exclusively 
on external factors.

I had a signiOcant failure in YFB8 that I think about regularly. 
LexTech had identiOed an acquisition target in the enterprise secu-
rity space. This was a company I was genuinely excited about and 
had championed internally. The due diligence was thorough by most 
standards. The strategic rationale was sound. The integration plan was 
detailed.

The acquisition underperformed signiOcantly in its Orst three years. 
There were real external factorsD a competitor entered the market 
more aggressively than we had anticipated, the regulatory environ-
ment shifted, and integration took longer than pro9ected. All of those 
things are true.

;ut when I did the honest post-mortem, I found something more 
uncomfortable. I had been so personally enthusiastic about the strate-
gic logic of the deal that I had been insuNciently rigorous about 
the execution risks. I had heard concerns from our operations team 
about integration complexity and mentally Oled them as obstacles to 
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be overcome rather than warnings to be genuinely weighed. I had let 
my conviction about the strategy run ahead of my diligence about the 
execution.

That recognition was expensive in one sense and valuable in anoth-
er. It changed how I approach ma9or strategic decisions. GpeciOcally, 
I began actively seeking out the most pessimistic assessment I could 
Ond before Onalizing large commitments, because I recognized that 
my natural enthusiasm was a systematic bias that needed to be coun-
terbalanced.

That is what personal accountability looks like in practice. Lot 
guilt. Lot self-punishment. )onest examination, honest learning, 
and behavioral change.

Building Uesilience .nder bressure

1esilience is frequently described as the ability to bounce back from 
adversity. That deOnition is accurate but incomplete. In the leadership 
context, resilience also means the ability to maintain 9udgment, com-
posure, and forward momentum while adversity is still occurring,be-
fore you know whether things are going to work out.

Mvery executive, at some point, will face a situation where every-
thing seems to be going wrong simultaneously, where the available 
options are all imperfect, and where the pressure to do something 
2anythingJj is intense even when patience and deliberation are actually 
required. 1esilience is what allows you to navigate those moments 
without making them worse.

The resilience I am describing is not a personality trait that you 
either have or do not have. It is a capacity that develops through the 
accumulation of diNcult experiences processed honestly, the deliber-
ate cultivation of perspective, and the maintenance of the physical and 
psychological foundations that allow clear thinking to persist under 
stress.
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The physical foundations are straightforward and frequently ne-
glectedD adequate sleep, regular exercise, and suNcient recovery time 
between high-intensity periods. I know executives who treat their 
physical health as optional, who wear exhaustion as a badge of com-
mitment, and the cognitive costs are real and visible to everyone except 
themselves. Eecision quality degrades measurably with sleep depriva-
tion. Gtress hormones that spike without physical release accumulate 
into chronic anxiety. The executive who does not manage their own 
physical state is making all their organizational decisions with a de-
graded instrument.

The psychological foundations are more complex. They include 
the cultivation of what I call perspective infrastructure. These include 
relationships, practices, and frameworks that allow you to maintain a 
sense of proportion about current diNculties relative to larger con-
text. Wor me, this has included a long marriage to someone who has 
absolutely no interest in being impressed by corporate titles, a com-
mitment to physical exercise that creates mental space I cannot get 
any other way, and a practice of regular reSection, in the form of 
9ournaling, that helps me process experiences rather than accumulate 
them as unexamined emotional weight.

1esilience also develops through deliberate exposure to manage-
able diNculty. Readers who have never been tested tend to be fragile 
when serious adversity arrives, because they have no internal evidence 
that they can get through hard things. The executives I have seen 
handle crises most e:ectively are almost always people who have ex-
perienced real failure earlier in their careers and emerged from it with 
their values and 9udgment intact. They know, from lived experience, 
that diNcult periods end, that organizations can recover, and that their 
own capacity to function does not depend on everything going well.

I came back to the principle my parents instilled in me whenever I 
was navigating a genuinely diNcult periodD understand the problem 
as clearly as you can, act on what you can control, release what you 
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cannot, and keep moving. It is not a sophisticated framework. ;ut 
applied with discipline, it is a remarkably e:ective antidote to the 
paralysis that adversity can produce.

Character as Leadership Infrastructure

I want to close this chapter with a reSection on character, because 
I believe it is the bedrock on which everything else described in this 
book must rest.

0haracter is not personality. "ersonality is how you naturally tend 
to engage with the world. 0haracter is the set of values and principles 
that determine how you behave when those values and principles are 
in conSict with self-interest, convenience, or social pressure.

(rganizations are remarkably good at detecting character, even 
when they cannot articulate what they are detecting. "eople who work 
for you observe you constantly, e.g., your behavior in small moments, 
your consistency between what you say and what you do, your re-
sponses to temptation, pressure, and embarrassment. They construct 
an internal model of what you actually value based on the accumu-
lation of those observations, and that model determines the degree of 
trust they extend to you.

6ou can manage your reputation to some degree. ;ut you cannot 
fake character indeOnitely, and the attempt to do so creates a kind of 
organizational anxiety,people sense the gap between the stated values 
and the actual ones, even when they cannot identify the source of their 
unease.

The leaders who build genuinely high-trust organizations are those 
whose character is consistent across contextsD who treat people with 
the same basic respect whether they are board members or security 
guards, who keep commitments regardless of whether breaking them 
would be convenient or unnoticed, who tell the truth when lies would 
be easier, and who acknowledge mistakes when they have made them 
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rather than waiting to see if anyone noticed.
Lone of this requires moral perfection. I have made decisions I 

am not proud of. I have occasionally allowed expediency to override 
principle in ways that I later regretted. The point is not to be perfect. 
The point is to maintain a genuine commitment to your values as an 
organizing principle, and to course-correct honestly when you have 
deviated from them.

Readership, at its most fundamental, is a trust relationship. And 
trust, more than any strategy or system or structure, is built one con-
sistent act at a time.

Chapter Summary

Preat leadership begins with self-knowledge. ;efore strategy, com-
munication, or management technique, executive e:ectiveness de-
pends on understanding your own behavioral patterns, emotional 
triggers, and the gap between your intended impact and your actu-
al one. Gelf-awareness is not a personality trait. 1ather, it is a dis-
cipline, developed through deliberate practice and honest feedback. 
0ombined with emotional intelligence, a commitment to personal 
accountability, and the resilience to absorb diNculty without losing 
clarity, the internal foundations explored in this chapter create the 
preconditions for everything that follows.



Chapter 2 | Decision-Making Under 
Pressure

T he quality of your decisions, compounded over time, is the most 
accurate measure of your leadership effectiveness. Everything else 

is commentary.
Executives are paid to make decisions. Not to gather information 

indelniteyb. Not to wuiyd consensus untiy everbone agrees. Not to Tait 
for certaintb that Tiyy never arrive. ,o make the west possiwye cayy Tith 
the information avaiyawye at the momentI Then deyab Touyd we more 
costyb than imperfection.

,hat sounds straightforTard. qn practiceI it is one of the most 
genuineyb di-cuyt things that yeadership reAuiresI wecause the conj
ditions under Thich the most conseAuentiay decisions must we made 
are aymost never ideay. ,he information is incompyete. ,he time presj
sure is reay. ,he stakes are high. ,he advisors disagree. ’nd the decij
sionjmaker is humanI Tith cognitive wiasesI emotionay reactionsI and 
a track record of woth correct and incorrect Budgments that theb carrb 
into everb room theb enter.

,his chapter is awout hoT to make wetter decisions under those 
conditions. qMm not tayking awout perfect decisionsI wecause theb do 
not exist. Cetter ones. Hore deyiwerateI more rigorousI more aTare of 
their oTn yimitationsI and more yikeyb to produce good outcomes even 
Then the inputs are imperfect.
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Fast Thinking and Slow Thinking: Knowing Which 
Mode You Are In

'sbchoyogist 5aniey 1ahneman(s distinction wetTeen Dbstem ) and 
Dbstem P thinkingI i.e.I fastI intuitiveI automatic versus syoTI deyiwerj
ateI e:ortfuyI is one of the most usefuy frameTorks q have encountered 
for understanding executive decisionjmaking. Not wecause it is neT 
Lthe wasic insight predates 1ahneman(s formay articuyation wb cenj
turies6I wut wecause it gives precise yanguage to a distinction that most 
experienced yeaders have feyt intuitiveyb Tithout weing awye to descriwe 
cyearyb.

Dbstem ) thinking is fast wecause it operates yargeyb weyoT conscious 
aTarenessI draTing on pattern recognition wuiyt from accumuyated 
experience. qt is the thinking that ayyoTs an experienced surgeon to 
notice something is Trong wefore theb can articuyate ThbI or ayyoTs 
a seasoned executive to sense that a negotiation is moving in a wad 
direction wefore the other partb has said anbthing expyicityb prowyemj
atic. qt is the source of That Te cayy gut instinctI and at its westI it is 
enormousyb poTerfuy.

qt is ayso the source of cognitive wiasI errorI and catastrophicayyb wad 
decisions made Tith compyete conldence. Dbstem ) thinking is onyb 
as good as the pattern yiwrarb it draTs onI Thich means it is vuynerawye 
to experience that Tas unrepresentativeI to situations There historicay 
patterns do not appybI and to emotionay states that coyor perception 
Tithout announcing themseyves.

Dbstem P thinking is syoT wecause it reAuires conscious e:ortI Tith 
deyiwerate anaybsisI structured reasoningI expyicit consideration of ayj
ternativesI and tradejo:s. qt is yess suwBect to wias wecause it operates 
in the openI There assumptions can we examined and chayyenged. qt 
is ayso more expensivez it demands mentay energbI takes timeI and is 
often resisted wb the urgencb of circumstances and the sociay pressure 
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to appear decisive.
,he fundamentay skiyy in executive decisionjmaking is not choosing 

wetTeen these tTo modes. Coth are necessarbI and neither can we 
eyiminated. qt is accurateyb identifbing Thich mode is appropriate for 
the current decision and activeyb correcting for the puyy toTard the 
Trong one.

,he most common error q  have Titnessed in executive decij
sionjmaking is appybing fast thinking to decisions that reAuire syoT 
thinking. ,his means making signilcant strategicI organi7ationayI or 
lnanciay commitments wased on intuitive pattern recognition that 
shouyd have ween suwBected to rigorous anaybsis. ,his error is especiayyb 
seductive wecause fast thinking under pressure feeys yike decisivenessI 
Thich is a Auayitb that senior yeaders are expected to demonstrate and 
often reTarded for dispyabing.

,he opposite errorI appybing syoT thinking to decisions that rej
Auire fast onesI or using the demand for more anaybsis as a form 
of avoidanceI is eAuayyb damaging. "rgani7ations that cannot make 
timeyb decisions cede initiative to competitors. Oeaders Tho cannot 
commit under uncertaintb yose the conldence of their teams.

,he discipyine of identifbing Thich mode is appropriate wegins 
Tith a simpye Auestionz That kind of decision is thisQ 5ecisions that 
are freAuentI reversiwyeI and Tithin domains There bour experience is 
genuineyb deep can often we made Auickyb Tith high conldence. 5ej
cisions that are rareI irreversiwyeI or in domains There bour experience 
mab not appyb deserve signilcantyb more deyiwerate anaybsis.

A Framework for High-Stakes Decisions

"ver the course of mb careerI q deveyoped a personay decision framej
Tork for highjstakes situations that q have shared Tith aymost everb 
executive q have coached. qt is not sophisticated. Dophisticated framej
Torks tend to we used inconsistentyb under pressureI Thich is exactyb 
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Then bou need them most. ,his one is simpye enough to appyb in reay 
time.

,he lrst step is to state the actuay decision. ,his sounds owviousI 
and it is aymost ayTabs skipped. Host WdecisionW conversations in orj
gani7ations are actuayyb anaybsis conversationsI dewate conversationsI 
or status conversations that circye around a decision Tithout ever 
expyicityb naming it. q have sat in meetings There fortbjlve minutes of 
highyb inteyyigent discussion produced no decision wecause no one had 
cyearyb articuyated That decision Tas actuayyb weing made. Retting the 
decision stated expyicitybI e.g.I W,he decision wefore us todab is Thether 
to enter the Doutheast ’sian market in 80 or deyab untiy 8) of next 
bearIW immediateyb changes the Auayitb of the conversation.

,he second step is to identifb the irreduciwye uncertainties. 9hat 
do bou not knoT that Touyd signilcantyb change the decision if bou 
did knoT itQ 9hat information is actuayyb avaiyawye versus That Touyd 
we nice to haveQ ,his step is important wecause manb organi7ations 
re;exiveyb gather more data Tithout distinguishing wetTeen data that 
Touyd actuayyb move the decision and data that is mereyb interesting.

,he third step is to identifb the doTnside scenarios and their 
conseAuences. 9hat is the Torst reayistic outcome if this decision 
goes TrongQ qs that outcome survivawye for the organi7ationQ qs it 
reversiwyeQ q have found that expyicityb naming the doTnside scenariosI 
rather than ayyoTing them to yurk as vague anxietb in the wackground 
of a decision conversationI dramaticayyb improves decision AuayitbI 
wecause it ayyoTs the group to assess Thether the potentiay upside 
actuayyb Bustiles the reayistic doTnside risk.

,he fourth step is to set a decision timeyine and commit to it. q 
have a standing ruyez no signilcant decision shouyd sit in amwiguitb 
for yonger than the situation owBectiveyb reAuires. Extended amwiguj
itb is corrosive to organi7ations. qt consumes management attentionI 
generates anxietbI and prevents the impyementation momentum that 
good decisions reAuire. "nce bou have enough information to make a 
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responsiwye cayyI make it.

Crisis Leadership: When the Playbook Does Not Ex-
ist

Everbthing q descriwed awove appyies most directyb to decisions made 
under ordinarb operationay conditions. ,hese are situations Tith 
some compyexitb and time pressureI wut not the kind of acute disrupj
tion that q Touyd descriwe as a genuine crisis.

’ genuine crisis is di:erent. qt is characteri7ed wb a comwination 
of high stakesI severe time pressureI signilcant uncertaintbI and the 
simuytaneous wreakdoTn of muytipye sbstems that normayyb operate 
independentyb. ,he V"Sq5 pandemic Tas a crisis. ,he P44F lnanciay 
crisis Tas a crisis. ’ cbwersecuritb wreach that exposes customer data is 
a crisis. ’ sudden puwyic ayyegation against a senior yeader is a crisis. ,he 
normay ruyes of decisionjmaking appybI wut theb have to we appyied at 
higher speedI Tith feTer resourcesI and under conditions There bour 
team is ayso experiencing the stress bou are.

,he lrst thing q yearned awout crisis yeadership is that preparation 
is everbthing. ,he decisions made in the lrst hours of a crisis are 
disproportionateyb importantI woth for the actuay outcome and for 
the organi7ation(s conldence in its yeadership. ’nd those lrstjhour 
decisions are made west wb yeaders Tho have thought carefuyyb in 
advance awout hoT theb Tiyy operate under extreme pressureI not wb 
yeaders Tho are constructing their decision frameTork in reay time.

5uring the V"Sq5 pandemicI Nex,ech transitioned seventb 
thousand empyobees to remote Tork across seventb countries in 
roughyb three Teeks. ,hat transition Tas disruptiveI expensiveI and 
technicayyb demanding. qt Tas aysoI in the lnay assessmentI executj
ed remarkawyb Teyy. ,he primarb reason it Torked Tas that Te had 
done signilcant contingencb pyanning in the bears weforeI incyuding 
a tawyetop exercise on pandemic response that Te had runI someThat 
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uncomfortawybI awout eighteen months earyier.
9hen the crisis arrivedI Te did not have to wuiyd the decision 

frameTork from scratch. 9e had practiced it. 9e had prejidentij
led Tho oTned Thich decisionsI That our communication cadence 
Touyd weI There Te Touyd make exceptions to normay poyicbI and 
hoT Te Touyd manage the tension wetTeen speed and accuracb in our 
puwyic statements. ,hat preparation wought us roughyb fortbjeight 
hours of e:ective response time ahead of competitors Tho Tere stiyy 
lguring out their decision structure.

,he second thing q yearned awout crisis yeadership is the importance 
of maintaining the distinction wetTeen urgent and important. Vrises 
generate enormous noiseIdemands for informationI reAuests for decij
sionsI Auestions from everb yevey of the organi7ationI media inAuiriesI 
woard reAuestsI and a seemingyb inlnite suppyb of prowyems that ayy 
appear to reAuire immediate attention. ,he yeader Tho responds to 
ayy of this noise Tith eAuivayent urgencb Tiyy we consumed wb it.

,he practice q have found most vayuawye in crisis conditions is That 
q think of as the daiyb triagez at the weginning of each dabI identifb 
the three to lve decisions or actions that Touyd have the most signilj
cant conseAuence for the organi7ation(s positionI and make awsoyuteyb 
certain those happen wefore everbthing eyse. Everbthing eyse can Tait. 
Even in a serious crisisI most things can Tait.

,he third principye is transparencb cayiwrated to That is actuayyb 
knoTn. "ne of the most common yeadership errors in crisis situations 
is the attempt to proBect certaintb that does not existI to commuj
nicate as if the situation is more controyyed and the outcome more 
predictawye than is actuayyb the case. ,his is aymost ayTabs a mistakeI 
wecause organi7ationsIand marketsI and customersItend to detect the 
gap wetTeen proBected certaintb and yived uncertaintbI and that detecj
tion destrobs exactyb the trust that crisis communication is supposed 
to wuiyd.

q have found that expyicit acknoTyedgment of uncertaintbI comj
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wined Tith cyear communication awout That is knoTn and That steps 
are weing takenI generates more organi7ationay conldence than fayse 
reassurance. 'eopye can toyerate uncertaintb Then theb weyieve their 
yeader is weing straight Tith them. 9hat theb cannot toyerate is the 
suspicion that theb are weing managed.

Cognitive Biases Every Executive Should Know

,he research on cognitive wias hasI in the past tTo decadesI wecome 
extensive enough that entire wooks have ween Tritten on the suwBect. 
q am not going to surveb ayy of it here. Cut there are a handfuy of 
sbstematic errors in human Budgment that q weyieve deserve specilc 
attention from anbone operating at the executive yeveyI wecause theb 
shoT up consistentyb in the decisions There the most vayue is created 
or destrobed.

Vonlrmation wias is the tendencb to seek out and give disproj
portionate Teight to information that conlrms existing weyiefsI Thiye 
discounting or ignoring information that chayyenges them. ,his wias 
is especiayyb poTerfuy for inteyyigent peopye Tho have had signilcant 
professionay successI wecause success tends to conlrm the Toryd modey 
that generated it. ,his creates a seyfjreinforcing pattern that can we verb 
resistant to updating.

,he antidote is to deyiwerateyb seek out the strongest case against 
bour current position wefore making anb signilcant commitment. 
Not to lnd straT men to knock doTnI wut to genuineyb yook for the 
most crediwye version of the opposing vieT. qf bou cannot construct or 
lnd itI that is vayuawye information awout the Auayitb of the thinking 
environment bou are operating in.

"verconldence wiasI Thich is the sbstematic tendencb to overesj
timate the accuracb of our oTn predictions and the prowawiyitb of 
our preferred outcomesI is the wias that q weyieve has caused more 
yarge organi7ationay faiyures than anb other. ,he research consistentyb 
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shoTs that expert Budgment in compyex domains LThich incyudes 
wusiness strategbI lnanciay marketsI and competitive positioning6 is 
signilcantyb yess reyiawye than experts themseyves weyieve it to we. Vayij
wrated uncertaintbI Thich is the expyicit acknoTyedgment of the range 
of possiwye outcomes rather than anchoring on a centray scenarioI is a 
more inteyyectuayyb honest and practicayyb e:ective approach than fayse 
precision.

Dunk cost fayyacbI the tendencb to continue investing in faiying 
courses of action wecause of the resources ayreadb committedI rather 
than making forTardjyooking assessments wased on yikeyb future outj
comesI is particuyaryb dangerous at the executive yevey wecause the dej
cisions invoyved are often yargeI the sociay and poyiticay cost of reversj
ing them is highI and the seyfjidentitb of the decisionjmaker is often 
Trapped up in the originay commitment. ,he Auestion Wgiven That 
Te knoT noTI Touyd Te make this investment if Te Tere starting from 
scratchQW is one of the most vayuawye Auestions an executive team can 
askI and it is asked far yess freAuentyb than it shouyd we.

RroupthinkI the deterioration of decision Auayitb in highyb coj
hesive groups as a resuyt of sociay pressure toTard conformitbI is a 
persistent risk in yeadership teamsI especiayyb those that have Torked 
together successfuyyb for a yong time. ,he shared historb and mutuay 
trust that make experienced teams highyb e:ective can ayso create an 
impyicit norm against dissent that suppresses exactyb the contrarian 
thinking that catches errors wefore theb wecome disasters.

,he structuray interventions that most reyiawyb reduce groupthink 
incyudez assigning expyicit deviy(s advocate royes in decision conversaj
tionsI creating anonbmous channeys for dissenting vieTsI deyiwerateyb 
wringing in externay perspectives wefore lnayi7ing maBor decisionsI and 
estawyishing a cuyturay norm There raising concerns is reTarded rather 
than toyerated.
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Data Versus Intuition: A False Choice

,he yeadership conversation awout data versus intuition is one that q 
lnd frustratingI wecause it is aymost ayTabs framed as a winarb choice 
that does not re;ect hoT good decisions are actuayyb made.

5ata Tithout intuition produces decisions that are technicayyb dej
fensiwye wut strategicayyb steriye. ,heb optimi7e the knoTawye at the exj
pense of the important. qn anb su-cientyb compyex strategic environj
mentI the most conseAuentiay Auestions are preciseyb those for Thich 
cyean data does not bet existI wecause if theb Tere TeyyjunderstoodI 
theb Touyd not we strategic Auestions. ,heb Touyd we operationay 
ones.

qntuition Tithout data produces decisions that feey right and often 
are not. ,heb draT on pattern recognition wuiyt from experiences that 
mab not map to the current situationI and that are vuynerawye to everb 
cognitive wias descriwed awove.

,he executive q most Tant in the room Then a signilcant decision 
needs to we made is one Tho insists on the west avaiyawye dataI unj
derstands its yimitationsI and then uses their BudgmentIinformed wb 
experienceI tested against the dataI and examined for wiasIto make the 
cayy. ,hat is not a compromise wetTeen tTo inferior approaches. qt is 
the sbnthesis of the tTo most poTerfuy decision resources a yeader has.

qn practicay termsI this means wuiyding organi7ations There data is 
genuineyb vayued and rigorousyb gathered. ,his means a pyace There 
peopye are not penayi7ed for surfacing inconvenient lndingsI Thiye 
simuytaneousyb creating the space for experienced Budgment to operate 
Tithout weing dismissed as unscientilc. ,hese tTo cuyturay norms are 
harder to maintain simuytaneousyb than theb might appear. 5atajdrij
ven cuytures can wecome ayyergic to BudgmentG Budgmentjdriven cuyj
tures can wecome ayyergic to data. ,he west organi7ations hoyd woth.
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Learning from Failure: The Discipline That Sepa-
rates Leaders

q Tant to end this chapter on faiyureI wecause q weyieve that hoT 
yeaders process faiyure is one of the most signilcant di:erentiators of 
yongjterm e:ectiveness. qt is ayso a topic that most yeadership wooks 
handye Tith insu-cient honestb.

,he standard narrative awout faiyure in yeadership yiterature is woth 
true and misyeading. ,ruez faiyure is a vayuawye teacher. ,ruez resiyient 
yeaders yearn from setwacks and emerge stronger. ,ruez manb of the 
most successfuy executives have signilcant faiyures in their historb.

Hisyeadingz the narrative tends to present faiyure as a yinear storb 
Tith a cyean yesson and a happb endingI rather than the messbI dej
morayi7ingI often protracted experience it usuayyb is. ’nd it tends to 
understate hoT much active discipyine is reAuired to extract genuine 
yearning from faiyure rather than mereyb surviving it and moving on.

Renuine yearning from faiyure reAuires severay things that do not 
come naturayybz the Tiyyingness to conduct an honest postjmortem 
rather than a facejsaving oneG the discipyine to examine bour oTn conj
triwution to the outcome rather than focusing excyusiveyb on externay 
factorsG the humiyitb to acknoTyedge That bou did not knoT or did 
not seeG and the courage to change bour wehavior wased on That bou 
lndI rather than adBusting bour interpretation of events to protect 
bour seyfjimage.

q keep a document that q wegan in P44F and have added to periodj
icayyb ever since. qt contains wrief accounts of mb signilcant faiyures. 
,hese incyude decisions that turned out wadybI reyationships q misj
managedI opportunities q missedI and situations q handyed Torse than 
q shouyd have. Hor each oneI q note That q Tas thinking at the timeI 
That q missedI and That q changed as a resuyt.

2eading that document is not a comfortawye experience. Cut it is 
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one of the most usefuy practices q maintainI wecause it gives me a 
concrete record of the patterns in mb oTn Budgment. qt reveays the 
sbstematic tendencies that shoT up across di:erent decisions and difj
ferent contexts. No amount of externay feedwack Tiyy ever make them 
as vivid.

,he yeaders Tho scare me most are those Tho cannot name their 
faiyures. Not wecause theb have not had themI wut wecause theb have 
processed them in Tabs that made the yearning unavaiyawyeIattriwutj
ing them to circumstancesI to other peopyeI or to wad yuck in Tabs 
that yeave their oTn decisionjmaking patterns intact and unexamined. 
,hose patterns Tiyy generate the same faiyures againI in neT formsI 
untiy theb are honestyb confronted.

Chapter Summary

5ecisionjmaking under pressure is a yearnawye skiyyI not a lxed tayent. 
,he most e:ective executive decisionjmakers deveyop four core capaj
wiyitiesz accurate identilcation of Thich cognitive mode a decision rej
AuiresG a structured frameTork for highjstakes cayys that can we appyied 
consistentyb under pressureG the awiyitb to yead through genuine crisis 
Tithout yosing cyaritb or trustG and the discipyine to extract honest 
yearning from faiyure rather than expyanations that protect seyfjimj
age. Vomwined Tith an understanding of the cognitive wiases that 
sbstematicayyb degrade human BudgmentI these capawiyities constitute 
a decisionjmaking practice that improves measurawyb Tith deyiwerate 
attention.



Chapter 3 | Time, Focus, and Executive 
Productivity

T he currency of leadership is attention. How you spend it deter-
mines almost everything about what your organization becomes.

There is an uncomfortable truth at the center of executive pro-
ductivity that most books about it carefully avoid: the productivity 
problem facing most senior leaders is not that they do not work hard 
enough. It is that they work very hard on the wrong things.

The calendar of a typical Fortune 500 executive, examined honestly, 
reveals a pattern that should alarm anyone who thinks carefully about 
how value is created at the organizational level. Somewhere between 
sixty and seventy percent of executive time, in my experience and in 
the research I have reviewed, is spent in meetings. Of those meetings, 
a signiqcant fraction involve decisions that should not re'uire the ex-
ecutiveMs direct involvement, information that could have been com-
municated more eDciently in writing, or updates on situations where 
the executiveMs presence adds little beyond signaling their engagement.

Aeanwhile, the activities that most directly create executive value, 
things like strategic thinking, relationship building with key stake-
holders, development of high-potential leaders, deep engagement 
with the most conse'uential decisions, are crowded into the margins, 
scheduled in whatever time the reactive demands of organizational life 
have left over.
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This is not laziness. It is not poor character. It is a structural prob-
lem created by the combination of organizational expectations, social 
norms around accessibility, and the psychological pull of the concrete 
over the strategic. Aeetings are visible. Their purpose is usually clear 
in the moment. They generate the satisfying sense of having engaged 
with real issues and made real-time contributions.

Strategic thinking is invisible. Its output is uncertain. Its value ap-
pears only later, and often in ways that are diDcult to attribute directly 
to the thinking that produced them. In any environment where the 
immediate and concrete compete with the important and abstract, 
the immediate and concrete tend to win, unless the leader has built 
deliberate systems to prevent it.

The Executive Time Audit: What Your Calendar Says 
About Your Priorities

Wefore I prescribe any solutions, I want to suggest a diagnostic exercise 
that I have given to every senior executive I have coached. It is simple, 
slightly uncomfortable, and almost universally illuminating.

?rint out your calendar for the past four weeks. For every item on 
it, ask three 'uestions: jas my presence in this meeting or activity 
genuinely necessary, or could it have proceeded without me" Nid this 
activity re'uire my speciqc Hudgment and authority, or could someone 
else have handled it" Nid my time in this activity move forward one of 
my highest-priority strategic obHectives for the organization"

6ount how many items receive an unambiguous VyesV to all three 
'uestions. In my experience, most senior executives qnd that fewer 
than thirty percent of their calendar items meet all three criteria. Aany 
qnd it is signiqcantly less.

I am not suggesting that every meeting on your calendar needs to 
meet all three criteria. Some meetings that do not qt the mold are 
important for relationship maintenance, organizational visibility, and 
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team morale. Wut I am suggesting that the proportion of your time 
spent on activities that genuinely re'uire your speciqc Hudgment and 
advance your most important priorities should be substantially higher 
than most executivesM calendars re9ect.

The follow-up 'uestion that generates the most productive dis-
comfort is: what would happen if I stopped attending the meetings 
that did not meet those criteria" In most cases, the honest answer is: 
less than you fear. Aeetings that cannot proceed without the most se-
nior person in the organization are usually su;ering from a delegation 
deqcit, not a genuine executive dependency.

Prioritization That Actually Works

There are many prioritization frameworks in the management lit-
erature. Some of them are genuinely useful. Aost of them share a 
common limitation: they are designed for individual task manage-
ment rather than executive-level strategic prioritization, which is a 
fundamentally di;erent problem.

Individual task management is about se'uencing and eDciency: 
doing the right things in the right order with the minimum waste of 
time and energy. Strategic executive prioritization is about something 
more fundamental: deciding which problems and opportunities are 
actually worth your attention as opposed to your organizationMs atten-
tion, and then protecting the time needed to engage with those things 
with the depth they re'uire.

The framework I use and teach has three components.
The qrst is the identiqcation of what I call the Vten-year 'uestions.Y 

These are the two or three strategic 'uestions whose answers will 
most signiqcantly determine the organizationMs position a decade from 
now. These are not the 'uestions on this 'uarterMs agenda. They are 
the deep structural 'uestions about competitive position, technology 
traHectory, talent, and organizational culture that only become urgent 
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when it is too late to address them easily. For most organizations, these 
'uestions are known in the abstract and urgently neglected in practice, 
because the operational demands of the present are more insistent 
than the strategic demands of the future.

Rvery executive I have worked with who made the deliberate choice 
to allocate signiqcant regular time to their ten-year 'uestions devel-
oped a noticeably better sense of strategic direction than peers who 
deferred that thinking to future 'uarters that never 'uite arrived.

The second component is ruthless triage of what actually re'uires 
the executiveMs attention versus what re'uires the organizationMs. This 
is primarily a delegation problem, and I will address delegation directly 
in the next section. Wut the prioritization implication is that the ex-
ecutive must develop and consistently apply a very high bar for what 
earns a place on their personal agenda. If someone else can handle it, 
it should not be on your calendar.

The third component is the protection of what I call Vwhite space.V 
This refers to unscheduled time in the weekly and monthly calen-
dar that is explicitly not available for meetings, email, or operational 
response, and that is reserved for thinking, reading, and the kind of 
sustained re9ection that cannot happen in thirty-minute increments 
between back-to-back calls.

I built a standing rule at LexTech that I was not available for 
meetings before ten oMclock on Tuesday and Thursday mornings. 
That time was protected for thinking and writing, reading research, 
developing strategic ideas, reviewing the most important decisions on 
the horizon, and occasionally Hust sitting 'uietly with a problem that 
I had not yet fully worked through. Ay executive assistant knew to 
enforce it. Ay team knew to respect it. End I cannot 'uantify the 
value of the decisions that white space informed, but I am certain it 
was substantial.



E6GIR7IL” TGR ST3ETR”I6 RN”R B(

Delegation: The Skill That Multiplies Leadership

Nelegation is, in theory, one of the most widely understood concepts 
in management. In practice, it is one of the most consistently under-
used capabilities at the executive level, and the gap between under-
standing delegation intellectually and practicing it e;ectively is one of 
the largest I have observed in otherwise sophisticated leaders.

The reasons for under-delegation are psychologically understand-
able even when they are organizationally expensive. Et the most senior 
levels, leaders have typically reached those positions partly through 
the 'uality of their own work,through doing things well, being reli-
able, and delivering results that could not be 'uestioned. The instinct 
to maintain that personal 'uality standard does not disappear with 
promotion) it often intensiqes. ”iving work to others that you could 
do better yourself feels like accepting a 'uality reduction. End at the 
margin, it is, at least initially.

Wut the calculation changes entirely at the organizational level. E 
single executive can only do so much. En executive who empowers ten 
capable leaders to each do more than they could before has multiplied 
their impact tenfold. The person who insists on being personally in-
volved in everything important is not producing better outcomes for 
the organization. Instead, they are actually limiting the organization 
to what they personally can do, while also preventing their people 
from developing the capability that the organization will need when 
circumstances inevitably re'uire it.

R;ective delegation has three components that are often treated as 
optional but are actually essential.

The qrst is clear authority transfer. Nelegation without authority 
is not delegation,it is assignment with a hidden override. If you give 
someone responsibility for a decision and then override that deci-
sion whenever you disagree with it, you have not delegated. 1ou have 
created a parallel decision process that confuses accountability and 
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frustrates both parties. ”enuine delegation means the person owns 
the outcome, which re'uires that they genuinely own the decision.

The second is outcome clarity without process speciqcation. The 
most common error in delegation is over-specifying how something 
should be done rather than what outcome is re'uired. ?rocess speci-
qcation creates dependency ’the delegatee cannot act without detailed 
instructionsF and suppresses the initiative that develops the next gen-
eration of leaders. Outcome clarity, by contrast, gives the delegatee 
genuine autonomy within well-deqned boundaries,which is both mo-
tivating and developmental.

The third is appropriate follow-up without micromanagement. 
The purpose of follow-up after delegation is not control, but rather 
support and accountability. The 'uestion you are asking when you 
check in on a delegated responsibility is not Vare you doing it the way 
I would do it"V but rather Vdo you have what you need, and are out-
comes tracking in the right direction"V Those are di;erent 'uestions, 
and they produce very di;erent kinds of conversations.

I want to be direct about a speciqc form of delegation failure that I 
have observed fre'uently and personally committed more than once: 
the delegation that gets 'uietly reclaimed. This happens when a leader 
formally delegates responsibility, then gradually re-inserts themselves 
into the work. This might mean attending meetings they said the 
delegatee should own, reviewing draft communications before they go 
out, asking detailed operational 'uestions that signal ongoing over-
sight rather than genuine transfer of accountability. The delegatee 
picks up on this pattern immediately and responds rationally: they 
stop making decisions without checking in, because they have learned 
that their Hudgment is not actually trusted.

3ecognizing when you are doing this re'uires the same self-aware-
ness described in 6hapter G. The tell is usually a feeling of vague unease 
about a proHect or function that you thought you had delegated, a 
restlessness that expresses itself as VHust wanting to stay close to itV 
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rather than the recognition that you have not actually let go.

Meeting Management: The Hidden Productivity 
Lever

If you want to understand an organizationMs actual culture and op-
erational health, spend a week attending its internal meetings. 1ou 
will learn more than from any organizational survey or leadership 
assessment.

Aeetings are the primary mechanism through which organizations 
make decisions, share information, align around direction, and build 
or erode the relationships that determine how e;ectively people work 
together. jhen meetings are well-designed and well-run, they accel-
erate every one of those functions. jhen they are not, when they 
are poorly focused, too fre'uent, too large, or lacking clear purpose 
and decision authority, they consume enormous amounts of organi-
zational energy while producing very little.

The meeting culture of an organization re9ects and reinforces the 
leadership behaviors at its top. Ceaders who schedule unnecessary 
meetings send a signal that presence is valued over productivity. Cead-
ers who run meetings without clear agendas and decision mandates 
model the behavior they will see replicated throughout their organi-
zations. Ceaders who use meetings as a vehicle for broadcasting infor-
mation rather than making decisions create cultures where meetings 
are where things are discussed but never actually resolved.

Ay standing guidance on meetings, developed over many years of 
organizational observation, can be summarized in a handful of prin-
ciples.

Rvery meeting should have a clear primary purpose, communicated 
in advance, that falls into one of three categories: making a decision, 
solving a problem, or sharing information that genuinely re'uires 
interaction rather than written communication. Aeetings that do not 
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qt one of these categories should probably not be meetings.
The right people should be in the room. That means the people 

whose input is necessary for the purpose of the meeting and whose 
authority is re'uired for any decisions that will be made. Rveryone else 
is a cost without a corresponding beneqt. The organizational norm 
that more people in a meeting signals more importance of the topic 
should be actively resisted.

Necisions should be made in the meeting, not after it. The meeting 
where important topics are discussed at length and everyone leaves 
without a clear decision is one of the most common and expensive 
failures in organizational productivity. If a decision cannot be made 
in the meeting, the meeting should end with an explicit timeline for 
when it will be made and who owns making it.

The action items that emerge from a meeting should be captured 
explicitly, with speciqc owners and speciqc timelines. It should be 
reviewed at the beginning of the next meeting in the relevant se'uence. 
Aeetings that do not close the loop on prior commitments send the 
message that commitments made in meetings are not actually binding.

I implemented a standing rule at LexTech that I called the Vthir-
ty-minute default.Y Ell internal meetings defaulted to thirty minutes 
unless there was explicit Hustiqcation for more time. The e;ect was 
immediate and signiqcant. Aeetings that had previously consumed an 
hour because that was the default slot length were routinely completed 
in thirty minutes or less. ?reparation 'uality improved dramatically, 
because people knew that long preambles and redundant updates were 
going to eat into a compressed timeframe. End the total meeting 
load across the organization declined, as people became more willing 
to handle things asynchronously when they knew that scheduling a 
meeting meant a genuine need.
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Energy Management: The Foundation Beneath Time 
Management

Rverything I have described in this chapter assumes that the executive 
has not Hust time, but the mental energy and cognitive clarity to use 
that time e;ectively. That assumption deserves scrutiny, because a 
well-protected calendar occupied by an exhausted, cognitively deplet-
ed executive is not a productivity solution. It is a more eDcient path 
to mediocre decisions.

The research on cognitive performance is unambiguous on several 
points that most senior leaders choose to believe do not apply to them. 
Sleep deprivation degrades decision 'uality, emotional regulation, and 
creative thinking in ways that the sleep-deprived person cannot ac-
curately self-assess. This is because one of the qrst things that sleep 
deprivation impairs is the ability to evaluate your own impairment. 
The executive who has been running on qve hours of sleep for three 
weeks and insists they feel qne is almost certainly wrong, and the 
people who work for them know it before they do.

?hysical exercise produces measurable improvements in cognitive 
function, mood regulation, and stress resilience that have direct rele-
vance to executive e;ectiveness. This is not optional health informa-
tion for people who happen to care about qtness. It is information 
about how to maintain the biological instrument through which all 
leadership functions.

3ecovery, which involves the deliberate scheduling of low-intensity 
periods that allow the nervous system to reset between high-demand 
periods, is as important for sustained performance as the high-demand 
periods themselves. This is well-understood in sports science and sys-
tematically neglected in organizational leadership, where sustained 
intensity is often treated as evidence of commitment rather than a path 
to declining performance.
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The speciqc practices that support executive energy management 
are individual. jhat works for me will not work for everyone, and 
part of self-awareness is understanding your own energetic patterns 
well enough to manage them deliberately. Wut the general principles 
are consistent: sleep is non-negotiable) physical movement is a per-
formance variable, not a leisure activity) and scheduled recovery is a 
productivity strategy, not a concession to weakness.

I will say one more thing on this subHect that I suspect will resonate 
with any executive who has been through a genuine crisis: the leaderMs 
energy and composure are not private matters. They are organization-
al resources. jhen a 6RO proHects exhaustion, anxiety, or depleted 
Hudgment, the entire organization picks up on it and responds with 
their own anxiety. This might look like reduced risk-taking, with the 
kind of conservative, cover-your-downside behavior that kills the in-
novation and initiative that organizations need to thrive.

Aanaging your energy well is not self-indulgence. It is one of the 
most important services you provide to your organization.

Protecting the Strategic Mind: Avoiding Burnout

Wurnout in senior leaders is both more common and more organiza-
tionally damaging than most organizations acknowledge. It presents 
di;erently from clinical depression or physical illness. ItIs often seen 
as a kind of emotional 9atness, a loss of the strategic enthusiasm and 
intellectual engagement that characterized the leader at their best, 
replaced by a grinding competence that keeps things running but 
generates nothing new.

Wurned-out executives rarely identify themselves as burned out. 
They tend to attribute their diminished engagement to the speciqc 
frustrations of their current situation,a diDcult board relationship, 
a challenging market, an organization that is not performing,rather 
than to the cumulative depletion that has resulted from years of insuf-
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qcient recovery.
The factors that most consistently generate burnout in executives, 

in my observation, are a combination of sustained high cognitive de-
mand, insuDcient autonomy over how time is spent, a sense that the 
work has become disconnected from meaningful purpose, and the 
absence of the social support that comes from genuine peer relation-
ships.

The most e;ective protection against burnout is not stress man-
agement in the individual psychological sense. 3ather, it is structural: 
building a leadership role and an organizational context in which 
meaningful recovery is possible and in which the executive maintains 
a genuine sense of connection to purpose. Ceaders who have thought 
clearly about why their work matters to other people tend to maintain 
their engagement far longer than those who have lost track of that 
connection. 

I have asked myself, at regular intervals throughout my career, a 
'uestion that I qrst heard from a mentor when I was thirty-two years 
old and that I have never found a better substitute for: Vjho specif-
ically is better o; because of work that I speciqcally did today"V It is 
a simple 'uestion. The answer is sometimes obvious and sometimes 
humbling. Wut the practice of asking it keeps me connected to the 
reason the work matters. That connection is the most reliable antidote 
to the kind of abstract exhaustion that produces burnout.

Chapter Summary

Rxecutive productivity is not about doing more. It is about ensuring 
that the things you personally do are the ones that only you can do, 
and that you do them with the full cognitive engagement they re'uire. 
This demands a ruthlessly strategic approach to time allocation, a 
genuine commitment to delegation that transfers real authority rather 
than merely redistributing tasks, a disciplined approach to meeting 
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culture that protects collective time as rigorously as individual time, 
and the physical and psychological self-management that keeps the 
executive instrument performing at the level the organization needs. 
Ceaders who master these dimensions do not Hust become more per-
sonally productive. They become the architects of organizations that 
are more productive at every level.



PART II: Leading People

"T he speed of the leader is the speed of the gang."

Mary Kay Ash



Chapter 4 | Building Trust and 
Credibility

T rust is not built in grand gestures. It is built in the accumulation 
of small ones, and destroyed in a single moment of carelessness.

In the twenty-rsat yeos fm cy ,oseesd I coie o ckatole thot I atkbb 
thknl ouf.t wkth ,bosktyA g cecues fm cy aenkfs teocd o hkph zes-
mfsces I hoi wfslei wkth mfs mf.s yeosa oni pen.kneby seaze,teid ,oce 
tf ce wkth ,fn,esna ouf.t o zsfzfaei sefsponkSotkfnA jhe hoi seob 
fu:e,tkfnax the seats.,t.sknp wf.bi ikas.zt o teoc iynock, thot woa 
zsfi.,knp ev,ebbent sea.btad oni ahe uebkeTei the eF,ken,y pokna we 
wese zsf:e,tknp wese fTesatoteiA

I bkateneiA I nfiieiA I tfbi hes I ozzse,kotei hes ,onifs oni wf.bi 
pkTe hes zesaze,tkTe aeskf.a wekphtA Bhen I went oheoi wkth the sefs-
ponkSotkfn evo,tby oa zbonneid wkthf.t mfbbfwknp .z wkth hesd wkthf.t 
evzboknknp cy seoafnknpd oni wkthf.t o,lnfwbeipknp the mo,t thot I 
hoi heosi hes ,fn,esna oni fTesskiien thecA

qsfc o z.seby onobytk,ob atonizfkntd I atkbb uebkeTe the sefsponkSo-
tkfn woa the skpht ,obbA Bhe atsotepk, bfpk, woa af.niA Bhe bfnp-tesc 
f.t,fcea bospeby :.atkrei the ikas.ztkfnA C.t I honibei the h.con 
ikcenakfn fm kt zffsby kn o woy thot ,fat ce afcethknp I ,f.bi nft u.y 
uo,lx o zfstkfn fm hes ts.atA jhe ,fntkn.ei tf wfsl hosi oni iebkTes 
sea.btaA jhe neTes ue,oce hfatkbe fs ikaenpopei kn ony Tkakube woyA C.t 
the H.obkty fm ,onifs uetween .ad the wkbbknpneaa ahe hoi zseTkf.aby 
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ahfwn tf tebb ce thknpa I neeiei tf heosd  ikcknkahei nftk,eoubyA gni 
I woa the fne whf hoi ikcknkahei ktA

Bhot evzesken,e to.pht ce afcethknp thot obb the conopecent 
bktesot.se I hoi seoi hoi iea,skuei u.t thot I hoi nft m.bby .niesatffi 
.ntkb I bkTei ktx ts.at ka nft o uo,lpsf.ni ,fniktkfn fm beoiesahkzA It 
ka the fzesotkfnob ceik.c thsf.ph whk,h obb beoiesahkz m.n,tkfnaA 
Yhen kt ka knto,td fsponkSotkfna cfTe wkth o azeei oni L.en,y thot nf 
fsponkSotkfnob ,host fs zsf,eaa ieakpn ,on sezbk,oteA Yhen kt ka ioc-
opeid the msk,tkfn penesotei uy kta ouaen,ed kAeAd the ae,fni-p.eaaknpd 
the aebm-,enafsahkzd the zfbktk,ob cone.Tesknpd the iemenakTe uehoTkfsd 
,fna.cea on enfscf.a mso,tkfn fm fsponkSotkfnob enespyA

Bhka ,hoztes ka ouf.t hfw ts.at ka u.kbtd hfw kt ka ieatsfyeid oni 
hfwd when kt hoa ueen iocopeid kt ,on afcetkcea ue sezokseiA

What Trust Actually Is

Bhe wfsi ts.at ka .aei af mseH.entby oni kn af cony ikMesent ,fntevta 
thot kta ceonknp hoa ue,fce afcewhot ub.ssyA I wont tf ue zse,kae 
ouf.t whot I ceon when I .ae kt kn the beoiesahkz ,fntevtd ue,o.ae the 
zse,kakfn cottesa mfs .niesatoniknp whot u.kbia kt oni whot ieatsfya 
ktA

Bs.atd oa I oc .aknp kt hesed hoa thsee ikatkn,t ikcenakfnaA Bhe rsat 
ka ,fczeten,e ts.atd whk,h ka the ,fnrien,e thot afcefne hoa the 
alkbbad lnfwbeiped oni :.ipcent tf if whot they aoy they wkbb ifA Bhe 
ae,fni ka kntepskty ts.atd ceonknp ,fnrien,e thot afcefne5a atotei 
Tob.ea o,t.obby pfTesn theks uehoTkfsd thot they tebb the ts.thd oni thot 
they hfnfs ,fccktcentaA Bhe thksi ka ueneTfben,e ts.atd a.smo,knp 
oa ,fnrien,e thot afcefne hoa yf.s knteseata pen.kneby kn cknid nft 
ceseby theks fwnA

Bheae thsee ikcenakfna ose sebotei u.t kniezenientA 0f. ,on ts.at 
afcefne5a ,fczeten,e entkseby whkbe if.utknp theks kntepsktyA Bhe 
te,hnk,obby uskbbkont ,fbbeop.e whf ,.ta ,fsnesa fn zsf,eaa oni ahoiea 
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the ts.th kn zseaentotkfnaA 0f. ,on ts.at afcefne5a kntepskty whkbe 
H.eatkfnknp theks ,fczeten,eA Efnakies the zesafn fm kcze,,oube 
hfneaty whf ka akczby nft alkbbei enf.ph mfs the sfbe they ose knA 0f. 
,on ts.at ufth ,fczeten,e oni kntepskty whkbe if.utknp ueneTfben,eA 
Bhka ckpht bffl bkle the hkphby ,ozoubed skpfsf.aby hfneat beoies whf 
ka z.sa.knp o zesafnob openio ot yf.s evzenaeA

Ofat beoiesahkz mokb.sea fm ts.at knTfbTe ier,kta kn fne fm theae 
thsee ikcenakfnad oni the ozzsfzskote seazfnae ikMesa iezeniknp fn 
whk,h fne ka kn H.eatkfnA )niesatoniknp whk,h ikcenakfn hoa ueen 
,fczsfckaei ka the eaaentkob rsat atez kn oiiseaaknp ktA

How Credibility Is Earned: The Four Foundations

Eseikukbktyd the mf.niotkfn fn whk,h ts.at ka u.kbtd ifea nft osskTe 
wkth the tktbeA I hoTe wot,hei tobentei eve,.tkTea zsfcftei kntf aenkfs 
sfbea whf ,beosby evze,tei thot the o.thfskty fm zfaktkfn wf.bi pen-
esote the seaze,t oni u.y-kn fm theks new fsponkSotkfnaA It ifea nftA 
1sponkSotkfna psont o.thfskty ue,o.ae the hkesos,hy seH.ksea ktA Bhey 
psont ,seikukbkty ue,o.ae the beoies eosna ktA Bheae ose ikMesent thknpad 
oni ,fnm.aknp thec ka on essfs thot iesokba cony ftheswkae ,ozoube 
eve,.tkTea kn theks rsat aenkfs sfbeaA

Bhe rsat mf.niotkfn fm ,seikukbkty ka iecfnatsotei ,fczeten,eA 
2efzbe mfbbfw beoiesa whf lnfw whot they ose ifknpd nft beoiesa whf 
lnfw eTesythknp 3nf fne ifea6d u.t beoiesa whf iecfnatsote pen.kne 
coatesy kn the ifcokna thot cottes cfat mfs the fsponkSotkfn5a a.,-
,eaad oni whf ose hfneat ouf.t the uf.nioskea fm theks evzestkae kn 
oseoa whese fthesa lnfw cfseA

Nosby kn cy ten.se ot RevBe,h oa E11d I coie o iebkuesote ,hfk,e 
tf azeni cy rsat nknety ioya zskcoskby bkatenknp oni beosnknpd Tkaktknp 
fzesotkfna o,sfaa mf.s ,fntknentad azeniknp tkce wkth enpkneesknp 
oni zsfi.,t teocad akttknp kn fn ,.atfces ,fnTesaotkfnad oni oalknp 
H.eatkfna thot I pen.kneby iki nft lnfw the onawesa tfA I woa nft zse-



gEVINGIRD BVN jB4gBNDIE N9DN P7

teniknp tf ue beaa knmfscei thon I woaA I woa pen.kneby beaa knmfscei 
thon I neeiei tf ued oni I lnew ktd oni I wontei cy fsponkSotkfn tf 
aee thot I lnew ktA

Bhot ozzsfo,h o,,fczbkahei twf thknpa akc.btonef.abyA It poTe 
ce the a.uatontkTe lnfwbeipe I neeiei tf cole pffi ie,kakfna kn on 
.nmockbkos fsponkSotkfnob ,fntevtA gni kt iecfnatsotei tf the zefzbe 
I woa pfknp tf beoi thot I tffl theks evzestkae aeskf.abyd thot I woa nft 
pfknp tf wobl kn wkth o zseietescknei zbon oni eve,.te kt seposibeaa 
fm whot I mf.niA Bhe ,seikukbkty thot knTeatcent penesotei f.tboatei 
ony aknpbe ie,kakfn I coie kn thfae rsat cfnthaA

Bhe ae,fni mf.niotkfn ka ,fnakaten,y uetween wfsia oni o,tkfnaA 
Bhka ka kntepskty ts.at kn kta cfat zso,tk,ob mfscA Yhen beoiesa aoy they 
wkbb if afcethknp oni then if ktd eTesy tkced nft cfat fm the tkced 
they penesote on o,,.c.botknp ,seikt fm ts.atwfsthkneaa thot ue,fcea 
fne fm theks cfat Tob.oube fsponkSotkfnob oaaetaA Yhen they aoy thknpa 
they if nft ceond cole ,fccktcenta they if nft leezd fs uehoTe kn 
woya thot ,fntsoik,t theks atotei Tob.ead they penesote the fzzfaktex o 
ier,kt fm ,seikukbkty thot ka Tesy ikF,.bt tf se,fTes msfcA

Bhe thksi mf.niotkfn ka tsonazosen,yd o wkbbknpneaa tf ahose kn-
mfscotkfnd ,fntevtd oni seoafnknp eTen when ifknp af ka nft atsk,tby 
seH.kseid oni eaze,kobby when the newa ka nft pffiA Ueoiesa whf ,fc-
c.nk,ote hfneatby ouf.t uoi newad whf tebb theks fsponkSotkfna whot 
ka hozzenknp oni whyd sothes thon conopknp knmfscotkfn tf ,fntsfb 
zes,eztkfnd penesote mos cfse ts.at thon thfae whf zsfte,t zefzbe 
msfc ikF,.bt ts.thaA 2efzbe ,on honibe hosi knmfscotkfnA Yhot they 
,onnft honibed wkthf.t bfaknp ts.atd ka the ika,fTesy thot they wese 
ueknp conopeiA

Bhe mf.sth mf.niotkfn ka seaze,t mfs the zefzbe yf. beoid the iokby 
zso,tk,e fm tseotknp zefzbe oa oi.bta whf ieaesTe hfneat enpopecentd 
o,,.sote knmfscotkfnd oni pen.kne ,fnakiesotkfn fm theks zesaze,-
tkTead seposibeaa fm theks beTeb kn the fsponkSotkfnob hkesos,hyA Bhka ka 
the ueneTfben,e ikcenakfn fm ts.at kn zso,tk,ob evzseaakfnA It ahfwa 



9gRINU ON4EN4P;

.z nft kn psoni peat.sea u.t kn the H.obkty fm ottentkfn yf. pkTe 
kn fne-fn-fne ,fnTesaotkfnad the ,ose wkth whk,h yf. ,fcc.nk,ote 
ikF,.bt ie,kakfnad oni the iepsee tf whk,h zefzbe aenae thot theks 
webmose ka o pen.kne ,fnakiesotkfn kn yf.s ie,kakfn-colknp sothes thon 
o 24 ToskoubeA

Psychological Safety: The Organizational Precondi-
tion

Dffpbe5a 2sf:e,t gskatftbed o bospe-a,obe seaeos,h eMfst tf kientkmy whot 
ikatknp.kahea the ,fczony5a hkpheat-zesmfscknp teoca msfc kta oTes-
ope fnead zsfi.,ei o rniknp thot a.szskaei cony zefzbe oni ,fn-
rscei whot evzesken,ei beoiesa hoi fuaesTei knt.ktkTeby mfs yeosax the 
aknpbe cfat kczfstont zseik,tfs fm teoc zesmfscon,e woa nft tobent 
,fczfaktkfnd nft fsponkSotkfnob ats.,t.sed nft kn,entkTe ieakpnA It woa 
zay,hfbfpk,ob aometyd the iepsee tf whk,h teoc cecuesa mebt kt woa 
aome tf tole knteszesafnob skalad kn,b.iknp the skal fm sokaknp ,fn,esnad 
ikaopseeknp wkth o.thfsktyd o,lnfwbeipknp ckatolead oni zsfzfaknp 
kieoa thot ckpht nft wfslA

2ay,hfbfpk,obby aome teoca zesmfsc uettes ue,o.ae they hoTe o,,eaa 
tf knmfscotkfn thot beaa aome teoca a.zzseaaA In on enTksfncent whese 
sokaknp ,fn,esna ka .nweb,fced whese the af,kob ,fat fm ikaopseecent 
ka hkphd whese oickttknp ckatolea ka ionpesf.ad whese .n,fnTentkfnob 
kieoa ose pseetei wkth ,fnteczt sothes thon ,.skfaktyd fsponkSotkfna 
bfae o,,eaa tf evo,tby the knmfscotkfn they cfat neeix eosby wosnknp 
akpnobad hfneat oaaeaacenta fm atsotepk, oaa.cztkfnad the ,seotkTe msk,-
tkfn thot penesotea pen.kneby new thknlknpA

Bhe beoies5a uehoTkfs ka the zskcosy ietescknont fm zay,hfbfpk,ob 
aomety kn ony teoc fs fsponkSotkfnA Rft the atotei Tob.eaA Rft the V4 
zfbk,yA Bhe iokby uehoTkfsob ,hfk,ea fm the cfat aenkfs zesafn kn the 
sffcd hfw they seazfni when afcefne iebkTesa uoi newad hfw they 
honibe ikaopseecentd whethes they o,lnfwbeipe theks fwn ckatolead 
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whethes they evzseaa pen.kne ,.skfakty ouf.t kieoa thot ,hobbenpe theks 
oaa.cztkfnad theae ose whot ietesckne whethes the zefzbe osf.ni 
thec meeb aome enf.ph tf ue hfneatA

I coie o zso,tk,e thsf.phf.t cy ,oseesd zostk,.bosby when I woa 
new tf on fsponkSotkfn fs teocd fm evzbk,ktby kientkmyknp oni z.ubk,by 
o,lnfwbeipknp the rsat tkce afcefne tfbi ce afcethknp I iki nft 
wont tf heos oni thot t.snei f.t tf ue skphtA Bhka af.nia acobbA Bhe 
eMe,t ka ikazsfzfstkfnoteA Yhen zefzbe aee thot theks beoies seazfnia 
tf .nweb,fce ,onifs wkth psotkt.ie sothes thon iemenakTeneaad thot 
tebbknp the ufaa afcethknp hosi ka nft :.at aome u.t o,tkTeby ozzse,koteid 
the knmfscotkfn Lfw kn the fsponkSotkfn tsonamfscaA

Bhe ,fnTesae ka eH.obby zfwesm.bd oni mos cfse ,fccfnA I fn,e 
fuaesTei o EN1 whf hoi u.kbtd fTes yeosa fm ,fnakatent uehoTkfsd on 
fsponkSotkfn af thfsf.phby oTesae tf iebkTesknp uoi newa thot co-
:fs zsfubeca wese sf.tkneby kientkrei ot the ufosi beTeb uemfse they 
seo,hei hkcA Rft ue,o.ae zefzbe wese hkiknp thknpa cobk,kf.abyd cfat 
fm thec wese pen.kneby tsyknp tf zsfte,t hkc oni the fsponkSotkfnd 
u.t ue,o.ae the o,,.c.botei evzesken,e fm wot,hknp ,fbbeop.ea ue 
z.nkahei mfs a.smo,knp zsfubeca hoi zsfi.,ei o ayatecotk, aebm-,en-
afsahkz thot nf fne hoi ,fna,kf.aby ,hfaen oni eTesyfne a.Mesei 
msfcA

Ve woa eTent.obby secfTei uy the ufosid mfs evo,tby the seoafna yf. 
wf.bi evze,tA Bhe tsopeiy woa nft :.at hkad kt woa the fsponkSotkfn5aA g 
ie,oie fm iemenakTe knmfscotkfn conopecent hoi bemt the ,.bt.se af 
zso,tk,ei kn kczseaakfn conopecent thot seu.kbiknp hfneat kntesnob 
,fcc.nk,otkfn tffl yeosa .nies new beoiesahkzA

Accountability Culture: Trust's Structural Partner

Bs.at oni o,,f.ntoukbkty ose nft fzzfakteaA Bhey ose ats.,t.sob zost-
nesad oni the ouaen,e fm ekthes iepsoiea the fthesA

1sponkSotkfna thot hoTe hkph ts.at u.t weol o,,f.ntoukbkty ose 
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zbeoaont tf wfsl kn oni ,hsfnk,obby .nieszesmfscknpA Bhe sebotkfn-
ahkza ose woscA Bhe ,.bt.se ka ,fbbepkobA 2efzbe bkle eo,h fthes oni 
wont tf zsfte,t eo,h fthes msfc the ika,fcmfst fm ueknp hebi tf ,fc-
cktcenta they hoTe nft cetA Bhe sea.btd fTes tkced ka on fsponkSotkfn 
whese evze,totkfna ose aet u.t nft enmfs,eid whese zffs zesmfscon,e 
ka tfbesotei f.t fm o ckap.kiei lknineaad oni whese hkph zesmfscesa 
eTent.obby beoTe kn ms.atsotkfn ue,o.ae they ,on aee thot eMfst oni 
sea.bt ose nft sebkouby ,fnne,tei tf ,fnaeH.en,eA

1sponkSotkfna thot hoTe atsfnp o,,f.ntoukbkty u.t bfw ts.at ose 
o ikMesent lkni fm iyam.n,tkfnx zesmfscon,e onvkety iseaaei .z oa 
skpfsA Bhe cetsk,a ose ,beos oni the ,fnaeH.en,ea ose seobd u.t zefzbe 
azeni enfscf.a enespy fn kczseaakfn conopecentd fn ena.sknp thot 
theks n.cuesa bffl pffi sothes thon thot the fsponkSotkfn o,t.obby 
zesmfsca webbA In bfw-ts.at o,,f.ntoukbkty ,.bt.sead ioto peta con-
opeid zsfubeca pet hkiiend oni ,ffzesotkfn uetween m.n,tkfna useola 
ifwn ue,o.ae the ,fat fm ueknp oaaf,kotei wkth mokb.se ka tff hkphA

Bhe ,fcuknotkfn thot zsfi.,ea ev,eztkfnob fsponkSotkfnob zes-
mfscon,e ka hkph ts.at zoksei wkth pen.kne o,,f.ntoukbktyd on enTk-
sfncent whese zefzbe ose tseotei oa ,ozoube oi.bta whf ose evze,tei 
tf iebkTes fn ,beos ,fccktcentad oni whese they ose obaf pen.kneby 
a.zzfsteid hfneatby knmfsceid oni seaze,tm.bby hebi tf thfae ,fc-
cktcenta when they mobb ahfstA

Eseotknp thot ,fcuknotkfn seH.ksea twf aze,kr, beoiesahkz uehoT-
kfsa thot ose knikTki.obby atsokphtmfswosi oni :fkntby ikF,.bt tf cokn-
toknA Bhe rsat ka the ika,kzbkne fm aettknp ,beosd aze,kr,d ceoa.soube 
evze,totkfnad nft Top.e ikse,tkfnob atotecenta u.t ,fn,sete ,fcckt-
centa wkth .nocukp.f.a a.,,eaa ,sktesko oni tkcebkneaA Bhe ae,fni ka 
the wkbbknpneaa tf oiiseaa nfn-zesmfscon,e ikse,tbyd aze,kr,obbyd oni 
zsfcztbyd sothes thon obbfwknp kt tf o,,.c.bote .ntkb the ms.atsotkfn 
zsfi.,ea o ikazsfzfstkfnote seazfnaeA

Bhe cfat ,fccfn mokb.se I fuaesTe kn eve,.tkTe o,,f.ntoukbkty 
conopecent ka the zso,tk,e fm tfbesotknp .nieszesmfscon,e mfs tff 
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bfnp oni then oiiseaaknp kt kn o woy thot meeba ikazsfzfstkfnote tf 
the zesafn fn the se,ekTknp enid ue,o.ae msfc theks zesaze,tkTed the 
zsfubec aeecei tf ue o,,eztoube .ntkb kt a.iienby woa nftA Bhe mos 
uettes ozzsfo,h ka tf oiiseaa zesmfscon,e ,fn,esna kcceikoteby oni 
aze,kr,obbyd kn o tfne thot ,fcc.nk,otea hkph evze,totkfna oni pen-
.kne knTeatcent kn the zesafn5a a.,,eaad sothes thon woktknp .ntkb the 
fnby oTokboube sepkates ka ikaozzfkntcent fs ikazbeoa.seA

Trust During Uncertainty: When Honesty Feels 
Dangerous

Bhe ,fniktkfna .nies whk,h ts.at ka cfat kczfstont ose evo,tby the 
,fniktkfna .nies whk,h cokntoknknp kt meeba cfat ikF,.btx zeskfia fm 
pen.kne fsponkSotkfnob .n,estokntyd when the beoies ifea nft lnfw 
whot ka ,fcknpd ,onnft zsfckae thot f.t,fcea wkbb ue pffid oni ka 
tecztei tf zsf:e,t o ,fnrien,e they if nft m.bby meeb kn fsies tf 
cokntokn fsponkSotkfnob atoukbktyA

I wont tf ue ikse,t ouf.t thka tenakfn ue,o.ae I thknl kt ka pen.kneby 
fne fm the hosieat thknpa ouf.t aenkfs beoiesahkzd oni kt ieaesTea 
hfneat tseotcent sothes thon the ,fcmfstoube mfsc.boa thot cfat 
ika,.aakfna fm kt fMesA

Bhese ka seob alkbb seH.ksei kn ,fcc.nk,otknp hfneatby ouf.t 
.n,estoknty wkthf.t penesotknp the lkni fm onvkety thot ue,fcea 
aebm-m.brbbknpd thot ,o.aea tobentei zefzbe tf beoTed ,.atfcesa tf if.ut 
theks ,fccktcentad fs zostnesa tf heipe theks knTeatcenta kn woya 
thot ,seote the Tesy zsfubeca the .n,estoknty akpnobeiA Bhe ikMesen,e 
uetween hfneat .n,estoknty oni ieatoukbkSknp zonk, ka nft o ikMes-
en,e kn the mo,ta ,fcc.nk,otei u.t kn the msocknpd the tfned oni 
the zseaen,e fm o ,seikube mfswosi-bfflknp nossotkTe ouf.t hfw the 
fsponkSotkfn kntenia tf noTkpote whot kt ifea nft yet lnfwA

Yhot I hoTe mf.nid teatei o,sfaa c.btkzbe zeskfia fm pen.kne fs-
ponkSotkfnob .n,estokntyd ka thot beoiesa whf ,fcc.nk,ote wkth whot 
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I wf.bi ,obb hfneat ateoikneaad whf o,lnfwbeipe whot they if nft 
lnfw whkbe ,beosby ostk,.botknp whot they ose ifknp ouf.t ktd penesote 
cfse fsponkSotkfnob seakbken,e thon thfae whf ekthes cknkckSe the 
.n,estoknty fs obbfw kt tf evzseaa ktaebm oa Tkakube onvketyA Bhe mfsc.bo ka 
nft ,fczbk,oteix hese ka whot we lnfwd hese ka whot we if nft lnfwd 
hese ka whot we ose ifknpd oni hese ka why I uebkeTe we wkbb noTkpote 
thka a.,,eaam.bbyA Bhe boat zost ka kczfstontA It ka nft mobae seoaa.son,ed 
kt ka the beoies5a pen.kne oaaeaacentd psf.niei kn evzesken,e oni :.ip-
centd thot the fsponkSotkfn hoa the ,ozoukbkty tf pet thsf.ph whot kt 
ka mo,knpA

Yhen I if nft o,t.obby uebkeTe thot oaaeaacentd I if nft zseteni 
tfA Bhot ka o ikMesent akt.otkfnd fne thot ,obba mfs o ikMesent lkni fm 
hfneatyd oni .btkcoteby mfs ikMesent ie,kakfna ouf.t whethes the skpht 
beoiesahkz seazfnae ka tf atoukbkSe fs tf tsonamfscA C.t cfat fm the .n-
,estokntkea thot aenkfs beoiesa mo,e ose noTkpoube uy fsponkSotkfna wkth 
,ozoube zefzbe oni af.ni :.ipcentA Efcc.nk,otknp thot ,seikubyd 
wkthf.t zseteniknp thot the zoth ka ,beos when kt ka nftd ka fne fm the 
cfat kczfstont aesTk,ea o beoies zsfTkieaA

Repairing Damaged Trust

Bs.atd fn,e iocopeid ka nft o.tfcotk,obby ksse,fTesoubeA C.t kta se,fT-
esy seH.ksea aze,kr, ,fniktkfna thot cony beoiesa ekthes if nft lnfw 
hfw tf ,seote fs ose nft wkbbknp tf o,,eztA

Bhe rsat ,fniktkfn ka hfneat o,lnfwbeipcentd nft the bowyesby 
o,lnfwbeipcent thot atfza ahfst fm pen.kne seazfnakukbktyd u.t the 
ikse,td .neH.kTf,ob se,fpnktkfn fm whot hozzenei oni why kt woa 
wsfnpA Bhe kcz.bae tf heiped tf ,fntevt.obkSed fs tf evzbokn the ckt-
kpotknp mo,tfsa uemfse o,lnfwbeipknp the kczo,t obcfat obwoya colea 
sezoks hosies sothes thon eoakesA Bhe zesafn whfae ts.at hoa ueen 
Tkfbotei neeia tf meeb thot yf. .niesatoni whot yf. iki oni why kt 
cotteseid oni thot se,fpnktkfn neeia tf zse,eie eTesythknp ebaeA
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Bhe ae,fni ,fniktkfn ka uehoTkfsob ,honpe thot ka a.atoknei bfnp 
enf.ph tf ue ,seikubeA g aknpbe ,fnTesaotkfnd hfweTes hfneat oni 
hfweTes webb-kntentkfneid ifea nft sezoks ts.atA Bs.at ka seu.kbt 
thsf.ph the o,,.c.botkfn fm ,fnakatent uehoTkfs fTes tkced thsf.ph 
the iecfnatsotkfnd sezeotei enf.ph tkcea thot the zottesn ka .ncka-
toloubed thot the uehoTkfs whk,h Tkfbotei ts.at ka pen.kneby nft pfknp 
tf se,.sA

Bhe thksi ,fniktkfnd oni thka ka the fne thot cfat beoiesa ose se-
b.,tont tf o,,eztd ka zotken,e wkth the se,fTesy tkcebkneA Bhe zesafn 
whfae ts.at hoa ueen iocopei ietescknea when kt ka seatfseid nft 
the zesafn whf iocopei ktA 2seaa.sknp afcefne tf ts.at yf. opokn 
uemfse they ose seoiyd evzseaaknp kczotken,e wkth theks ,fntkn.ei se-
aesTed knteszsetknp theks ,o.tkfn oa .nmoksneaad fs tseotknp the sezoks 
,fnTesaotkfn oa km kt ahf.bi ,bfae the cottesd obcfat obwoya aeta the 
sezoks uo,lA

jfce sebotkfnahkza if nft se,fTes m.bbyA Bhot ka o seobkty wfsth o,-
lnfwbeipknp hfneatbyA Bhe pfob fm ts.at sezoks ka nft obwoya tf seatfse 
o sebotkfnahkz tf kta zskfs atoteE afcetkcead the zskfs atote iki nft aesTe 
the fsponkSotkfn webb onywoyd u.t tf ,seote ,fniktkfna whese ufth 
zostkea ,on wfsl tfpethes wkth ,boskty oni ozzsfzskote c.t.ob seaze,td 
eTen km the iezth fm ts.at thot hoi evkatei uemfse nf bfnpes ifeaA

Chapter Summary

Bs.at ka the mf.niotkfnob seaf.s,e fm fsponkSotkfnob beoiesahkzd cfse 
,fnaeH.entkob thon atsotepyd cfse i.soube thon zsf,eaad oni cfse 
ikF,.bt tf se,fnats.,t fn,e usflen thon obcfat ony fthes fsponk-
Sotkfnob oaaetA It seata fn mf.s mf.niotkfnax iecfnatsotei ,fcze-
ten,ed ,fnakaten,y uetween wfsia oni o,tkfnad tsonazosen,yd oni pen-
.kne seaze,t mfs the zefzbe yf. beoiA 2ay,hfbfpk,ob aomety ietescknea 
whethes the ts.at kn yf.s fsponkSotkfn ka o,t.obby zsfi.,tkTed whethes 
kt penesotea the hfneat knmfscotkfn Lfw thot obbfwa pffi ie,kakfnaA 
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g,,f.ntoukbkty ,.bt.se zsfTkiea ts.at5a ats.,t.sob zostnesd ena.sknp 
thot hkph evze,totkfna ose zoksei wkth ,beos a.zzfstA gni when ts.at ka 
iocopeid oa kt kneTktouby wkbb ue ot afce zfknt kn ony beoies5a ,oseesd kta 
sezoks seH.ksea hfneat o,lnfwbeipcentd a.atoknei uehoTkfsob ,honped 
oni the zotken,e tf bet the fthes zesafn ietesckne the tkcebkneA



Chapter 6 | Hiring, Developing, and 
Retaining Great Talent

I  have a belief about talent that I have held for most of my career and 
that three decades of organizational experience have not caused 

me to revise: the quality of an organization's talent is the single most 
consequential variable in its long-term performance, and the devel-
opment of that talent is the highest-leverage activity available to the 
senior leaders responsible for it.

This belief is not original. It is widely shared, at least in stated form, 
by executives across industries. What I knd striOing is how rarely it 
is reDected in actual leadership behavior. Arganizations that claim to 
value talent development consistently underinvest in it, both in the 
knancial resources dedicated to development programs and, far more 
importantly, in the time and genuine personal attention that senior 
leaders give to identifying, developing, and retaining the people who 
will determine whether the organization succeeds or fails over the long 
term.

This chapter is about talent in its full lifecycle: how you identify 
and hire the right people, how you develop them into the leaders the 
organization will need, how you build performance management sys-
tems that actually improve performance rather than merely document 
it, and how you create the conditions in which talented people choose 
to stay.
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Hiring for Character and Competence: The Non-Ne-
gotiable Pairing

The most important hiring principle I Onow is not a frameworO or 
an assessment tool. It is an orientation: hire for character krst and 
competence second, but never accept the absence of either.

This principle requires unpacOing, because it is often misunder-
stood in two directions. The krst misunderstanding is treating it as a 
license to hire undersOilled candidates with good values, to prioritize 
cultural kt over functional capability in ways that leave the organi-
zation unable to execute what its character would want it to. That is 
not what I mean. 0haracter and competence are both required. The 
principle addresses sequencing and weighting when both are present 
in varying degrees, not a permission to compromise on either.

The second misunderstanding is treating character as synonymous 
with personality or social ease. The character I am referring to has 
nothing to do with liOability or agreeableness. It refers to integrity, the 
alignment between stated values and actual behavior, combined with 
intellectual honesty, personal accountability, and the Oind of genuine 
care for the organization and its people that produces trustworthy 
behavior under pressure.

The reason character taOes priority over competence in my frame-
worO is straightforward: competence can be developed, expanded, and 
compensated for in ways that character cannot. Vou can coach some-
one to improve their strategic thinOing, build their technical sOills, 
expand their functional Onowledge, or improve their communication 
eGectiveness. Vou cannot coach someone to develop integrity if it is 
not there. Vou cannot teach genuine accountability to someone who 
is constitutionally oriented toward deDecting responsibility. End the 
damage that a highly capable person with poor character can do to an 
organization is vastly greater than the damage done by a good person 
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operating at the edge of their competence.
The practical implication for hiring is that the most important 

investment in any selection process is in evaluating character, in gath-
ering evidence about how candidates have actually behaved in situa-
tions that tested their integrity, their accountability, and their care for 
others, rather than relying on their self-description or on performance 
metrics that do not distinguish between competence and character.

Structured Interviewing: Getting Evidence, Not Sto-
ries

Cost hiring processes are spectacularly bad at generating useful infor-
mation about candidates. The unstructured conversational interview, 
which remains the dominant hiring tool in most organizations despite 
decades of research demonstrating its limited predictive validity, is 
essentially a measure of social ease, preparation quality, and the degree 
to which a candidate's presentation style matches the interviewer's 
preferences. Lone of those variables is a reliable predictor of (ob per-
formance.

"tructured interviewing, specikcally, behavioral interviewing 
grounded in specikc past experience, is signikcantly more predictive, 
and not because it is more sophisticated. It is more predictive because 
it insists on evidence rather than assertion. Instead of asOing )how do 
you handle conDictB) 2which invites a self-serving theoretical answerF, 
it asOs )tell me about a specikc time when you had a signikcant conDict 
with a peer or superior about an important decision. What was the 
situation, what did you do, and what happenedB) The response to 
the latter question generates actual behavioral data. The pattern of 
responses across multiple such questions generates a behavioral prokle 
that is considerably more reliable than the candidate's summary of 
their own qualities.

3eyond behavioral interviews, I have found two additional evalu-
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ation methods particularly valuable for senior roles. The krst is refer-
ence conversations conducted with people the candidate has worOed 
for, not (ust people they have selected as references. Cost candidates 
list references who will speaO well of them, which is not a selection 
process for candid assessment. The most valuable reference conversa-
tions happen with people who Onew the candidate's worO well enough 
to be specikc and who were not pre-selected for their enthusiasm. 
5inding those people requires eGort, but the information they provide 
is qualitatively diGerent from what selected references oGer.

The second is worO samples, actual examples of the Oind of thinOing 
and problem-solving the role requires, presented in a way that allows 
direct evaluation of quality. 5or strategic roles, this might be a case 
analysis of a real organizational challenge. 5or operational roles, it 
might be a structured diagnostic exercise. 5or communication-heavy 
roles, it might be a presentation on a topic relevant to the organi-
zation's actual situation. WorO samples reveal both competence and 
character, specikcally, how someone thinOs through problems they 
have not previously encountered, which is the core sOill most senior 
roles require.

The Talent Signals Most Interviews Miss

Efter decades of hiring, I have come to weigh a handful of signals very 
heavily that most interviewers either do not looO for or do not Onow 
how to elicit.

The krst is the quality of questions the candidate asOs about the role 
and the organization. E candidate who arrives with deeply informed, 
genuinely curious questions about the organization's strategic chal-
lenges, culture, and the specikc nature of the worO has been thinOing 
about whether this is the right kt for them, not (ust whether they can 
land the (ob. That intellectual investment in assessment is a strong 
signal of the curiosity and self-awareness that correlate with long-term 
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eGectiveness.
The second is how a candidate talOs about previous failures and 

disappointments. This is one of the most informative data points 
available in any interview, and one of the easiest to elicit: asO them 
directly about their most signikcant professional failure and what they 
learned from it. 0andidates who cannot identify a genuine failure, 
who attribute all disappointing outcomes to external factors, or who 
respond with a failure that is clearly pacOaged as a hidden strength 
are demonstrating exactly the accountability dekcit that will cause 
problems in the role.

The third is how they talO about the people they have worOed 
with, particularly those they found di7cult. 0andidates who speaO 
about former colleagues and supervisors with consistent contempt, 
who have a pattern of describing others as incompetent, political, or 
di7cult, are telling you something important about how they process 
relationships. "ome of those former colleagues and supervisors may 
well have been genuinely di7cult. 3ut a pattern of negative charac-
terization of others is itself a pattern worth noting.

The fourth is their relationship with uncertainty. "enior roles, in 
any domain, require the capacity to act eGectively in conditions of in-
complete information and changing circumstances. 0andidates who 
demonstrate discomfort with ambiguity, who need every question 
fully resolved before they can commit to a direction, will struggle in 
the environments that most senior roles inhabit. 0onversely, candi-
dates who demonstrate both intellectual humility about the limits 
of current information and genuine conkdence in their ability to 
navigate its absence have one of the most valuable qualities senior 
leadership requires.

Developing Leaders: The Long Game

The development of leaders is, in my view, one of the most important 
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and most systematically underappreciated responsibilities of senior 
executives. Lot the S6 function's leadership development programs, 
though those have value. The direct, personal developmental invest-
ment that senior leaders maOe in the people who report to them and 
in the broader talent ecosystem of the organization.

I want to be specikc about what I mean by developmental invest-
ment, because it is frequently confused with things that looO liOe it but 
are not. Neploying someone to a challenging pro(ect is developmental 
if they have genuine decision authority, receive real-time support, and 
get honest feedbacO at the end. It is not developmental if they are 
executing a plan someone else designed, with all signikcant decisions 
escalated, and no reDection afterward. The diGerence between a de-
velopmental stretch assignment and a high-pressure execution tasO is 
in the learning infrastructure that surrounds it.

The most powerful developmental conversations I have had, both 
as the person receiving development and as the one providing it, 
shared several characteristics. They were specikc: grounded in con-
crete observations of actual behavior rather than general impressions. 
They were forward-looOing: oriented toward what the person could 
do diGerently rather than a post-mortem on what they had done. They 
included genuine inquiry: the developer asOing questions rather than 
simply dispensing wisdom. End they were conducted in a relationship 
of su7cient trust that the person receiving them felt safe to be honest 
about their own uncertainties and development needs.

I maOe a practice of what I call the development conversation, a 
quarterly or semi-annual one-on-one with each of my direct reports 
that is explicitly and exclusively focused on their development rather 
than on business updates or performance management. The ques-
tions I return to in those conversations: What have you learned in the 
past six monthsB What do you wish you understood betterB Where do 
you feel least conkdentB What Oind of experience would develop you 
most in the coming yearB Where do you want to be in kve years, and 
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what stands between you and thatB
Those conversations do several things simultaneously. They signal 

that the person's development is a genuine organizational priority 
rather than a nice-to-have. They surface information about capability 
gaps and developmental needs that no performance review system 
captures. They create the quality of relationship that maOes subse-
quent di7cult conversations, about performance concerns or organi-
zational changes that aGect the person, far easier to navigate. End they 
generate the Oind of insight into individual aspiration and capability 
that informs succession planning in a way that S6 talent reviews 
rarely do.

Performance Management That Actually Improves 
Performance

The annual performance review, as practiced in most large organi-
zations, is one of the most expensive and least eGective management 
tools in the corporate toolOit. It is expensive because it consumes 
enormous amounts of management time in preparation, delivery, and 
documentation. It is ineGective because it violates almost every prin-
ciple of behavioral science related to feedbacO: it is infrequent, heavily 
evaluative rather than developmental, delivered long after the behav-
iors it addresses, and tends to conDate multiple purposes, admin-
istrative documentation, compensation determination, and genuine 
development, in ways that serve none of them well.

The alternative that the research supports, and that my own expe-
rience conkrms, is continuous performance management: frequent, 
specikc, forward-looOing conversations about performance that are 
integrated into the normal worODow of the organization rather than 
scheduled as separate events. This does not mean every interaction 
becomes a feedbacO conversation9 it means that the manager-employee 
relationship includes enough genuine communication about perfor-
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mance that formal reviews, when they do occur, contain no surprises.
The shift from annual reviews to continuous performance man-

agement also requires a change in the purpose of formal review con-
versations. 6ather than evaluating the past year, the most useful for-
mal performance conversations focus primarily on the future: what 
the person needs to develop, what experiences would accelerate their 
development, what obstacles are preventing higher performance, and 
what the organization needs to provide or change to support the 
person's growth.

I am often asOed about how to address chronic underperformance, 
the situation where someone is consistently not meeting expectations 
despite clear communication, genuine support, and adequate time. 
Cy answer is direct: address it earlier than feels comfortable and more 
honestly than feels Oind. The manager who allows underperformance 
to persist out of discomfort with the conversation is not being Oind to 
the underperformer9 they are allowing a situation to continue that is 
damaging both to the person, who is failing in a role that does not kt 
them, and to the team, which bears the consequences of the perfor-
mance gap. jenuine Oindness in a performance situation is an honest 
assessment delivered with care and genuine investment in helping the 
person knd a situation where they can succeed, whether that is in the 
current role, in a diGerent one, or outside the organization.

Employee Engagement: What Actually Moves the 
Needle

Mmployee engagement, the degree to which people are emotionally 
invested in their worO and their organization, is one of the most ex-
tensively studied topics in organizational psychology, and one of the 
most consistently misunderstood in practice.

The misunderstanding usually manifests as an overemphasis on the 
extrinsic factors, compensation, benekts, o7ce environments, perOs, 
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that organizations can relatively easily ad(ust and measure, and an 
underemphasis on the intrinsic factors that most consistently dri-
ve genuine engagement: meaningful worO, genuine autonomy, real 
opportunities for growth, quality relationships with managers and 
colleagues, and the sense that the organization's values are genuine 
rather than aspirational rhetoric.

The research on what drives engagement, replicated across contexts 
and cultures, is remarOably consistent. Eeople are most engaged when 
they understand how their worO connects to a larger purpose they 
believe in, when they have genuine ownership over how they do their 
worO, when they worO for managers who Onow them, invest in them, 
and hold them to high standards with genuine support, and when 
they feel that the organization's stated values are reDected in its actual 
behavior.

Lone of those things is primarily a function of S6 programs or 
compensation structures. Ell of them are primarily a function of the 
quality of direct management, of the relationship between each indi-
vidual and their immediate leader. Which means that the most pow-
erful lever for improving engagement in any organization is improving 
the quality of management at every level, and the most powerful lever 
for doing that is the modeling and expectation-setting that comes 
from senior leaders.

Retention: The Leadership Variable

Talent retention is ultimately a leadership problem dressed up as an 
S6 problem. When talented people leave organizations, the most 
common stated reason, compensation, is rarely the actual primary dri-
ver. 6esearch on voluntary turnover consistently knds that the most 
powerful predictors of retention are the quality of the relationship 
with the immediate manager, the degree of perceived development 
opportunity, and the sense that the organization's values are genuine.
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This means that the leader's direct behavior, how they treat people, 
how they develop them, and how honestly they communicate, is the 
primary determinant of whether high performers stay. Lo retention 
program designed by S6 can compensate for a manager who does not 
Onow their people's aspirations, does not invest in their development, 
and does not maOe them feel that their contributions are valued.

The specikc retention practices I have found most eGective are de-
ceptively simple. "tay conversations, explicit conversations with high 
performers about what they value, what they need, and what would 
cause them to leave, are more eGective than exit interviews, because 
they happen while there is still time to respond. 6egular developmen-
tal conversations signal that the person's growth matters. Ceaningful 
worO assignment that gives high performers genuine ownership over 
signikcant challenges addresses the development and autonomy dri-
vers simultaneously. End the modeling of genuine care, the consis-
tency between what the organization says about people and how it 
treats them under pressure, determines whether the other factors add 
up to something that retention programs can never manufacture: the 
conviction that this is genuinely a place worth staying.

Chapter Summary

The quality of an organization's talent is the primary determinant 
of its long-term performance, and the development of that talent 
is the highest-leverage activity available to senior leaders. Siring ef-
fectively requires prioritizing character alongside competence, using 
structured behavioral evidence rather than impressionistic interviews, 
and attending to the signals that most selection processes miss. Nevel-
opment requires genuine personal investment, direct developmental 
conversations, well-designed stretch assignments with real decision 
authority, and the quality of relationship that maOes honest develop-
mental feedbacO possible. Eerformance management worOs best when 
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it is continuous, specikc, and forward-looOing rather than annual 
and evaluative. End retention is ultimately a leadership variable: the 
quality of the direct management relationship is the most powerful 
predictor of whether high performers choose to stay.



PART III: Leading the Organization

"C ulture eats strategy for breakfast."

Peter Drucker



Chapter 8 | Creating a 
High-Performance Culture

T here is a particular kind of organizational tour that I used to 
conduct when I joined a new company or took over a new 

division. I did not start with the strategy documents, the bnancial 
models, or the organizational chart. I started :y spending two or three 
days doing nothing :ut o:serving and listening, sitting in on meetings 
at every level, eating lunch in the cafeteria, walking the -oors, having 
informal conversations with people whose titles were far removed 
from mine. I was not looking for specibc information. I was trying 
to feel the culture' the rhythm of how people talked to each other, 
the su:jects that made them animated versus careful, the diBerence 
:etween how they :ehaved when senior leaders were present and how 
they :ehaved when they were not.

That informal immersion always told me more a:out an organiP
zationDs actual culture than any formal assessment could have. AeP
cause culture, real culture, not the version that appears in employee 
hand:ooks and allPhands presentations, is not visi:le in the declared 
values. It is visi:le in the :ehavior of thousands of people navigating 
thousands of daily choices a:out how to treat each other, how to 
respond to diNculty, how to manage information, and how much risk 
to take without asking permission.

Eeter LruckerDs o:servation that culture eats strategy for :reakfast 
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is so freHuently Huoted that it has :ecome almost invisi:le from repP
etition. Aut it is worth sitting with seriously, :ecause its implication 
is radical' if the culture does not support the strategy, the strategy 
will fail, regardless of its analytical Huality. The most elegant market 
analysis, the most sophisticated competitive positioning, the most 
:rilliantly structured organizational design, all of it is eVecuted :y 
human :eings operating within cultural norms that either accelerate 
or undermine every strategic intention. Setting culture right is not a 
complement to strategy. It is a prereHuisite for it.

What Culture Actually Is

xulture is the system of shared assumptions, values, and norms that 
shapes how people in an organization :ehave, particularly when they 
are not :eing o:served and when no eVplicit instruction has :een 
given. It is the answer to the Huestion' what does a mem:er of this 
organization do when they face a situation that no policy manual has 
addressed3

This debnition has an important implication. xulture is not priP
marily determined :y what leaders say. It is determined :y what leadP
ers do, and specibcally :y what they consistently reward, what they 
consistently tolerate, and what they consistently address. Those three 
:ehaviors, practiced across thousands of daily interactions, create the 
patterns of eVpectation that debne cultural reality for the people who 
work within them.

M leader who says they value candor :ut responds to :ad news with 
visi:le displeasure has created a culture that punishes candor, regardP
less of what the stated value says. M leader who says they value teamP
work :ut rewards individual heroics in performance reviews has creP
ated a culture of individualism, regardless of how many teamP:uilding 
oBsites the organization funds. M leader who says they value ethical 
:ehavior :ut looks the other way when a high performer cuts corners 
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has communicated, with complete clarity, that ethics are su:ordinate 
to performance metrics.

The implication for leaders who want to shape culture intentionP
ally is :oth clarifying and demanding' you cannot design your way to 
the culture you want. Wou can only :ehave your way there, consistentP
ly enough and visi:ly enough that the organization takes its cues from 
what you actually do rather than what you aspire to.

DenigiO zrOaigoatgVial Talues Mhat Seai mV-ev
thgiO

2ost organizational values are aspirational at :est and performative 
at worst. They are chosen in strategy oBPsites for their inspirational 
Huality, inscri:ed on lo::y walls and screensavers, and then disconP
nected almost entirely from the actual management systems, hiring, 
performance review, compensation, promotion, that shape :ehavior.

Falues that mean something operationally have two distinguishing 
characteristics. 4irst, they are specibc enough to :e actiona:leO they 
descri:e :ehaviors rather than virtues. 56e tell the truth even when it 
is uncomforta:le5 is an actiona:le value. 5Integrity5 is an aspiration. 
56e disagree openly and commit fully5 is actiona:le. 5xolla:oration5 
is a wishful noun. The specibcity matters :ecause vague values genP
erate vague :ehavior. Eeople cannot operationalize a virtueO they can 
operationalize a :ehavioral norm.

;econd, genuinely meaningful values are those that the organizaP
tion is willing to pay a cost to maintain. This is the test I apply to every 
organizational value I encounter' would we actually sacribce someP
thing, a :usiness opportunity, a shortPterm result, a highPperforming 
individual, to honor this value when it con-icts with a compelling 
immediate interest3 If the answer is no, the value is a decoration. If the 
answer is yes, if the organization has actually demonstrated, in specibc 
instances that people remem:er and talk a:out, that it will pay a real 
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price to honor a stated value, then the value is genuine, and it does 
genuine organizational work.

6hen I joined ReVTech, the company had seven stated values. 
I reduced them to four within the brst year, not :ecause the other 
three were :ad ideas, :ut :ecause seven values are not a culture. They 
are a list. xulture reHuires the kind of internalization and consistent 
application that is only possi:le when values are few enough to :e 
genuinely memora:le and specibc enough to actually guide :ehavior 
in am:iguous situations. The four that remained were chosen specibP
cally :ecause they descri:ed the :ehaviors most critical to the organiP
zational transformation we were attempting, and :ecause I was willing 
to make decisions that were personally costly in order to demonstrate 
that they were real.

Iiceitgdes aiB the PehadgVr Mhey Actually brVBuce

9ne of the most relia:le principles in organizational design is that 
people respond to incentives, not to the incentives their leaders intend, 
:ut to the incentives their leaders actually create. The gap :etween 
those two things is where an enormous amount of organizational 
dysfunction lives.

xonsider the organization that sincerely wants to :uild a culture of 
innovation, of willingness to take risks, eVperiment :oldly, and learn 
from failure. It says all of these things. It puts them on the we:site and 
in the recruiting pitch. Mnd then it creates a performance management 
system in which missing Huarterly targets has signibcant negative conP
seHuences, in which failed eVperiments are treated as evidence of poor 
judgment, and in which the people who advance are those who deliver 
consistent nearPterm results rather than those who make am:itious 
:ets. That organization will not get a culture of innovation. It will 
get a culture of cautious performance management dressed up in 
innovation language.
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The alignment :etween stated cultural values and actual incentive 
structures is one of the most important and least freHuently eVamined 
Huestions in organizational design. Mnd it is not just a:out compenP
sation, though compensation matters. It is a:out what gets recognized 
in pu:lic forums, whose work gets highlighted in leadership commuP
nications, who gets the most visi:le assignments, and who advances 
into positions of greater authority. These are all incentive signals, and 
they are read :y everyone in the organization with more accuracy than 
most leaders realize.

I spent considera:le time at ReVTech auditing the alignment :eP
tween our stated cultural priorities and our actual incentive systems, 
not just compensation, :ut promotion patterns, recognition pracP
tices, and the implicit signals em:edded in how senior leaders spent 
their time and attention. 6hat I found was instructive' in several 
important domains, we were inadvertently incentivizing the opposite 
of what we claimed to value. The most signibcant gap was in our 
innovation rhetoric versus our risk tolerance in practice. 6e said we 
wanted people to make :old :ets, and then we treated every failed 
initiative as a performance issue rather than a learning investment.

xorrecting that misalignment reHuired two specibc changes. The 
brst was introducing eVplicit recognition for am:itious eVperiments 
that failed, not cele:rating failure for its own sake, :ut pu:licly 
acknowledging the teams that had taken genuine strategic risks 
and learned signibcant things, even when the outcome was not 
what they had hoped. The second was changing the language used 
in postPmortem conversations a:out unsuccessful initiatives' from 
5what went wrong5 to 5what did we learn, and what would we do difP
ferently.5 These were not cosmetic changes. 9ver time, they changed 
the risk calculus that people applied when deciding how :oldly to 
pursue an innovative idea.
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AccVuita:glgty myste-sG mtructure Mhat mustagis 
Culture

xulture without accounta:ility is aspiration without teeth. The 
warmest, most psychologically safe, most valuesPaligned organizationP
al culture in the world will gradually degrade if it is not supported 
:y systems that connect :ehavior to conseHuence, that make clear, 
through consistent practice, that commitments matter and that the 
standards the organization has set are enforced rather than merely 
eVpressed.

Mccounta:ility systems in highPperformance organizations have 
several structural features that distinguish them from the performance 
management theater that passes for accounta:ility in many large orP
ganizations.

4irst, eVpectations are set at the :eginning of a period, not asP
sessed at the end of it. The leader who waits until the annual reP
view to communicate performance eVpectations has not created an 
accounta:ility system, they have created a judgment process. Senuine 
accounta:ility reHuires that :oth parties understand, in advance and 
specibcally, what success looks like for the period in Huestion. That 
shared understanding is what makes su:seHuent conversations a:out 
performance productive rather than contentious.

;econd, the feed:ack loop is freHuent and realPtime. Mccounta:ility 
that operates only at Huarterly or annual intervals allows signibcant 
drift :efore it is detected and addressed. The most eBective perforP
mance environments I have worked in have em:edded accounta:ility 
into regular work-ow' weekly checkPins that honestly assess progress 
against commitments, clear mechanisms for raising concerns when 
progress is :locked, and the cultural norm that surfacing pro:lems 
early is eVpected rather than eVceptional.

Third, conseHuences are proportionate, consistent, and timely. The 
accounta:ility system that applies conseHuences inconsistently, that 
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addresses underperformance in some cases and ignores it in others 
:ased on factors unrelated to performance, is not an accounta:ility 
system. It is a political system, and it will :e understood as such :y 
everyone in the organization. The leader who holds some people to 
clear standards while making eVceptions for others has communicated 
eVactly which relationships and factors are more important than perP
formance.

4ourth, and perhaps most importantly, accounta:ility in a genuine 
highPperformance culture is reciprocal. 7eaders are accounta:le to 
their teams as well as their teams to them. This means that when 
leaders make commitments' to provide resources, to remove o:stacles, 
to deliver information, to make decisions :y a certain point, those 
commitments are treated with the same seriousness as any other orP
ganizational commitment. The leader who holds their team strictly 
accounta:le while making and :reaking commitments to that team 
with impunity has :uilt a system of compliance, not a culture of 
accounta:ility.

Culture DurgiO wrVRthG Mhe mcalgiO ChalleiOe

9rganizational culture is relatively managea:le when the organization 
is small enough for the founderDs or leaderDs direct :ehavior to :e felt 
throughout it. It :ecomes a far more compleV challenge during periods 
of rapid growth, when new people are joining faster than the eVisting 
culture can a:sor: them, when new functions are :eing created with 
leaders who may not yet have fully internalized the cultural norms, 
and when the organizational distances :etween the senior leadership 
and the frontPline people doing the work are eVpanding.

The scaling of culture is fundamentally a pro:lem of transmission' 
how do you relia:ly communicate cultural eVpectations, not just the 
stated values :ut the :ehavioral norms that give those values operaP
tional meaning, to people who were not there when the culture was 
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:eing :uilt and who are joining an organization that may not yet have 
developed the systems to socialize them eBectively3

The most relia:le mechanisms for transmitting culture at scale are 
not programs or policies, though :oth have supporting roles. They are 
stories, rituals, and the :ehavior of midPlevel managers.

;tories, specibc, memora:le narratives a:out real situations in 
which organizational values were eVpressed, tested, or reinforced, are 
how culture travels across an organization without losing its specibcity 
to a:straction. The story of the time a senior leader turned down 
a signibcant :usiness opportunity :ecause the prospective partnerDs 
practices were inconsistent with the organizationDs values communiP
cates something that no values statement can' that the values are real 
enough to cost something. Cvery organization with a genuine culture 
has a li:rary of such stories, and the most eBective cultural leaders are 
those who actively collect, curate, and share them.

qituals, the regular practices that create shared eVperience and reP
inforce shared eVpectations, do cultural work that is often underestiP
mated. The weekly allPhands meeting that consistently opens with a 
customer story is not just a communication vehicleO it is a ritual that 
reinforces the customerPcentricity of the culture every single week. 
The on:oarding eVperience that spends the brst day immersing new 
employees in the organizationDs history and values, rather than comP
pleting paperwork and setting up laptops, is a ritual that communiP
cates what the organization thinks is important. These practices seem 
small, :ut their cumulative eBect on how new mem:ers understand 
and internalize the culture is signibcant.

The :ehavior of midPlevel managers is ultimately the most powerP
ful cultural transmission mechanism in any large organization, and the 
most diNcult to in-uence from the top. 2idPlevel managers translate 
the culture, or fail to, for the majority of the organizationDs people, 
and they do it through thousands of daily interactions that senior 
leaders will never see. Investing in midPlevel manager development, 
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specibcally around cultural norms and leadership :ehavior, is one of 
the highestPleverage activities availa:le to senior leaders who want to 
:uild a culture that is dura:le and scala:le.

He-Vte aiB Ny:rgB CultureG ,eR CViBgtgVisp ma-e 
brgicg*les

The shift to remote and hy:rid work that the x9FIL pandemP
ic accelerated has generated enormous anViety a:out culture, a:out 
whether organizational culture can survive, let alone thrive, in enviP
ronments where people are not physically together. I want to oBer a 
perspective grounded in my own eVperience leading ReVTech through 
that transition, which I :elieve is :oth honest and more optimistic 
than the conventional anViety suggests.

The principles of cultureP:uilding descri:ed in this chapter do 
not change in remote and hy:rid environments. The mechanisms for 
eVpressing them do. 7eaders who :uilt culture through their physP
ical presence in oNces, through the daily informal interactions that 
communicated their character, their values, and their genuine interest 
in the people around them, need to bnd new mechanisms for comP
municating those same things in a distri:uted environment. That is 
genuinely harder. It is not impossi:le.

6hat I o:served at ReVTech during the pandemic was that the 
cultural Hualities that were genuinely strong :efore the transition 
survived it remarka:ly well. Teams with high trust, clear shared valP
ues, and strong managerPemployee relationships adapted to remote 
work with less friction than compara:le teams in organizations whose 
cultures had relied more heavily on physical proVimity to function. 
xulture that eVists in the relationships and shared norms of the people 
themselves is porta:le. xulture that eVists primarily in the physical 
environment and the formal structures is not.

The specibc practices that I found most valua:le for maintaining 
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culture in distri:uted environments' increasing the freHuency of inP
formal communication :etween leaders and teams, :rief, unstrucP
tured video conversations that replicate some of the connective tissue 
that hallway conversations provide in physical oNcesO :eing much 
more eVplicit a:out :ehavioral eVpectations in remote conteVts than 
would :e necessary in personO creating deli:erate opportunities for 
the kind of unstructured social interaction that generates the personal 
relationships on which trust is :uiltO and paying far more attention 
to managerPemployee relationship Huality, since the manager is even 
more important as a cultural transmission point when the organizaP
tion is distri:uted.

The Huestion that I :elieve ultimately determines whether culture 
survives distri:uted work is not whether people are physically togethP
er. It is whether the leaders of the organization are genuinely invested 
in the relationships and shared norms that make up the culture, and 
whether they bnd creative ways to eVpress and reinforce that investP
ment in the new environment. Those who are will :uild cultures that 
are genuinely resilient across working modalities. Those who treat 
remote work primarily as a logistics challenge will bnd their cultures 
hollowing out in ways that are diNcult to detect until the damage is 
already signibcant.

Cha*ter mu--ary

9rganizational culture is determined not :y what leaders say they 
value :ut :y what they consistently reward, tolerate, and address 
in the daily -ow of organizational life. Falues that mean something 
operationally are specibc enough to guide :ehavior and real enough 
that the organization has paid a genuine cost to maintain them. InP
centive structures must :e audited against stated cultural values with 
honesty, :ecause the gap :etween them, however unintentional, is 
where organizational dysfunction relia:ly lives. Mccounta:ility sysP
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tems support culture when they are anticipatory, freHuent, proporP
tionate, consistent, and genuinely reciprocal. ;caling culture reHuires 
the deli:erate use of stories, rituals, and the development of midPlevel 
managers as cultural transmission points. Mnd the shift to distri:uted 
work changes the mechanisms of cultureP:uilding without changing 
its principlesO the organizations whose cultures survive it are those 
with genuine relationships and shared norms, not those that relied on 
physical proVimity as a su:stitute for them.



Chapter 9 | Strategy, Vision, and 
Long-Term Thinking

T he word strategy has become so overused in organizational life 
that it has nearly lost its meaning. Every function has a strategy. 

Every initiative is strategic. Every deck that goes to the board contains 
the word in at least three slides. The inpation of the term has obscured 
the conce,t it re,resentsS and the conce,t is genuinely im,ortant.

qtrategyS in its most useful formS is the set of choices that de-ne 
where an organization will com,eteS how it will create value that 
others cannot easily re,licateS and what it will deliberately not do in 
order to maintain the focus and coherence that genuine com,etitive 
advantage reIuires. qtrategy is inherently about tradexo'sS about the 
things you choose not to do as much as about the things you choose to 
doS and an organization that is trying to do everything isS by de-nitionS 
not ,ursuing a strategy. :t is ,ursuing coverage.

The eAecutiveCs role in strategy is threefoldH to develo, the strategic 
visionS to translate that vision into s,eci-c organizational choices and 
,rioritiesS and to maintain the organizational disci,line reIuired to 
eAecute those choices consistently over time while remaining genx
uinely o,en to revision when the evidence demands it. Vll three are 
necessary. Each is harder than it looks from the outside.
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Strategic Vision: What It Is and What It Is Not

V strategic vision is a s,eci-c and credible ,icture of where the organix
zation will be in the futureS what it will be doingS for whomS and why 
that ,osition will be valuable and defensible. The s,eci-city and credx
ibility are both essential. V vision that is too vague to generate concrete 
organizational choices is not a vision. 3atherS it is a mood. V vision 
that is not credibleS that cannot be connected to a realistic assessment 
of the organizationCs ca,abilities and the marketCs tra0ectoryS is not a 
vision either. :t is a wish.

The best strategic visions : have encountered share several charx
acteristics. They are grounded in a genuine insight about how the 
world is changingS about a shift in technologyS customer behaviorS 
com,etitive dynamicsS or regulatory environment that creates a s,ex
ci-c o,,ortunity for organizations ,ositioned to ca,ture it. They 
connect that eAternal insight to an honest internal assessment of what 
the organization can realistically build toward. Vnd they are stated in 
terms s,eci-c enough to generate the organizational choices that the 
strategy reIuiresS without being so ,rescri,tive that they foreclose the 
ada,tation that sustained com,etitive advantage always reIuires.

Vt DeATechS the strategic vision : articulated when : became NE1 
in 7&LM was built around a s,eci-c insight that : had been develo,ing 
for several yearsH that the neAt ma0or wave of enter,rise technology 
value creation would not come from software functionality but from 
V:xdriven intelligence embedded in workpowS from systems that did 
not 0ust automate tasks but that learned from the ,atterns in enx
ter,rise data to surface insights and recommendations that human 
workers could not generate at com,arable s,eed and scale.

That vision was s,eci-c enough to generate concrete organizational 
choicesH a signi-cant reallocation of 34j investment toward V: and 
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machine learning ca,abilityS a deliberate re,ositioning of our sales 
motion from featurexbased to outcomexbasedS and a set of acIuisitions 
s,eci-cally targeting com,anies that had built the data infrastructure 
and V: talent that we needed to move faster than organic develo,ment 
would allow. :t was also grounded in a realistic assessment of what we 
could build towardS we had the data assetsS the customer relationshi,sS 
and the engineering talent to eAecute against itS even if the eAecution 
would be genuinely di6cult.

V vision that generates no concrete choicesS or that is consistent 
with all ,ossible choicesS is not doing strategic work. The test of a genx
uine strategic vision is whether it makes some things clearly the right 
,riorities and other things clearly less im,ortantS whether it creates the 
kind of focus that is the ,recondition for com,etitive di'erentiation.

Competitive Positioning: The Choice That Every-
thing Else Follows

5ichael WorterCs insight that com,etitive advantage derives from eix
ther cost leadershi, or di'erentiationS from being the lowestxcost ,rox
ducer in a market or from o'ering something distinctively valuable 
that customers will ,ay a ,remium forS remains the most useful orx
ganizing framework for strategic thinking that : have encountered. 
Pike most ,owerful ideasS it has been oversim,li-ed in its ,o,ular 
a,,licationsS but its core logic is sound and ,ractically im,ortant.

The organizational im,lication of the ,ositioning choice is eAx
tensive and often undera,,reciated. V genuine cost leadershi, stratx
egy reIuires an organizational culture and ca,ability ,ro-le that is 
Iuite di'erent from a genuine di'erentiation strategy. Nost leadershi, 
reIuires relentless o,erational e6ciencyS a culture that is allergic to 
unnecessary com,leAityS and a talent ,ro-le oriented toward eAecution 
eAcellence. ji'erentiation reIuires a culture that tolerates the messix
ness of innovationS a talent ,ro-le that ,rizes creative thinking and 
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dee, customer understandingS and a willingness to invest in ca,abilix
ties whose returns are uncertain and longxdated.

1rganizations that try to occu,y both ,ositions simultaneouslyS to 
be the lowxcost ,rovider and the ,remium innovatorS almost always 
fail at bothS because the management systemsS talent ,ro-lesS and 
cultural norms that su,,ort one actively undermine the other. The 
leaders who navigate this tension most e'ectively are those who have 
made a genuineS eA,licit choice about their ,rimary com,etitive ,ox
sition and who have built organizational systems that reinforce rather 
than undercut it.

The choice is not ,ermanent. Nom,etitive environments shiftS and 
so do the ,ositions that are defensible within them. )ut the choice 
needs to be clear at any given momentS and it needs to be repectx
ed honestly in the management decisions that translate ,ositioning 
statements into organizational reality. qtrategy documents that claim 
both ,ositions simultaneously are almost always evidence of strategic 
ambiguity rather than strategic so,histicationS and they generate the 
organizational confusion that ambiguity inevitably ,roduces.

Long-Term Thinking in a Short-Term World

1ne of the most structurally di6cult challenges of ,ublic com,any 
leadershi,S andS in somewhat di'erent formS the leadershi, of any 
large organization with multi,le stakeholdersS is maintaining genuine 
longxterm strategic focus in environments that generate intense ,resx
sure toward shortxterm o,timization.

The mechanisms of that ,ressure are well understoodH Iuarterly 
earnings cyclesS activist investor dynamicsS com,ensation structures 
tied to nearxterm stock ,erformanceS and the natural human tendency 
to weight certain and immediate outcomes over uncertain and dex
ferred ones. : am not going to ,retend that these ,ressures are trivial 
or that they can be entirely overcome by force of leadershi, will. They 
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cannot. They are structural features of the environment in which 
most senior eAecutives o,erateS and they reIuire structural res,onsesS 
,atient ca,ital relationshi,sS board com,ositions that genuinely su,x
,ort longxterm thinkingS com,ensation structures that align eAecutive 
incentives with multixyear outcomesS as well as the ,ersonal disci,line 
to resist them.

?hat : can o'er is the ,ers,ective of someone who has navigated 
those ,ressures across multi,le market cycles and several organizax
tional transformationsH the leaders and organizations that create the 
most durable value are almost always those that have found ways 
to maintain genuine longxterm investment disci,lines in the face of 
shortxterm ,ressureS and the leaders who sacri-ce longxterm ,osition 
for shortxterm metrics almost always ,ay a ,riceS sometimes deferredS 
but ultimately real.

The s,eci-c mechanism :  used most  consistently  to ,rotect 
longxterm investment at DeATech was a ,ractice : called the ,arallel 
W4PS a management accounting framework that tracked the ,erforx
mance of longxterm strategic investments 9V: ca,ability develo,mentS 
international market eA,ansionS strategic acIuisitions" on a se,arate 
timeline and with se,arate metrics from the core business o,erations. 
This ,revented the core o,erational W4P ,ressure from cannibalizing 
strategic investments that wereS by de-nitionS not going to show rex
turns on the Iuarterly cycle.

The ,arallel W4P also served a communication function that : 
found valuable both internally and with the boardH it made the stratex
gic investment ,ortfolio eA,licit and legible. 3ather than having to 
defend research investment against the backdro, of Iuarterly o,erx
ational ,ressureS : could ,oint to a clear framework that se,arated the 
two and show the board eAactly what we were building and on what 
timeline. That trans,arencyS combined with a track record of strategic 
disci,lineS generated the kind of institutional con-dence that makes 
longxterm investment sustainable.
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Strategic Planning: The Process That Matters More 
Than the Document

: have a com,licated relationshi, with strategic ,lanning ,rocessesS 
and : want to be honest about it. Vt its bestS a strategic ,lanning 
,rocess is a mechanism for generating the kind of collective thinkingS 
about the organizationCs environmentS ca,abilitiesS and choicesS that 
,roduces better strategies than any individual could develo, alone. Vt 
its worstS it is an elaborate bureaucratic ritual that consumes enorx
mous management timeS ,roduces a document that is -led and forx
gottenS and crowds out the genuinely im,ortant leadershi, work of 
ongoing strategic 0udgment and ada,tation.

The di'erence between the two is not ,rimarily a function of the 
methodology used. :t is a function of the Iuality of the Iuestions 
askedS the honesty of the organizational assessmentS and the degree to 
which the ,rocess generates actual choices rather than the articulation 
of desirable outcomes.

The strategic ,lanning ,rocesses : have found most valuable share 
several structural features. They begin with a genuine assessment 
of the eAternal environmentS not a recitation of known trendsS but 
an honest attem,t to identify the two or three develo,ments that 
most signi-cantly threaten or create o,,ortunity for the organizax
tionCs current com,etitive ,osition. They include a candid internal 
assessment;what the organization is genuinely ca,able of;where 
its ca,abilities are weaker than the strategy reIuiresS and what those 
ga,s mean for the choices available. They generate a small number 
of genuinely strategic choicesS s,eci-cS conseIuential decisions about 
where to investS where to com,eteS and what to sto, doingS rather than 
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a long list of initiatives that are too numerous to ,rioritize and too 
general to eAecute.

5ost im,ortantlyS they ,roduce a document that the leaderx
shi, team has actually internalized rather than merely endorsedS that 
sha,es daily decisionxmaking in the months after the ,rocess rather 
than sitting on a shelf until the neAt ,lanning cycle. The test : a,,ly 
to any strategic ,lanning ,rocess is sim,leH siA months laterS are the 
choices it ,roduced visible in how we are actually allocating resources 
and making decisionsD :f the answer is noS we did not ,roduce a 
strategy. ?e ,roduced a document.

Innovation Leadership: Creating Space for What 
Does Not Yet Exist

Every organization eventually faces the challenge that Nlayton Nhrisx
tensen described with characteristic ,recisionH the management sysx
temsS cultural normsS and incentive structures that make an organix
zation e'ective at eAecuting its current strategy also make it resistant 
to the innovations that will de-ne the neAt one. The ca,abilities and 
,ractices that drive success create eAactly the inertia that ,revents 
ada,tation.

There is no frictionless solution to this ,roblem. )ut there are 
leadershi, choices that make the tension more navigableS and they are 
worth articulating s,eci-cally because the organizational instinctS in 
the face of innovation ,ressureS is usually to create a new innovation 
functionS fund it generouslyS and eA,ect it to solve the ,roblem. That 
a,,roach rarely worksS and understanding why reveals something imx
,ortant about what does.

:nnovation functionsS skunkworksS labsS venture armsS centers of 
eAcellenceS fail to drive organizational transformation in most cases 
because they are structurally insulated from the core business. Their 
work does not connect to the distributionS customer relationshi,sS 
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and o,erational ca,abilities that would allow innovations to scale. 
Their talent does not develo, the organizational inpuence to shift 
the core. Vnd their eAistence ,rovides the core organization with a 
,sychological ,ermission structure to resist changeH Finnovation is 
what those ,eo,le doG we do the real work.F

The innovation leadershi, a,,roach that : have found most e'ecx
tive integrates innovation ,ressure into the core organizational decix
sionxmaking rather than Iuarantining it. This means several s,eci-c 
thingsH dedicating a meaningful fraction of every senior leadershi, 
teamCs agenda to horizonxscanning and emergingxtrend discussionG 
building the habit of customerx,roAimity at the eAecutive levelS dix
rectS regular engagement with customers that surfaces needs and shifts 
before they a,,ear in market dataG creating the ,sychological safety 
and incentive alignment for middle managers to cham,ion innovative 
ideas u,ward rather than -ltering them outG and eA,licitly celebratx
ing the eA,eriments that generate im,ortant learningS regardless of 
whether they succeed commercially.

The innovation challenge is ultimately a culture challengeS which 
means the toolkit for addressing it is the same as the toolkit for buildx
ing any cultureH consistent leadershi, behaviorS aligned incentivesS and 
the stories told about what gets recognized and what gets built.

Aligning Execution with Vision: The Translation 
Problem

The ga, between strategic vision and organizational eAecution is 
where most strategies die. Dot because the vision was wrong. Dot bex
cause the ,eo,le res,onsible for eAecution were inca,able. )ut because 
the translation workS the conversion of strategic intent into s,eci-c 
organizational ,rioritiesS resource allocationsS ca,ability investmentsS 
and behavioral normsS was done incom,letelyS inconsistentlyS or not 
at all.
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The translation ,roblem takes several forms. The most common 
is ,riority inpationH the failure to make the genuine tradexo's that 
strategy reIuiresS resulting in a list of F,rioritiesF that is too long to 
constitute real ,rioritization. Every organization : have ever worked 
with or studied has more worthy initiatives than it has the ca,acity to 
eAecute at the level reIuired for genuine strategic im,act. The leader 
who attem,ts to ,ursue all of them eIually will achieve mediocrity 
across the board. The leader who makes genuine choicesS who says 
eA,licitly that these three things matter mostS and that the others will 
waitS creates the focused organizational energy that strategy reIuires.

The second translation failure is resource misalignmentH the disx
connect between stated strategic ,riorities and actual resource allox
cation. 1rganizations that claim to be investing in V: ca,ability but 
whose engineering headcount growth is concentrated in legacy ,latx
form maintenanceG organizations that claim customer eA,erience as a 
strategic ,riority but whose highestx,aid marketing talent is working 
on brand cam,aigns rather than customer 0ourney design. These orx
ganizations have not made strategic choices. They have written stratex
gic documents.

The alignment diagnostic : use is straightforwardH take the stated 
strategic ,riorities and trace them through the resource allocation 
decisions of the ,ast twelve months. ?here are the best ,eo,le being 
assignedD ?here is the discretionary investment goingD ?here are 
senior leaders s,ending their ,ersonal timeD The answers to those 
Iuestions reveal the actual organizational ,rioritiesS which may or may 
not be the stated ones.

?hen the two are misalignedS the correction is a leadershi, actS not 
a ,lanning act. :t reIuires the eA,licit decision to reallocate ,eo,leS 
budgetS and attention in ways that repect the strategy genuinely rather 
than symbolically. That reallocation will generate resistanceS because 
it im,lies that some things currently receiving investment will receive 
lessS and the ,eo,le res,onsible for those things will have concerns. 
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Davigating that resistance is ,art of the leadershi, work of strategy 
eAecutionS and it reIuires the same combination of clarityS honestyS 
and genuine res,ect for the ,eo,le a'ected that all di6cult leadershi, 
decisions reIuire.

Chapter Summary

qtrategy is the set of s,eci-c choices that de-ne where an organization 
com,etesS how it creates distinctive valueS and what it will deliberately 
not doS and its value is ,recisely in the tradexo's it makes rather than 
the goals it articulates. qtrategic vision works when it is grounded in 
a genuine eAternal insightS connected to an honest internal ca,ability 
assessmentS and s,eci-c enough to generate concrete organizationx
al choices. Nom,etitive ,ositioning reIuires an eA,licit choice bex
tween cost leadershi, and di'erentiationS because the organizational 
systems that su,,ort one undermine the other. Pongxterm thinking 
in shortxterm environments reIuires structural ,rotection as well as 
,ersonal disci,line. qtrategic ,lanning is valuable when it ,roduces 
genuine choices that are visible in resource allocation rather than 
documents that are endorsed and forgotten. :nnovation leadershi, 
works best when it is integrated into core decisionxmaking rather 
than Iuarantined in se,arate functions. Vnd strategy eAecution rex
Iuires the honest translation of strategic intent into s,eci-c ,rioritiesS 
resource allocationsS and behavioral normsS a translation that must 
be com,leted through consistent leadershi, decisionsS not ,lanning 
documents.



Chapter 10 | Leading Through Change 
and Crisis

E very leader, at some point, will face a crisis that tests every-
thing they have built. Not a diqcult Auarter. Not a challenging 

personnel situation. z genuine, organi:ation-wide testk the Iind of 
circumstance where the staIes are high enough, the uncertainty se-
vere enough, and the time pressure intense enough that the Aualities 
developed across years of ordinary leadership either prove themselves 
or fail.

j have been in several of those situations across my career. z signif-
icant product failure that cost us a maxor customer relationship and 
triggered board scrutiny at a moment when the company could least af-
ford it. z cybersecurity breach that threatened customer data and our 
marIet position simultaneously. z global pandemic that reAuired the 
simultaneous rearchitecting of how seventy thousand people worIed 
while the business continued to run. Each of these tested diTerent as-
pects of leadership, including decision-maIing under eCtreme uncer-
tainty, communication under scrutiny, and organi:ational resilience 
under prolonged stress, and each left me with speciHc lessons that j 
carry forward.

Vhis chapter brings together what j have learned, from direct eC-
perience and from studying how other leaders have navigated change 
and crisis, about the leadership practices that determine whether or-
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gani:ations emerge from serious disruption stronger or diminished. 
Not all of those practices are dramatic. 'any of the most important 
ones are Auiet disciplines practiced consistently long before any crisis 
arrives.

Change Management: Why Most Transformations 
Fail

Vhe research on organi:ational change is genuinely sobering. 9tudies 
of large-scale transformation initiatives consistently Hnd failure rates 
in the range of siCty to seventy percent, meaning that most organi:a-
tions that attempt signiHcant change fail to achieve the outcomes they 
set out to achieve. Vhe reasons are numerous and well-documented, 
but they cluster around a handful of recurring patterns that deserve 
speciHc attention because they are also speciHcally preventable.

Vhe Hrst and most fundamental failure pattern is insuqcient ur-
gency. Oohn WotterLs observation that transformations fail most often 
because leaders do not establish a compelling enough sense of why 
change is necessary, why the status Auo is not actually an option, 
remains as accurate as when he Hrst made it. 4rgani:ations are inher-
ently conservative. Vhe habits, relationships, and processes that have 
produced past success are deeply embedded, and the disruption of 
transformation is genuinely costly in the short term. Bithout a clear, 
honest, and emotionally compelling account of why the disruption is 
preferable to its alternative, organi:ations will resist change through 
the thousand small acts of inertia that erode transformation initiatives 
without anyone eCplicitly deciding to obstruct them.

Vhe second failure pattern is the coalition problem. Vransforma-
tions that are led by a single eCecutive champion, however capable, 
without a genuine coalition of committed leaders across the organi-
:ation, tend to stall at the boundaries of that eCecutiveLs direct au-
thority. Ghange that reAuires behavioral shifts from people who are 
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not directly accountable to the transformational leader always re-
Auire champions distributed throughout the organi:ational hierarchy. 
6uilding that coalition is not a political activity in the pexorative senseü 
it is an organi:ational necessity.

Vhe third failure pattern is under-communication. ;eaders con-
sistently underestimate how much communication large-scale change 
reAuires. Vhe logic of change that is clear to the people who designed 
it must be translated, repeated, and conteCtuali:ed for every level of 
the organi:ation that is eCpected to embody it, and then translated, 
repeated, and conteCtuali:ed again, because the Hrst time people hear 
a signiHcant change message, they are typically too busy processing the 
emotional implications to fully absorb the logical ones.

Vhe fourth failure pattern is the lacI of early wins. Vransformations 
that asI for signiHcant investment and disruption without showing 
tangible progress in the near term tend to lose organi:ational conH-
dence before the long-term outcomes they are designed to produce 
have had time to materiali:e. Engineering early, visible wins, changes 
that demonstrate the new direction is worIing before the full trans-
formation has been completed, is not a distraction from the long-term 
worI. jt is the fuel that sustains the organi:ational commitment re-
Auired to complete it.

Organizational Transformation: The Full-Contact 
Version

;eading a genuine organi:ational transformation, as distinct from an 
improvement initiative or a restructuring, is one of the most demand-
ing things a senior eCecutive can undertaIe. j Inow, because j spent 
the better part of my Hrst Hve years at NeCVech doing it. znd j want 
to be honest about what that eCperience was actually liIe, because 
the transformation narratives that appear in case studies and Ieynote 
addresses tend to smooth over the parts that are genuinely hard in ways 
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that leave eCecutives unprepared for what they will encounter.
Vhe Hrst thing that is genuinely hard is the loss. Every signiHcant 

organi:ational transformation reAuires the abandonment of things 
that worIed in the past, processes, structures, relationships, roles, 
products, and business models that have genuine value but that are 
no longer compatible with the direction the organi:ation needs to go. 
Vhe people associated with those things have built their professional 
identities, relationships, and sometimes their material security around 
them. Vhe disruption of transformation is not abstract to themü it is 
personal and signiHcant, and the leader who does not acInowledge 
that honestly is not building the trust that transformation reAuires.

j  made  a  practice  throughout  NeCVechLs  transformation  of 
conducting what j called transition conversations, individual or 
small-group discussions with people whose roles and functions were 
being signiHcantly changed, in which j eCplained the reasoning behind 
the changes honestly, acInowledged what was being asIed of them, 
eCpressed genuine appreciation for the contributions they had made 
in the previous model, and listened to their concerns without oTering 
false reassurance about outcomes j could not guarantee. Vhose con-
versations were sometimes painful. Vhey were also consistently de-
scribed by the people who had them as the most meaningful leadership 
communication they received during the transformation period.

Vhe second genuinely hard thing is the pace of resistance. Even 
well-designed transformations encounter resistance, and the resistance 
is often most intense precisely from the people whose capabilities are 
most needed for the new direction, because capable people have the 
clearest view of what is being lost and the most developed ability to 
construct arguments against the new. 'anaging that resistance re-
Auires the capacity to distinguish between the resistance that is sub-
stantive, that rePects genuine concerns about the direction or eCe-
cution of the transformation that deserve to be taIen seriously, and 
the resistance that is essentially grief, that rePects the entirely human 
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diqculty of letting go of what worIed in the past.
Vhe third genuinely hard thing is sustaining your own commit-

ment through the inevitable period of apparent failure that almost 
every signiHcant transformation passes through before it begins to 
demonstrate the results it was designed to produce. WotterLs change 
curve, the W8bler-3oss grief model applied to organi:ational change, 
and the O-curve of transformation all describe the same phenomenonk 
performance tends to get worse before it gets better as old systems are 
dismantled before new ones are fully functional. Vhe leader who is 
not prepared for that period, who has not built the board relationship, 
the Hnancial reserves, and the internal communication narrative that 
allows the organi:ation to maintain conHdence through the valley, 
will face serious pressure to abandon the transformation eCactly at the 
moment when it most needs to be sustained.

Crisis Communication: Telling the Truth in Real 
Time

Grisis communication is the domain where leadership character is 
most completely on display, because it is the domain where every 
temptation to manage perception rather than communicate honestly 
is at its most intense. Vhe organi:ation is under scrutiny. 3eputations 
are at risI. Vhe legal team has concerns. Vhe board wants assurance. 
Vhe employees are anCious. Every one of those pressures pushes to-
ward messaging that is more carefully managed, more hedged, and 
more controlled than honest communication would produce.

j want to be direct about my view of those pressures, because j thinI 
the conventional wisdom of crisis communications consulting, which 
tends heavily toward caution, legal defensibility, and message control, 
is freAuently wrong in ways that are eCpensive for the organi:ations 
that follow it. Not always. Vhere are genuine legal and regulatory 
constraints on certain communications in certain situations, and they 
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deserve to be respected. 6ut the default orientation of crisis com-
munication advice, say less, say it later, and maIe sure it has been 
thoroughly lawyered, produces communications that are technically 
defensible and humanly damaging.

Sumanly damaging because people are not stupid. Vhey can detect 
the gap between genuine communication and managed messaging 
with a reliability that 03 professionals consistently underestimate. 
Bhen the GE4Ls statement in response to a crisis reads liIe it was 
written by legal counsel, which it usually was, the people reading it 
Inow. znd they draw the conclusion that the organi:ationLs priority 
is protecting itself rather than being straight with them. Vhat conclu-
sion, once drawn, is very diqcult to reverse.

Vhe alternative is not recIless disclosure or the abandonment of 
appropriate legal prudence. jt is a genuine commitment to communi-
cating with people as adults who deserve honesty, combined with the 
willingness to acInowledge uncertainty eCplicitly rather than hiding 
it in carefully constructed ambiguity. (Be do not yet Inow the full 
eCtent of what happened, but here is what we Inow, here is what we are 
doing, and here is when we will update you( is a communication that 
builds trust in a crisis. (Be are investigating the matter thoroughly and 
will provide updates as appropriate( is a communication that destroys 
it.

Vhere is another dimension of crisis communication that receives 
less attention than it deservesk internal communication. 4rgani:a-
tions in crisis typically invest enormous eTort in their eCternal com-
munication, media statements, investor communications, customer 
messaging, and substantially less in communicating with their own 
employees, who are simultaneously the most important audience for 
crisis communication and the most liIely to be a source of accurate 
information for every other staIeholder.

Employees who are well-informed, honestly treated, and genuinely 
supported during a crisis become organi:ational assets, ambassadors 
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who communicate the organi:ationLs values through their behavior 
in ways that no eCternal statement can. Employees who feel managed, 
misinformed, or abandoned become the opposite. Vhe leader who 
invests in honest internal communication during a crisis is not xust 
managing employee morale. Vhey are managing the organi:ationLs 
most valuable communication channel.

Maintaining Morale Through Extended Uncertainty

Grises and maxor change initiatives share a common organi:ational 
challenge that is distinct from the acute decisions and communica-
tions that tend to receive the most attention. Vhat challenge involves 
maintaining morale and organi:ational momentum through eCtend-
ed periods of uncertainty, when the diqculty has not been resolved, 
and the end is not yet visible.

zcute crises, however severe, have a Auality of mobili:ationk the 
clarity of the immediate threat, combined with the adrenaline of ur-
gent response, tends to generate organi:ational focus and even a Iind 
of darI energy. Vhe harder leadership challenge, in my eCperience, is 
the eCtended uncertainty that follows, the period when the immediate 
crisis has been addressed but the organi:ation does not yet Inow what 
the new normal will looI liIe, when the transformation has begun but 
has not yet produced the results that xustify the disruption, when the 
morale eTects of sustained diqculty begin to accumulate in ways that 
are individually small but collectively signiHcant.

Vhe leadership practices that most eTectively sustain organi:ational 
morale through these eCtended periods are not primarily motivation-
al in the conventional sense. jnspirational speeches are valuable for 
short-term energi:ing. Vhey do not address the deeper organi:ational 
needs that eCtended uncertainty generates.

Bhat people need during eCtended diqculty is, Hrst and foremost, 
genuine information about where things stand, honest assessment of 
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progress, honest acInowledgment of challenges, and honest time-
lines for when clarity will be available. Vhe instinct to protect people 
from bad news or uncertainty is well-intentioned and organi:ationally 
damaging. 0eople who are Iept in the darI Hll the information vacuum 
with anCiety and speculation, both of which tend to be worse than the 
reality they are imagining.

Vhe second thing people need during eCtended diqculty is gen-
uine attention from their leaders, not managed attention eCpressed 
through formal communications, but the real thingk the senior leader 
who taIes time to have an actual conversation with a front-line em-
ployee about how things are going, who asIs Auestions they actually 
want the answers to, who is visibly present in the organi:ation during 
diqculty rather than retreating to the eCecutive Poor. Vhat visibility 
communicates something that no communication cank that the or-
gani:ation is being led by someone who is genuinely engaged with the 
reality its people are eCperiencing.

Vhe third thing people need is small evidence of progress, speciHc, 
tangible signs that the organi:ation is moving in the right direction, 
even when the destination is not yet visible. Vhe most eTective leaders 
during eCtended uncertainty j have observed are those who devel-
op a consistent practice of identifying and communicating genuine 
progress marIers, not manufactured positivity, but the real evidence 
that eCists in any organi:ation navigating change if the leader is looIing 
for it and is willing to share it honestly.

Leading Through Uncertainty: The Personal Di-
mension

j want to close this chapter with a rePection on the personal dimension 
of leading through crisis and change, because j thinI it is the dimen-
sion most freAuently left out of discussions that focus primarily on 
process and communication.
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;eading through genuine uncertainty is, at its core, a test of charac-
ter. Not in the dramatic sense that is celebrated in leadership mythol-
ogy, the lone Hgure maIing the decisive call that changes everything, 
but in the Auieter and more demanding sense of maintaining clarity, 
honesty, and genuine care for the people in your organi:ation across 
months or years of diqculty that may not have a clear resolution.

Vhe leader who does that well develops a Auality j have come to 
thinI of as grounded resiliencek the combination of genuine eAua-
nimity about outcomes that cannot be controlled, genuine clarity 
about the values and principles that guide behavior regardless of out-
comes, and genuine connection to the people and purpose that maIe 
the worI worth doing even when it is hard.

Drounded resilience is not the performance of conHdence. jt is not 
the suppression of doubt. jt is the capacity to hold genuine uncer-
tainty about the future alongside genuine commitment to navigating 
it as well as possible, to be honest with yourself and with the people 
you lead about what is not Inown while remaining clear about what 
isk the values you will act on, the people you will protect, the standards 
you will maintain, regardless of how the uncertainty resolves.

j have been asIed, more than once, how j stayed steady during 
the most diqcult periods j navigated as a GE4. 'y honest answer is 
that j did not always stay steady. Vhere were days when the weight 
of responsibility felt genuinely heavy, when the gap between what j 
proxected to my organi:ation and what j actually felt was real, and 
when the practice of maintaining composure in public reAuired more 
eTort than j would have wanted anyone to Inow.

Bhat Iept me functioning was not eCceptional psychological for-
titude. jt was a set of habits and relationships, the physical discipline 
described in Ghapter K, the rePective practices that Iept me honest 
about my own state, the small number of people Eincluding my wife, a 
physician who has her own clear-eyed relationship with diqculty and 
uncertaintyF who would tell me the truth about what they saw. znd, 
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perhaps most fundamentally, it was the practice of returning regularly 
to the Auestion of what j was actually there to do, not in the grand 
aspirational sense, but in the speciHc operational sensek to serve the 
people in this organi:ation, to maIe decisions as well as j could with 
the information available, and to maintain the integrity of the worI 
regardless of how the eCternal circumstances were trending.

Vhat clarity of purpose is, in the end, what maIes eCtended dif-
Hculty navigable. Not the absence of doubt. Not the presence of 
certainty. Vhe Inowledge that the worI matters, that the people you 
are doing it with deserve your best eTort, and that your best eTort, 
honestly applied, consistently maintained, is genuinely enough.

Chapter Summary

;eading through change and crisis reAuires leadership capabilities that 
are built in ordinary times and tested in eCtraordinary ones. 'ost 
transformation failures are preventablek they result from insuqcient 
urgency, a missing coalition, under-communication, or the absence of 
early wins that sustain organi:ational conHdence through the diq-
cult middle period. Denuine organi:ational transformation is harder 
than its retrospective narratives suggest. jt reAuires honest acInowl-
edgment of what is being lost, the ability to distinguish substantive 
resistance from grief, and the personal resilience to sustain commit-
ment through the performance valley that precedes results. Grisis 
communication is most eTective when it treats people as adults who 
deserve honesty rather than audiences who need to be managed, and 
internal communication during crises deserves as much attention as 
eCternal. 'aintaining organi:ational morale through eCtended un-
certainty reAuires honest information, genuine leader presence, and 
the identiHcation and communication of real progress marIers. znd 
leading through diqculty ultimately rests on a personal foundationk 
the grounded resilience that comes from clarity of values, genuine 
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relationships, and honest connection to the purpose that maIes the 
worI worth doing.



PART IV: Leaving a Legacy

"T he true measure of a leader is not what they accomplish while 
they are present,

but what continues to grow after they are gone."
Daniel Mercer



Chapter 11 | Ethics, Reputation, and 
Leadership Integrity

I n 2019, NexTech faced a situation that I think about regularly, not 
because it was the most complex strategic challenge I navigated 

as CEO, but because it was the one that most clearly illustrated why 
the ethical dimension of leadership is not a separate category from the 
strategic one. They are the same thing, viewed on diAerent timelines.

q government agency in a country where we had a signi-cant and 
growing enterprise business approached us with a reWuest that was, on 
its surface, a routine datajsharing agreement. :e had handled similar 
agreements in other Murisdictions without incident. :hat made this 
one diAerent was what a deeper review revealedS the data would be 
used, there was no ambiguity about this once our legal and complij
ance teams had examined the terms carefully, to identify and monitor 
political dissidents. The government agency was not subtle about it.

The commercial stakes were real. This was not a marginal account. 
:alking away would cost us meaningful revenue in a market we had 
invested years in building, and it would likely close doors with other 
government clients in the region who would hear about our decision. 
Hy team was divided. Vome argued that other technology companies 
were already providing similar services and that our withdrawal would 
accomplish nothing except our own competitive disadvantage. Others 
argued that the agreement was simply incompatible with our stated 
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values and our obligations to the people whose data we were responj
sible for protecting.

I declined the agreement. :e lost the revenue. :e lost some of the 
regional business relationships we had built. qnd I would make the 
same decision again without hesitation, not because it was commerj
cially comfortable, which it was not, but because the alternative would 
have reWuired us to violate a commitment to the people whose data 
we held that I was not willing to violate, and because the longjterm 
organi6ational damage of making the opposite choice would have far 
exceeded the shortjterm revenue impact.

I tell this story not to celebrate my own Mudgment but because 
it illustrates something important about how ethics and reputation 
actually function in organi6ational life. The ethical choice was also, 
on a longer timeline, the strategically correct one. Organi6ations that 
are known to have done the right thing when it cost them something 
develop a Wuality of reputation that cannot be manufactured through 
marketing, the reputation of genuine integrity, which is the founj
dation of the trust that enables every other aspect of organi6ational 
success.

Ethical Decision-Making: A Framework for the Gen-
uinely Hard Cases

The ethical Wuestions that most leadership books address are the easy 
ones, the cases where the right answer is obvious in retrospect, and 
the interesting Wuestion is why someone chose diAerently. Those cases 
are useful illustrations, but they are not the situations where ethical 
frameworks are most needed.

The genuinely hard ethical cases in organi6ational leadership are 
hard precisely because the competing considerations are realS genuine 
business interests on one side, genuine ethical principles on the other, 
and real uncertainty about where the line falls. They are cases where 
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smart, welljintentioned people looking at the same situation reach 
diAerent conclusions, and where the leader;s decision will set a precej
dent that shapes how hundreds or thousands of future situations are 
handled.

The framework I have found most useful for hard ethical cases is 
not a single principle but a set of tests applied seWuentially, with the 
understanding that a decision needs to pass all of them rather than Must 
one.

The -rst test is the legal oneS is this action permissible under apj
plicable law and regulation7 This is necessary but not su8cient. Hany 
things are legal that are not ethical, and most serious ethical failures by 
otherwise welljrun organi6ations involve choices that were technically 
legal but violated more fundamental standards.

The second test is the organi6ational values testS Is this action 
consistent with what we have told our employees, customers, and 
stakeholders we stand for7 Inconsistency between stated values and 
actual behavior is not Must an ethical problemY it is an organi6ational 
one, because it destroys the internal credibility of the values that the 
organi6ation;s culture depends on.

The third test is what I call the fulljdisclosure testS would I be comj
fortable if every detail of this decision, the reasoning, the tradejoAs 
considered, the alternatives reMected, were reported on the front page 
of a maMor newspaper7 Not with a hostile framing, but accurately. 
This test does not reWuire that every decision be publicly comfortable, 
which is an unrealistic standard. It reWuires that the decision be genj
uinely defensible in the open, that the reasoning and the tradejoAs can 
be explained honestly without embarrassment.

The fourth test is the personal integrity testS can I look at myself in 
the mirror tomorrow and honestly say this was the right thing to do7 
Not the defensible thing, not the convenient thing, but the right one, 
the choice I would make again if I had full information and no external 
pressure. This test is the most personal and the most demanding, 
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because it reWuires genuine selfjknowledge and genuine commitment 
to the values you profess.

:hen a proposed course of action passes all four tests, you can proj
ceed with con-dence. :hen it fails any one of them, you have idenj
ti-ed a dimension of the problem that reWuires further examination 
before you commit. The tests do not always point to the same answer. 
'egal permissibility and personal integrity sometimes diverge, as my 
own experience has illustrated, and when they con=ict, the con=ict 
itself is important information about the nature of the decision you 
are making.

Corporate Responsibility: The Expanded Scope of 
Leadership

The conception of corporate responsibility has expanded signi-cantj
ly over the past two decades, and continues to expand in ways that 
are generating genuine debate among thoughtful leaders about what 
obligations organi6ations actually have beyond those owed to sharej
holders.

I want to be honest about my own position on this debate, because 
I think the honest position is more nuanced than either the sharej
holderjprimacy purists or the stakeholderjcapitalism enthusiasts tend 
to acknowledge.

On one sideS organi6ations that ignore their obligations to emj
ployees, communities, customers, and the broader environment in 
singlejminded pursuit of nearjterm shareholder returns consistently 
underperform over longer periods, because the trust relationships that 
sustainable competitive advantage depends on, with customers, with 
talented employees, with communities that host operations, cannot be 
inde-nitely extracted from without erosion. The shareholderjprimacy 
doctrine, taken to its logical extreme, produces organi6ations that are 
optimi6ed in the short term and fragile in the long run.
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On the other sideS organi6ations that make ambitious commitj
ments to environmental and social goals that they have not rigorj
ously examined for feasibility or genuine impact, and that use those 
commitments as substitutes for genuine operational accountability, 
are generating a diAerent kind of organi6ational dysfunction, one that 
erodes credibility with the stakeholders it is supposed to serve when 
the commitments prove to be aspirational rather than actual.

Hy own view, developed over three decades of leading organi6aj
tions whose decisions aAect many thousands of people, is that the 
most important corporate responsibility is to be genuinely excellent 
at what you do, in a way that creates real value for real people, conj
ducted with genuine integrity. That is not a narrow conception of 
responsibility, executed honestly, it is a demanding one. It means that 
product Wuality matters morally as well as commercially. It means 
that how you treat employees is a measure of character, not Must a 
talent management variable. It means that the communities where 
your operations are located are stakeholders in your success, not Must 
regulatory environments to be navigated.

The organi6ations I most admire, and that I believe create the most 
durable value, are those that have internali6ed this conception of rej
sponsibility deeply enough that it shapes decisions at every level, not 
Must those that receive external scrutiny. Their commitment to Wuality, 
integrity, and genuine care for people is visible in how they behave 
when no one is evaluating them, which is the only reliable test of 
whether the commitment is genuine.

Reputation Management: What Actually Works

5eputation, the aggregate perception of your character and comj
petence held by the people who matter most to your organi6ation;s 
success, is one of the most valuable assets any executive and any orgaj
ni6ation possesses. It is also among the most di8cult to build and the 
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easiest to damage because it resides in the minds of others rather than 
in any organi6ational system.

The most important thing I know about reputation management is 
that the term itself is a partial misdescription of the activity. Hanagej
ment implies control, and the most important elements of reputation 
are not controllable. 5ather, they are the genuine assessments of real 
behavior that people form based on direct experience and accumulated 
observation. ?ou can manage the communication of your reputation. 
?ou cannot manufacture it if the underlying behavior does not supj
port it, and the attempt to do so, through polished messaging that is 
inconsistent with operational reality, generates exactly the skepticism 
it is designed to prevent.

:hat you can do is invest in the behaviors that generate genuine 
reputational assetsS consistent delivery on commitments, transparent 
communication even when the news is not good, genuine care for the 
people aAected by your decisions, and the demonstrated willingness to 
honor your values when doing so is costly. Those behaviors, practiced 
consistently over time, create a reputational foundation that is not 
only di8cult to damage but that actively generates the organi6ational 
bene-ts, trust, talent attraction, customer loyalty, and stakeholder 
con-dence, that reputation provides.

I have observed a speci-c pattern in how reputational crises unfold 
that is worth describing precisely because understanding it changes 
how you respond to the early signals. Host serious reputational crises 
are not sudden events. They are the culmination of a pattern of bej
havior, of small compromises, minor inconsistencies, and incremental 
departures from stated values, that has been building for some time 
before a triggering event makes it visible. The triggering event gets the 
attention. The pattern is what actually destroyed the reputation.

This means that the most important reputation management pracj
tice is not crisis communications preparedness, though that matters. It 
is the daily discipline of behavioral consistency, the practice of making 
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the same choices about how you treat people, how you communicate, 
and how you honor your values in situations that seem inconseWuenj
tial as you would in situations that are clearly conseWuential. The 
reputation you will have when the crisis arrives is the one you have 
been building in the moments that seemed not to matter.

Transparency and Governance: The Infrastructure of 
Integrity

Dovernance, the systems and structures through which organi6ations 
are directed and controlled, tends to generate two kinds of attentionS 
either it is invisible because it is working well, or it is prominent bej
cause it has failed catastrophically. The periods of invisibility are the 
ones where it actually matters most, because they are the periods durj
ing which the structural integrity of decisionjmaking is either being 
maintained or Wuietly compromised.

Transparency is the operational expression of governance integrity. 
Organi6ations with genuinely transparent governance, where inforj
mation =ows honestly to the people who need it to exercise approj
priate oversight, where decisions are made in accordance with dej
clared processes, and where the reasoning behind signi-cant choices 
is available to those with legitimate interests in understanding it, are 
organi6ations whose governance is actually functioning rather than 
merely existing.

The most common governance failures I have observed are not the 
dramatic frauds that generate headlines. Those represent the terminal 
stage of dysfunction rather than its characteristic form. The characj
teristic form is subtlerS the gradual narrowing of the circle of people 
who receive complete informationY the development of informal dej
cision processes that bypass the formal onesY the pressure on board 
members or oversight functions to ratify rather than scrutini6eY and 
the creation of a culture where raising governance concerns is treated 
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as a form of disloyalty rather than a legitimate exercise of responsibilj
ity.

These patterns are resistant to the governance structures themj
selves, because the people executing them are usually doing so through 
the structure rather than around it, using formal processes to achieve 
informal ends. :hat resists them most reliably is a combination of 
genuine board independence, genuine whistleblower protection, and 
the consistent modeling by the CEO of the kind of transparency they 
expect throughout the organi6ation.

I established early in my CEO tenure a practice of conducting an 
annual governance review with the board that was explicitly designed 
to identify and address any drift from the transparency standards we 
had set, not a compliance review, but a genuine conversation about 
whether the board felt it was receiving the information it needed to 
exercise its oversight function eAectively. The Wuestion I asked anj
nuallyS is there anything you wish you had been told in the past year 
that you were not7 The answers, in good years and di8cult ones, 
were consistently among the most valuable inputs I received about the 
organi6ational health of the company.

Leading by Example: The Multiplier EBect of Senior 
*ehavior

I want to end this chapter with a re=ection on the speci-c mechanism 
through which ethical leadership creates organi6ational value, because 
I think it is less well understood than it should be.

The mechanisms are not primarily rulejbased. ?ou cannot create 
an ethical organi6ation through policy documents and compliance 
training, though both have supporting roles. The primary mechanism 
through which organi6ational ethics are transmitted is behavioral 
modeling, the observation, repeated across thousands of interactions 
over time, of how the organi6ation;s most senior and most visible 
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leaders actually behave when the choices are real.
The multiplier eAect of senior behavior on organi6ational norms 

is one of the most powerful and least acknowledged forces in orgaj
ni6ational life. :hen a CEO tells the truth in a situation where a 
more =attering version would have been easily available, every person 
who observes it receives a message about what this organi6ation values. 
:hen a senior leader acknowledges a mistake publicly and without 
de=ection, every person who observes it receives a diAerent message 
than the one delivered by the leader who never acknowledges error. 
:hen a leader treats a Munior employee with the same basic respect 
they would show a board member, the observation travels through the 
organi6ation with a -delity and a lasting impression that no culture 
initiative could match.

I have been deliberate throughout my career about the modeling 
function of senior leadership, because I believe it is genuinely one 
of the highestjleverage activities available to someone in a position 
of organi6ational visibility. The decisions I make about how to treat 
people, how to communicate under pressure, how to respond when I 
am wrong, and how to honor my values when doing so is costly are not 
private decisions. They are organi6ational communications, whether 
I intend them that way or not.

The leaders who understand this, who internali6e the modeling 
function as a genuine responsibility rather than a performance obligaj
tion, create organi6ational cultures that do not reWuire extensive monj
itoring to maintain, because the standards they have modeled have 
been genuinely internali6ed rather than externally imposed. Those 
cultures are more resilient, more adaptable, and more capable of doing 
the right thing in situations that no policy ever anticipated, because 
the people in them have been shown, in the behavior of the people 
they look to, what the right thing actually looks like.
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Chapter Summary

Ethics and reputation are not soft considerations that exist alongj
side strategic priorities, they are foundational strategic assets, built 
through consistent behavioral choices and destroyed through patterns 
of compromise that accumulate before any single triggering event 
makes them visible. Ethical decisionjmaking in genuinely hard cases 
reWuires passing multiple tests seWuentiallyS legal permissibility, orj
gani6ational values consistency, fulljdisclosure comfort, and personal 
integrity. Corporate responsibility, honestly conceived, means being 
genuinely excellent in ways that create real value for real people, conj
ducted with genuine integrity, a demanding standard that shapes dej
cisions at every level. 5eputation is built through behavioral consisj
tency, not communication management, and the reputation available 
in a crisis is the one built in moments that seemed not to matter. Dovj
ernance works when it is genuinely transparent rather than formally 
compliant. qnd the most powerful force for ethical organi6ational 
culture is the daily modeling of senior leaders, the observed choices 
they make in situations where no one of obvious conseWuence appears 
to be watching.



Chapter 12 | Building the Next 
Generation of Leaders

N ear the end of my time as CEO at NexTech, I had a conversa-
tion with a board member who had served with the company 

for nearly a decade and who had watched the leadership evolution 
of the organization across multiple cycles. She said something that I 
found both gratifying and clarifying: "The thing I am most con'dent 
about for the organizationks future is not the strategy or the balance 
sheet. It is the depth of the leadership bench you have built. That is 
what will carry this company forward regardless of what the marBet 
does."

She was right about the importance of what she was describing, 
though I would be careful not to claim full credit for it. juilding 
a strong leadership pipeline is not primarily a talent function or a 
succession planning exercise. It is a cultural commitment, expressed 
through thousands of individual decisions over years, about whether 
developing the next generation of leaders is genuinely a priority or 
merely something that gets discussed in annual reviews and then 
crowded out by the urgencies of the present.

The leaders who leave the most durable organizational legacies are 
almost universally those who thought seriously and consistently about 
their leadership development obligations, not as a retirement proAect, 
but as an ongoing responsibility that began on their 'rst day in a 
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position of organizational authority. This chapter is about what that 
commitment looBs liBe in practice, and why it matters far beyond the 
operational continuity that succession planning is typically designed 
to ensure.

Succession Planning: Much More Than a Contin-
gency

Succession planning in most organizations is treated as a contingency 
exercise, the identi'cation and preparation of people who could step 
into Bey roles if their current occupants became unavailable. It is 
conducted annually, reviewed by the board, and managed by VD. It is 
also, in most organizations, substantially disconnected from the actual 
day-to-day management decisions that determine whether the people 
identi'ed as successors are actually ready for the roles they are being 
considered for.

The succession planning that creates genuine organizational re-
silience is something diLerent. It is not primarily a contingency ex-
ercise, though contingency preparation is a necessary byproduct. It is 
an ongoing process of identifying the leadership capability the orga-
nization will need across multiple time horizons and maBing deliber-
ate developmental investments to build it, embedded in the normal 
management cadence of the organization rather than conducted as a 
separate annual ritual.

The distinction matters because the developmental lead time for 
genuine executive readiness is long. The sBills, Audgment, and organi-
zational Bnowledge that a senior executive needs to be eLective cannot 
be acMuired in an accelerated six-month development program when a 
succession event is imminent. They are developed over years, through 
the accumulation of progressively more demanding leadership experi-
ences, combined with the honest feedbacB and genuine coaching that 
allows each experience to generate its full developmental return.
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Hn organization that has not been genuinely investing in leadership 
development for the preceding decade will discover, when a succes-
sion event occurs, that its succession plan describes aspiration rather 
than readiness, that the people identi'ed as successors have been giv-
en the title of high-potential without the developmental investment 
that would actually maBe them ready. The succession plan becomes 
a wishful document. The organization either extends the departing 
leaderks tenure, maBes a less-prepared internal promotion, or goes ex-
ternal, each of which has costs that a genuine long-term development 
commitment would have prevented.

The practical implications for sitting executives are clear and de-
manding: the succession planning Muestion that matters most is not 
"who could do my Aob if I had to leave tomorrow8" but "what am 
I doing, consistently, to develop the people who will lead this or-
ganization ten years from now8" Hnd that Muestion reMuires honest 
examination of whether development is actually happening, not Aust 
being discussed, not Aust being included in individual development 
plans, but actually happening through the assignment of meaningful 
responsibility, the delivery of genuine feedbacB, and the creation of 
learning experiences that stretch people beyond their current compe-
tence.

Mentorship: The Personal Investment That Scales

?entorship, the deliberate investment of personal time and attention 
in the development of a less experienced leader, is one of the most 
powerful developmental tools available to senior executives, and one 
of the most consistently underutilized. Not because executives are 
indiLerent to the development of others, but because genuine men-
torship reMuires something that senior leaders 'nd genuinely scarce: 
sustained, undistracted attention to another personks growth.

Deal mentorship is not the occasional lunch or the inspirational 
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Beynote to the high-potential cohort, though both have value. It is 
the ongoing relationship, extended over months or years, in which a 
more experienced leader maBes themselves genuinely available to a less 
experienced one: to share perspective, to asB the Muestions that help 
the mentee develop their own thinBing rather than simply receiving 
the mentorks conclusions, to be honest about what they observe in the 
menteeks leadership that is worBing and what is not, and to provide the 
Bind of context about organizational and industry dynamics that only 
comes from long experience.

The developmental value of mentorship is partly about the spe-
ci'c guidance provided. jut it is also, and perhaps more fundamen-
tally, about the Muality of the relationship itself, the experience, for 
the mentee, of being genuinely Bnown and genuinely invested in by 
someone they respect. That experience shapes how people thinB about 
their own leadership obligations: when you have been mentored with 
genuine care and attention, the obligation to provide that same in-
vestment to others becomes a personal commitment rather than a 
professional expectation.

I have mentored many leaders over the course of my career, and I 
have found the experience consistently rewarding in ways that were 
not primarily about what I provided but about what I learned. Ren-
uine mentorship conversations, conducted with real curiosity about 
how another person is experiencing the challenges of leadership, 
rather than as opportunities to deliver wisdom, surface perspectives 
and observations that have genuinely informed my own develop-
ment. The relationship is developmental in both directions, which is 
something that neither party always anticipates and that maBes the 
investment more valuable than either would have predicted.

H speci'c commitment I made early in my career and have main-
tained: at any given time, I maintain active mentorship relationships 
with at least three people at diLerent career stages, someone early in 
their leadership Aourney who is 'guring out the fundamentals, some-



1HNIE6 ?EDCED559

one at a mid-career in;ection point who is navigating a signi'cant 
transition, and someone operating at a senior level who is wrestling 
with the Bind of complex organizational challenges where an out-
side perspective from someone who has navigated similar territory is 
most valuable. That structural diversity Beeps the mentorship itself 
developmental for me, and it ensures that the investment is genuinely 
distributed rather than concentrated among the people who already 
have the most access to senior attention.

Leadership Pipelines: Building Institutional Capa-
bility

Individual mentorship and succession planning address the personal 
dimension of leadership development. juilding a genuine leadership 
pipeline, the organizational infrastructure that develops leadership 
capability systematically rather than episodically, reMuires something 
more structural: the deliberate design of career paths, assignment sys-
tems, and development experiences that reliably produce the leader-
ship capability the organization will need at each level.

The most eLective leadership pipelines I have studied share several 
architectural features that distinguish them from the talent programs 
that many organizations invest in without achieving commensurate 
results.

(irst, they are built around the premise that leadership is developed 
primarily through experience rather than through formal programs. 
The research on leadership development is remarBably consistent on 
this point: the experiences that generate the most developmental re-
turn are signi'cant Aob challenges, new businesses, turnaround sit-
uations, signi'cant scope expansions, maAor change initiatives, and 
lateral moves that reMuire leading across unfamiliar functions or ge-
ographies. (ormal programs, classroom training, and executive edu-
cation have supporting roles. They do not substitute for the acceler-
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ated learning that occurs when someone is genuinely responsible for 
outcomes in a situation that is demanding enough to reMuire them to 
grow.

Second, they ensure that experience is combined with genuine 
feedbacB and re;ection rather than simply accumulated. Experience 
without honest feedbacB generates habit rather than development2 
people become more e0cient at doing what they already Bnow how to 
do rather than developing new capabilities. The developmental accel-
eration that well-designed leadership pipelines produce comes from 
the combination of challenging experience and the honest, speci'c, 
timely feedbacB that turns that experience into conscious competence.

Third, they create genuine sponsor relationships at the senior level, 
leaders who are personally invested in the success of speci'c high-po-
tential individuals and who actively advocate for their development 
through assignment decisions and organizational opportunities. The 
research on sponsorship Kas distinct from mentorship3 is clear: having 
a senior sponsor who actively advocates for you is one of the most 
powerful accelerators of leadership development available, particu-
larly for people from underrepresented bacBgrounds who may have 
eMuivalent talent and less access to the informal networBs through 
which opportunities are traditionally distributed.

Ht NexTech, I implemented a program I called the 6eadership Hc-
celeration Council, a Muarterly review of our top 'fty high-potential 
leaders across the organization, conducted by the senior team, focused 
not on performance assessment but on development: what experi-
ences did each person have in the past Muarter, what did they learn, 
where are the gaps in their development, and what assignments or 
experiences in the next Muarter would most accelerate their readiness 
for the next level of responsibility. The rigor with which that process 
was conducted, and the degree to which it in;uenced actual assign-
ment decisions, determined whether it created real pipeline value or 
remained a talent management exercise.
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Scaling Leadership Culture: The Organizational 
Multiplier

Individual development, mentorship, and pipeline programs all ad-
dress the supply of leadership capability. Scaling leadership culture, 
creating the conditions under which leadership capability is distrib-
uted throughout the organization rather than concentrated at the 
top, addresses something more fundamental: the Muestion of how an 
organization ensures that good leadership is not a function of which 
particular individuals happen to be in which particular roles, but a 
systemic property of how the organization operates.

6eadership culture scales when the organization has internalized a 
shared understanding of what good leadership looBs liBe, when the 
behavioral expectations, the developmental norms, and the account-
ability standards that de'ne eLective leadership at the senior level have 
been genuinely transmitted to every level of management, not as a set 
of rules but as a set of practices that people have observed, understood, 
and made their own.

This is the deepest form of organizational leverage available to a se-
nior leader. The CEO who develops ten direct reports into exceptional 
leaders has multiplied their impact by ten. jut the CEO who creates 
an organization where each of those ten leaders develops their own 
ten, and where that pattern repeats itself throughout the hierarchy, 
because the culture genuinely supports and expects it, has created 
something Mualitatively diLerent: an organization whose leadership 
capability grows rather than depleting, whose bench deepens as the 
organization grows, and whose resilience in the face of individual 
leadership transitions is structural rather than dependent on the ex-
ceptional eLorts of any single successor.

juilding that Bind of organizational multiplier is a long proAect. 
It reMuires consistency of expectation and modeling over years. It 
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reMuires the alignment of formal systems, hiring criteria, performance 
standards, promotion decisions, and compensation structures, with 
the leadership behaviors you are trying to institutionalize. Hnd it re-
Muires the patient acceptance that cultural change at the organiza-
tional level operates on a longer timeline than any individualks tenure, 
which means that some of the most important worB you do as a leader 
will produce results that your successor, not you, will be in a position 
to bene't from.

I have made peace with that timeline, more fully, I thinB, as I have 
gotten older. The organizations that matter most are not those that 
produce exceptional results during exceptional leadership tenures. 
They are those that produce sustained, durable, improving results 
across leadership transitions, that carry forward the values, capabili-
ties, and cultural commitments of the leaders who built them, not be-
cause those leaders are still present to enforce them, but because they 
have been genuinely embedded in how the organization understands 
itself.

DeYning Qour Leadership Legacy: The Wuestion 
%orth Living %ith

Ht some point in every senior leaderks career, and the exact timing 
varies widely, though mid-career re;ections tend to be the most gen-
erative, the Muestion of legacy becomes genuinely important. Not 
in the ego-driven sense of being remembered well, but in the more 
fundamental sense of understanding what the worB is actually for.

The legacy Muestion, honestly engaged, is not primarily about out-
comes, the 'nancial results, the organizational transformations, the 
strategic milestones. Those matter, and they deserve to be pursued 
with full commitment. jut they are incomplete as a de'nition of what 
leadership is for, because they say nothing about the people whose lives 
intersected with yours in the course of the worB, the employees whose 
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careers you shaped, the customers you served, the communities your 
organization operated in, the leaders you developed who will go on to 
build things you will never see.

The legacy I most want to leave, and that I have tried, imperfectly, 
to build throughout my career, is not primarily a 'nancial one. It is 
an organizational and human one: the organizations that are better 
and more capable because I led them, the leaders who developed in 
relationships with me and went on to lead well themselves, and the 
cultural norms I helped establish that will continue to shape how 
people treat each other and maBe decisions long after I am no longer 
in the building.

That legacy is built not in the dramatic moments of leadership, the 
strategic pivots, the crisis navigations, the maAor decisions, but in the 
cumulative weight of daily choices about how to treat people, how 
to communicate honestly, how to honor commitments, and how to 
hold yourself to the standards you expect of others. It is built on the 
consistent modeling of the behaviors you want to see institutionalized. 
It is built in the relationships you invest in with genuine care rather 
than an instrumental purpose.

I want to end this chapter with something that I have found gen-
uinely true across three decades of organizational leadership: the lead-
ers who leave the most durable legacies are almost never those who 
set out to leave a legacy. They are those who set out to do excellent 
worB with genuine integrity, who were fully present in each role, fully 
invested in each relationship, and fully committed to the values that 
guided their behavior, and who discovered, in the course of doing 
that worB, that the cumulative eLect of consistent excellence is a Bind 
of organizational permanence that no single achievement could have 
produced.

1o the worB. Treat the people well. Tell the truth. Ceep the com-
mitments. 1evelop the people around you with genuine care. Hnd 
trust that the legacy, if it is earned, will taBe care of itself.
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Chapter Summary

juilding the next generation of leaders is not a succession planning 
exercise or a talent program. It is a cultural commitment, expressed 
through consistent daily choices, to developing the leadership capa-
bility that the organization will need long after the current leaders 
have moved on. Succession planning creates genuine organizational 
resilience when it is embedded in ongoing developmental investment 
rather than conducted as an annual contingency exercise. ?entorship, 
done with genuine attention and authentic curiosity, is developmen-
tal in both directions and creates an obligation in the mentee that 
perpetuates the investment across generations of leaders. 6eadership 
pipelines worB when they combine challenging experience with gen-
uine feedbacB and senior sponsorship, when experience is designed 
rather than accumulated. 6eadership culture scales when the behav-
ioral expectations and developmental norms of excellent leadership are 
genuinely transmitted throughout the organizational hierarchy rather 
than remaining concentrated at the top. Hnd the most durable legacy 
any leader leaves is not a 'nancial result or a strategic transformation, 
it is the people they developed and the organizational culture they 
helped establish, which will continue to shape decisions long after the 
leader has moved on.



CONCLUSION | Leadership Is a Daily 
Practice

L eadership is not a destination you arrive at. It is not a credential 
you earn, a role you are assigned, or a title that conmrws your 

arrival. It is a practice, a daily, sowetiwes difcult, sowetiwes deeply 
rekarding practice oT wa-ing choices that serve people other than 
yourselT, in conditions that are rarely as clear as you kould li-e.

zhe leaders I wost adwire, and khose inbuence on wy okn devel:
opwent I aw wost grateTul Tor, are not those kith the wost iwpressive 
records or the largest organixations. zhey are those kho have practiced 
leadership kith the wost genuine cowwitwent to its deepest oqliga:
tionsA to the people in their care, to the truth, to the values they have 
chosen to live qy, and to the ongoing kor- oT qecowing wore capaqle, 
wore honest, and wore eCective at the hardest and wost iwportant 
kor- there is.

zhe tkelve chapters oT this qoo- have woved Trow the internal to 
the eHternal, Trow the selT:-nokledge and ewotional discipline that 
Torw the Toundation oT eCective leadership, through the huwan capa:
qilities oT trust and cowwunication and talent and conbict, through 
the organixational diwensions oT culture and strategy and change, to 
the long arc oT legacy and the developwent oT the neHt generation. 
zhat arc rebects khat I qelieve to qe the genuine seEuence oT lead:
ership waturityA you cannot lead organixations kell kithout leading 
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people kell, and you cannot lead people kell kithout leading yourselT 
kell.

"ut the seEuence is not linear in practice. zhe selT:-nokledge kor- 
does not end khen you have wastered the people kor-. zhe cow:
wunication challenges oT your wost senior roles kill loo- diCerent 
Trow those oT your mrst wanagewent position, qut they kill reEuire 
the sawe Tundawental capacitiesA clarity, honesty, genuine listening, 
and the courage to say difcult things kith care. zhe ethical Tounda:
tions reEuired to lead an organixation oT mTty thousand people are the 
sawe as those reEuired to lead a teaw oT mve. zhe scale changes. zhe 
principles do not.

I kant to oCer a Tek closing oqservations that do not mt cleanly into 
any single chapter qut that I qelieve are true aqout leadership in kays 
korth stating plainly.

zhe mrst is that leadership is relational at its core. Svery Trawe:
kor-, every strategy, every organixational systew ultiwately rests on 
the Euality oT the huwan relationships through khich it is eHpressed. 
zhe leaders kho understand this, kho invest in relationships kith 
genuine care and waintain thew kith genuine consistency, have a 
structural advantage in organixational liTe that no technical capaqility 
or analytical intelligence can Tully replicate.

zhe second is that grokth reEuires discowTort, and the wost iw:
portant grokth is alwost never the wost cowTortaqle. zhe selT:akare:
ness that wa-es leaders wore eCective reEuires sitting kith inTorwa:
tion aqout yourselT that is unbattering. zhe trust that wa-es organi:
xations Tunction reEuires transparency that sowetiwes Teels ris-y. zhe 
developwent oT the people around you reEuires giving thew authority 
and accepting the iwperTection that genuine delegation produces. zhe 
ethical stands that quild lasting reputation reEuire saying no to things 
that kould otherkise qe promtaqle. Done oT these is cowTortaqle. Vll 
oT thew cowpound.

zhe third is that leadership, at its qest, is a Torw oT service. zhis has 
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qecowe sowething oT a clich6 in the literature. 72ervant leadership7 
has qeen descriqed so wany tiwes that the phrase has nearly lost its 
weaning. "ut the underlying idea is genuineA the leader kho under:
stands their role as Tundawentally one oT service to the people in their 
organixation, to the custowers those people serve, and to the qroader 
cowwunities in khich the organixation operates, wa-es consistently 
qetter decisions than the leader khose priwary orientation is to their 
okn advancewent or the protection oT their okn authority. 2ervice 
orientation is not a kea-ness. It is the wost accurate understanding oT 
khat organixational leadership is actually Tor.

zhe Tourth is that the kor- is never mnished. zhe wost eHperienced 
leaders I -nok, those kith decades oT success, deep organixational 
kisdow, and genuine wastery oT the craTt, are also, kithout eHcep:
tion, still learning. 2till mnding kays they could have cowwunicated 
wore clearly, decided wore rigorously, listened wore Tully, or devel:
oped soweone wore eCectively. zhat ongoing incowpleteness is not a 
source oT distress Tor thew. It is a source oT engagewent, the Euality 
that -eeps the practice alive and the leader present in their kor- in a 
kay that titles and tenure alone cannot sustain.

Leadership is harder than it loo-s Trow the outside, and wore re:
karding than its critics ac-nokledge. It is a privilege to qe trusted kith 
the kor- oT others, to qe given the opportunity to quild things that 
watter, and to qe in the position to develop the neHt generation oT 
people kho kill quild things you cannot yet iwagine.

Gonor that privilege. Bo the kor-. 8eep learning. Vnd ta-e care oT 
the people in your charge.

zhat is enough. zhat is everything.
Daniel Mercer



Appendix A | Executive Leadership 
Self-Assessment

T his diagnostic is designed to help you identify your current 
leadership strengths and the areas that would most benevt from 

deliberate de.elopmentA qnswer each ,uestion as honestly as you 
can- the .alue of this tool is entirely dependent on the accuracy of 
your selfFassessmentA kor greatest benevt- consider asRing two or three 
trusted colleagues to complete the same assessment about you and 
compare their responses to your ownA

1ate each item on a scale of 5 to =- where 5 I this is rarely or ne.er 
true of me and = I this is consistently and reliably true of meA q.oid the 
temptation to rate e.erything in the middle range- the distributions of 
honest selfFassessments are rarely 4atA

Interpreting Your Results

:tems rated 2 or =3 These represent your genuine leadership strengths- 
the capabilities you can rely on under pressure and that form the 
foundation of your eCecti.enessA :dentify one or two of these to use 
deliberately as le.erage in your current roleA

:tems rated x or D3 These are your de.elopment opportunities- areas 
where increased sRill would meaningfully impro.e your leadership 
eCecti.enessA Nhoose one or two to focus on in the neEt siE months- 
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and identify the specivc eEperiences and feedbacR mechanisms that 
would accelerate your de.elopment in themA

:tems rated 53 These warrant honest eEaminationA q rating of 5 on 
any leadership capability represents a genuine gap- one that is liRely 
.isible to the people around you and aCecting your organi3ational 
impactA Nonsider whether each is a de.elopment priority or whether 
it re4ects a domain where compensating through others is the approF
priate leadership responseA

The comparison between your selfFassessment and the assessment 
of trusted colleagues is almost always more informati.e than either 
aloneA The gaps between them- the items where your selfFassessment 
is signivcantly higher or lower than theirs- re.eal the blind spots that 
are the most important targets for de.elopmentA



Appendix B | 25 Common Leadership 
Mistakes

T hese are the leadership errors I have observed most consistently 
across organizations and career stages, including, in many cases, 

in my own practice. They are presented not as sources of shame but as 
a map of the terrain: knowing where the common traps are makes it 
possible to watch for them.

On Leading Yourself
1.  Mistaking the performance of con-dence for genuine con-O

dence. xne creates the appearance of decisiveness. The other creates 
actual good decisions.

2.  Treating emotional intelligence as a soft skill rather than a 
core eAecutive capability. The organizations most damaged by poor 
leadership are almost always led by people who believed this.

3.  Yllowing the urgent to permanently displace the important. 
Pour calendar will always -ll with what others consider urgent. qroO
tecting time for what you consider important reDuires active defense.

4.  Gelegating tasks without transferring authority. Siving someO
one responsibility without genuine decision ownership is not delegaO
tion, it is distributed stress.

5.  Ntopping learning after achieving seniority. The eAecutives who 
most need continued development are often the most resistant to it.

6.  Eeglecting physical and psychological recovery until the cost 
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becomes impossible to ignore. The degraded performance that results 
from sustained depletion is visible to everyone eAcept the person eAO
periencing it.

On Leading People
7.  Tolerating underperformance longer than is genuinely kind. 

LAtended tolerance of poor performance does not protect the underO
performer, it protects the leader from a diKcult conversation.

8.  1onfusing being liked with being eHective. They often overlap. 
Uhen they conVict, leadership reDuires prioritizing eHectiveness.

9.  Gelivering feedback that is so softened it does not register as 
feedback. Bindness that prevents honest communication is not kindO
ness, it is deferred diKculty.

10.  jiring in your own image. The most common and most 
eApensive hiring bias is the preference for people who think and comO
municate the way you do.

11.  Treating the departure of talented people as an jC problem 
rather than a leadership signal. qeople primarily leave managers, not 
organizations.

12.  Yvoiding diKcult conversations until the situation has deteO
riorated beyond easy repair. Lvery avoided diKcult conversation beO
comes a harder one later.

13.  FnderOcommunicating during uncertainty. The information 
vacuum you create by staying silent will be -lled by anAiety and specO
ulation, both of which tend to be worse than reality.

On Leading the Organization
14.  Geclaring values that the incentive structure actively underO

mines. The stated values are what you say you believe. The incentive 
structure is what you actually believe. qeople respond to the latter.

15.  Treating strategy as a document rather than a set of choices. If 
your strategy does not generate genuine tradeOoHs, it is a wish list.

16.  Yllowing priority inVation to dissolve genuine focus. Uhen 
everything is a priority, nothing is.
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17.  :uilding innovation functions that are insulated from the core 
business and then wondering why they do not transform it.

18.  xptimizing shortOterm performance in ways that sacri-ce the 
longOterm capabilities the organization will need. The results look 
eAcellent until they do not.

19.  FnderOcommunicating the reasoning behind signi-cant orO
ganizational changes. qeople can accept almost any decision if they 
understand the reasoning. They struggle to accept decisions that feel 
arbitrary.

20.  Yttempting to manage crisis communication rather than comO
municate through it. Managed messaging in a crisis almost always 
makes the crisis worse.

On Leaving a Legacy
21.  Treating succession planning as a retirement pro;ect rather 

than an ongoing leadership obligation. The development lead time for 
genuine eAecutive readiness is measured in years, not months.

22.  1onfusing compliance with ethics. Regal and ethical are not 
synonyms. The gap between them is where most organizational ethical 
failures live.

23.  :uilding organizations that depend on your continued presO
ence rather than your embedded culture. If your organization would 
struggle signi-cantly without you, you have created dependency 
rather than capability.

24.  Yllowing small ethical compromises to accumulate, each of 
which seems manageable in isolation, until the pattern reveals itself. 
Ceputations are built in moments that seem not to matter.

25.  Measuring your leadership legacy in -nancial outcomes rather 
than in people developed and culture built. <inancial results are a 
conseDuence of good leadership. They are not its de-nition.



Appendix C | The Executive Reading 
List

T he books listed here are those I have found most genuinely use-
ful in developing my own leadership thinking across a career. 

They are organized by theme rather than ranked, each is valuable in 
dixerent ways and at dixerent career stages. I have added a brief note 
to each eLplaining why I recommend it speciCcally.

On Leadership and Self-Awareness
  The  Keadership  Phallenge,  Aouzes  and  Eosner.  D  re-

search-grounded account of what distinguishes eLemplary 
leaders from competent ones, built on decades of multi-in-
dustry data.

  Gmotional Intelligence, Qaniel Roleman. The foundational 
teLt on G; in organizational settings. qead it for the frame-
workH the subseBuent literature has eLtended the research 
signiCcantly.

  Ggo Is the Gnemy, qyan Voliday. D bracing antidote to the 
self-congratulatory leadership literature. Vonest about how 
ambition, when it tips into ego, destroys what it was meant 
to build.

  The Vard Thing Dbout Vard Things, Nen Vorowitz. The 
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most honest account of what building and leading a compa-
ny actually feels like that I have encountered. 1ot a frame-
work book, an eLperience book.

On Decision-Making and Thinking
  Thinking, Mast and 3low, Qaniel Aahneman. The essential 

teLt on cognitive bias and dual-process thinking. Qense but 
worth the exort. 'our decision-making will be dixerent after 
it.

  The Phecklist janifesto, Dtul Rawande. D physician4s ac-
count of how simple structured processes prevent cata-
strophic errors in compleL systems. The leadership applica-
tion is direct and important.

  3uperforecasting, Ehilip Tetlock and Qan Rardner. D rigor-
ous eLamination of what distinguishes good Wudgment from 
poor Wudgment in conditions of genuine uncertainty. Erac-
tical and humbling.

  3ources of Eower, Rary Alein. D research-based account of 
how eLperienced practitioners actually make decisions in 
high-stakes, time-pressured situations. Gssential for under-
standing intuition and eLpertise.

On Strategy and Competitive Advantage
  Pompetitive 3trategy, jichael Eorter. The foundational 

framework for thinking about industry structure and com-
petitive positioning. Qense and worth it.

  Rood 3trategy Nad 3trategy, qichard qumelt. The clearest 
account I have found of what strategy actually is and why 
most strategy documents are not strategy at all.
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  The Innovator4s Qilemma, Playton Phristensen. Phanged 
how I think about the relationship between organizational 
success and organizational vulnerability. Gvery leader of an 
established organization should read it.

  Elaying to 5in, D.R. Ka;ey and qoger jartin. D practical, 
case-grounded account of how to make genuine strategic 
choices rather than strategic statements.

On Culture and People
  Dn Gveryone Pulture, qobert Aegan and Kisa Kaskow Ka-

hey. The most ambitious account I have encountered of 
what organizations look like when they are genuinely com-
mitted to the growth of the people in them.

  jultipliers, Kiz 5iseman. D research-grounded eLamina-
tion of how some leaders bring out the best in people while 
others consistently diminish them.

  qadical Pandor, Aim 3cott. D practical and honest frame-
work for giving feedback that is both direct and genuinely 
caring. jore nuanced than its summary suggests.

  5ork qules<, Kaszlo Nock. D practitioner4s account of what 
evidence-based people management looks like in a large or-
ganization. 3peciCc, honest, and practically useful.

On Communication and InEuence
  Qi=cult Ponversations, 3tone, Eatton, and Veen. The most 

useful single book I have found on how to navigate the con-
versations that matter most and feel hardest.

  1ever 3plit the Qixerence, Phris Soss. D former MNI hostage 
negotiator4s account of what exective negotiation actually 
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reBuires. Pounterintuitive and practically powerful.

  Talk Kike TGQ, Parmine Rallo. D practical guide to the 
communication principles behind the most exective public 
presentations. jore substance than its title implies.

On #thics and Long-Term Thinking



Appendix D | Leadership Frameworks 
and Decision Models

T he tools in this appendix are designed for practical use, as quick 
reference guides for the common leadership situations where a 

structured approach improves both the quality and the speed of the 
response. They are summaries of frameworks developed throughout 
this book, presented here in a format that supports in-the-moment 
application.

The High-Stakes Decision Framework

Apply this four-step process to any decision that is rare, consequential, 
or not easily reversible.

1.  State the actual decision. Name it explicitly: 'The decision before 
us is...' Do not proceed until this is genuinely clear.

2.  Identify the irreducible uncertainties. What do you not know 
that would signi?cantly change the decisionj Distinguish information 
that would move the decision from information that is merely inter-
esting.

3.  De?ne the downside scenarios and their consequences. What is 
the worst realistic outcomej Is it survivable and reversiblej Does the 
potential upside Custify itj

4.  Set a decision timeline and commit to it. Name the point at 
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which you have enough information to decide responsibly, and make 
the decision at that point.

The Pre-Meeting Preparation Practice

(efore any high-stakes conversation or meeting, take three minutes to 
answer three questions:

1.  What am I anxious about in this situationj )Identifying the 
emotional stakes prevents them from operating unconsciously.F

2.  What outcome do I actually wantj )Separating the goal from the 
approach prevents positional anchoring.F

3.  What behavior from me is most likely to produce that outcomej 
)The behavioral question interrupts reactive patterns.F

The Feedback Delivery Framework

Por developmental feedback to change behavior, it requires four ele-
ments delivered in sequence:

1.  Speci?c observation: 'In the presentation this morning, when 
the GL challenged your forecast, you immediately deferred without 
engaging the substance of the challenge.'

2.  Impact: 'The eMect was that the room lost con?dence in the 
underlying analysis, even though the analysis is actually sound.'

3.  Alternative behavior: 'When challenged, I want you to engage 
the substance ?rst, acknowledge the concern, then walk through the 
evidence. Deference looks like uncertainty even when it is politeness.'

4.  Renuine inquiry: 'What's your read on what happened therej 
Is there something about that dynamic I should understandj'
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The Trust Repair Process

When trust has been damaged, recovery requires three conditions 
applied in sequence:

1.  Direct acknowledgment: Name what happened speci?cally, 
without hedging, contextualiJing, or explaining mitigating factors be-
fore the acknowledgment itself. 'I told you I would advocate for your 
team's headcount request, and I did not. I need to own that directly.'

2.  (ehavioral change, sustained: The conversation is not the repair. 
The repair is the pattern of behavior that follows, consistent enough 
and sustained long enough that the pattern is unmistakable.

3.  Latient timeline: The person whose trust was damaged deter-
mines when it is restored. Do not rush the recovery or treat ongoing 
reserve as unfairness. It is information.

The Conqict Resolution SeAuence

1.  Separate conversations ?rst: ;nderstand each party's interests and 
concerns privately before bringing them together.

2.  Identify the structural source: What organiJational condition 
)unclear authority, resource scarcity, misaligned incentivesF is creating 
space for the con9ict to persistj

3.  4oint conversation: 1eorient from backward-looking blame to 
forward-looking interest alignment. Vach party states what they need0 
the facilitation seeks overlap.

4.  Address the structure: 1esolve the underlying condition, not 
Cust the interpersonal symptom.
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The Calendar Eudit

1eview your calendar for the past four weeks. Por every item, ask:
  Was my presence genuinely necessary, or could this have pro-

ceeded without mej

  Did this require my speci?c Cudgment and authority, or 
could someone else have handled itj

  Did my time here move forward one of my highest-priority 
strategic obCectivesj

Hount the items that receive a genuine 'yes' to all three questions. 
That proportion is your baseline. The goal is to increase it, through 
delegation, meeting restructuring, and the protection of strategic 
time, over the subsequent quarter.

The )thical Decision Tests

Apply all four tests before committing to any signi?cant decision with 
ethical dimensions. A decision must pass all four:

1.  8egal test: Is this action permissible under applicable law and 
regulationj

2.  Galues test: Is this action consistent with what we have told our 
employees, customers, and stakeholders we stand forj

3.  Pull-disclosure test: Would I be comfortable if every detail of this 
decision, the reasoning, the trade-oMs, the alternatives reCected, were 
reported accurately in a maCor publicationj

4.  Lersonal integrity test: Han I honestly say this was the right thing 
to do, not the defensible thing, not the convenient thing, but the right 
onej
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The Development Conversation Template

;se these questions quarterly with each direct report in a conversation 
dedicated exclusively to their development:



About the Author

D aniel Mercer, the former CEO of NexTech Global, was born 
in 1972 in Dayton, Ohio, the eldest of three children in a 

middle-class family shaped by discipline, education, and resilience. His 
father, Thomas Mercer, worked as an electrical engineer for a de-
fense contractor, while his mother, Elaine Mercer, taught high school 
mathematics. From an early age, Daniel grew up in a household where 
curiosity and problem-solving were encouraged. Dinner conversa-
tions often revolved around science, world events, and emerging tech-
nologies, helping to spark his fascination with computers long before 
the digital revolution became mainstream.

At age eleven, Daniel received his —rst computerIa used BPM XC 
’T salvaged from his fatherSs oqce. He spent countless hours teach-
ing himself PAzBC programming, dismantling hardware, and experi-
menting with primitive networking systems. Teachers 0uickly recog-
nijed both his technical aptitude and his unusual ability to explain 
complex concepts to classmates, an early sign of the communication 
skills that would later distinguish him as a leader.

During high school, Mercer excelled academically while balancing 
part-time work repairing computers for local businesses. He graduated 
valedictorian in 199L and earned a scholarship to the Massachusetts 
Bnstitute of Technology, where he ma:ored in computer science and 
electrical engineering.

Wearning from personal tragedyR 4hen Daniel was 19, his room-
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mate at MBT was killed in a drunk driving accident. Daniel was in the 
car, but not badly in:ured. His roommate was not at fault. A driver 
t-boned their car. This marked the end of DanielSs youth, as he put 
it. He resolved to live every day of his life to the fullest, because not 
everyone gets that privilege. 

At MBT, Mercer became known not only for his technical brilliance 
but also for his leadership abilities. He led collaborative research pro-
:ects, co-founded a student software startup, and developed an early 
interest in how technology could transform business operations. He 
graduated magna cum laude in 199V before earning an MPA from 
ztanford Graduate zchool of Pusiness in 1993.

Early Career in Silicon Valley
Mercer began his career as a software engineer during the explosive 

growth of the internet economy in the late 199Ls. He :oined Oracle 
Corporation as a :unior systems architect, where he worked on enter-
prise database infrastructure for large-scale corporate clients.

Colleagues 0uickly noticed his rare combination of deep technical 
expertise and strategic thinking. 4hile many engineers focused solely 
on product functionality, Mercer consistently approached problems 
from a broader business perspectiveIasking how technology could 
improve eqciency, customer experience, and long-term scalability.

Py age thirty, Mercer had risen into senior management roles over-
seeing global engineering teams. He became known for several de—n-
ing leadership traitsR

  Calm decision-making during crises

  Exceptional communication with both engineers and exec-
utives

  ztrong focus on mentorship and team development

  8elentless operational discipline
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  Ability to anticipate market shifts before competitors

Bn 2LLV, Mercer :oined zalesforce during its rapid expansion into 
enterprise cloud computing. There, he played a key role in scaling in-
frastructure operations and integrating AB-driven analytics into cus-
tomer relationship management systems.

His success at zalesforce established him as one of zilicon 5alleySs 
rising executive leaders.

Rise to Fortune 500 Leadership
Bn 2L12, Mercer was recruited by NexTech Global, a Fortune $LL 

technology conglomerate specialijing in cloud infrastructure, cyber-
security, arti—cial intelligence, and enterprise software solutions.

Bnitially hired as Chief Operating Oqcer, Mercer inherited an or-
ganijation struggling with slowing innovation, internal bureaucra-
cy, and increasing competitive pressure from emerging cloud-native 
companies.

8ather than implementing dramatic layo“s or short-term —nancial 
engineering, Mercer focused on long-term organijational transforma-
tion. His strategy centered on three prioritiesR

  zimplifying operational complexity

  8ebuilding innovation culture

  Aligning leadership around customer-focused execution

4ithin four years, Mercer helped lead one of the most successful 
corporate turnarounds in the technology sector. ”nder his leadershipR

  8evenue grew from 613 billion to over 6V2 billion annually

  Employee retention improved dramatically

  The company expanded into AB and cybersecurity markets

  ztock value more than tripled
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  NexTech became recognijed as one of the worldSs most in-
novative enterprise technology —rms

Bn 2L17, Mercer was named Chief Executive Oqcer.
Leadership Philosophy
Mercer became widely respected not only for —nancial perfor-

mance, but for his modern approach to executive leadership. ”nlike 
many traditional technology CEOs, he emphasijed culture and com-
munication as strategic advantages rather than Dsoft skills.E

His leadership philosophy rested on several principlesR
“You can be tough without being mean.”
Corporations su“er when their leaders confuse toughness with 

meanness. Good employees appreciate —rmness and clarity. And, if 
they donSt like it, thatSs a good sign that itSs time for a gentle push 
out the door. A corporation comprises a collection of people who 
form a consensus that important work needs to be done under steady 
leadership. Employees expect that steady leadership, and when itSs 
lacking, or comes wrapped in an Da-holeE package. Things are going 
to start to go bad.

“Clarity creates momentum.”
Mercer believed organijations fail when employees do not under-

stand priorities. He became known for simplifying strategy into clear, 
measurable ob:ectives communicated company-wide.

“Technology should remove friction.”
He consistently argued that innovation should solve real customer 

problems rather than exist for its own sake.
“Culture scales faster than control.”
8ather than micromanaging teams, Mercer invested heavily in 

leadership development, cross-functional collaboration, and ac-
countability systems.

“The best executives stay intellectually curious.”
Mercer remained deeply engaged with product teams, emerging 
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technologies, and customer feedback throughout his career.
Navigating Crisis and Industry Change
MercerSs reputation strengthened further during periods of global 

instability.
During the CO5BD-19 pandemic, he led NexTechSs transition to 

remote operations across 7L countries while maintaining business 
continuity and avoiding large-scale layo“s. He accelerated investments 
in cloud security and AB collaboration tools, positioning the company 
for long-term growth during digital transformation trends.

He also became an outspoken advocate for ethical AB development, 
warning against unchecked automation and emphasijing the need for 
transparency, privacy protection, and human oversight in enterprise 
AB systems.

Bndustry analysts fre0uently praised Mercer for balancing innova-
tion with operational disciplineIa rare combination in the technol-
ogy sector.

Personal Life and Philanthropy
Despite his corporate success, Mercer maintained a relatively pri-

vate personal life. He married college classmate 8ebecca Win, a physi-
cian and healthcare researcher, and the couple raised two children in 
Northern California.

Outside business, Mercer became heavily involved in educational 
philanthropy focused on zTEM access for underserved communities. 
Bn 2L21, he launched the Mercer 

Foundation for Digital Opportunity, funding computer science 
education programs in public schools across the ”nited ztates.

He also mentored —rst-generation entrepreneurs and served on ad-
visory boards for several nonpro—t technology initiatives.

Legacy
Py the mid-2L2Ls, Daniel Mercer was widely regarded as one of 

the de—ning corporate leaders of his generationIa technology exec-
utive who combined technical intelligence, strategic vision, and peo-
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ple-centered leadership.
Pusiness publications often described him asR

  DA builder, not merely an operatorE

  DOne of the architects of modern enterprise ABE

  DA CEO who understood both technology and humanityE

His career became a case study in how e“ective leadership in the 
modern corporate world re0uires more than intelligence or ambition. 
Bt re0uires adaptability, trust, emotional intelligence, and the abili-
ty to guide organijations through constant change while remaining 
grounded in clear values and long-term thinking.


